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				Chapter 1
			

			
				The sun shining in the balcony doors woke Lee up. She resisted setting an alarm. With a decreased need for sleep being part of her life extension therapy, she’d settled into a routine of staying up late and awakening with the sun. Some people with gene mods reversed that, going to bed early and getting up about when Lee was ready for bed. A few had different internal clocks and followed odd routines.
			

			
				The Derf were just making a start on testing life extension mods, but it hadn’t expanded yet to include reducing their need for sleep. That meant most of the population was still sleeping through the night. It was quiet, non-critical services were shut down, and one could get a lot done with few interruptions.
			

			
				Providence had a day almost two thousand seconds shorter than Derfhome. That meant her shuttle showed up at odd times of the day at both worlds. It always left mid-day where it happened to be, but could arrive anytime at the destination world. Today the shuttle arrived at Derfhome a bit before sunrise, and Lee had a couple of messages waiting on her phone from its arrival.
			

			
				“Mistress Anderson, this is Jerome Johnson John, Barlow Parson’s clerk. Alexander sent me to make a presentation and ascertain your will about a rather large volume of new business for Providence. It seemed too much to present as a written communication. I’m charged with trying to present it order of importance, and letting you decide at what point it no longer needs your direct attention. It is about an hour before dawn, and the Silk Road is discharging freight and passengers at the port. I will get off here also, before it leaves for your private field. I’ll seek what is my supper in a couple of hours, and await your pleasure to make my presentation. If you are too busy to see me today, I’ll get a room and acclimate to the Derfhome clock. I’m gene mod, so I have some flexibility on sleep, besides having the usual pills that help reset my internal clock.”
			

			
				It was a good thing he mentioned Alexander, or she’d have no idea who he was. That was the only anchor for her memory. She couldn’t remember the name of Alexander’s assistant, and the last that she knew, him having his own clerk was just a possibility for a future day. The man obviously thought she followed her bank operations much closer than she cared to. She called back hoping to start the day with him.
			

			
				“Jerome, this is Lee Anderson. Have you had your meal yet?”
			

			
				“Mistress, I have not. I’m not one to rush the hatch to disembark, like some who elbow their way through aggressively with luggage in hand. By the time I passed through the terminal there were no more taxis available so early. I didn’t want to hire a special car to fetch me from the city, so I just sat and reviewed my notes until one returned. I’m on my way into the city now, and intended to secure lodgings and seek supper. I found a place called The Homestead that seemed acceptable if their ad is to be believed.”
			

			
				“Tell the taxi to divert to the Old Hotel,” Lee instructed. “I’ll tell the desk to send you up and you can have supper while I have breakfast.”
			

			
				“Perhaps I should get that room while it is available, first?” Jerome suggested.
			

			
				“I have guest rooms here. Alexander won’t fault you for saving money,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Indeed, you do know his frugality. I’ll tell the driver. It isn’t a robocab.”
			

			
				“Good, those are horribly slow here. I’ll shower and let the front desk know when I can receive you. If you need to wait, the dining room never closes. Ask for a coffee or anything you want, and charge it to my name,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Thank you. The Old Hotel sounds interesting.”
			

			
				“Oh, it is. There are lots of reasons I live here,” Lee confirmed and disconnected.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Jerome Johnson John was from France, hired by the high bidder to monitor Providence’s satellite com system as an internal accountant. His grandfather, John emigrated to France from Eritrea after being educated there and having distinguished himself at university. He married a third-generation Eritrean immigrant whose family approved of his removal from his native land, his nominal Christianity, and his strong ambition to provide a decent living for their daughter.
			

			
				Their union was blessed with a son who, in the patronymic naming their parents expected, was Johnson John. Johnson John married a Djibouti and as the paternal grandparents had no objection, named their son Jerome, more for how it sounded than any tradition. By this generation, the only everyday vestige of African culture they retained was the name, their home cooking, and a slight accent to their French that many couldn’t place.
			

			
				Many of the troubles that drove them from Eritrea followed them to France. His parents and grandparents counseled that a change of location was once again the best course and had their blessing. Seeing that possibility far in advance, they schooled Jerome in English from a very young age. It opened more doors than French or Afar.
			

			
				The Earth Claims Commission, while a North American-dominated organization wasn’t shy to save a little expense by recruiting support positions from member nations with a lower wage scale. Jerome fit the bill perfectly. His wife was welcome as a way to import domestic help that would never be approved as such directly. After careful consideration of the new circumstances, with Providence now abandoned by the Claims Commission, Jerome saw little future in the Providence satellite com system. It would be longer now before the system would need to be expanded. The new government would likely streamline their required reports over what the Earth Commission required, eliminating his job.
			

			
				Jerome requested time off and took Lee’s shuttle to Derfhome. He spent nearly his entire savings on life extension. He was sure that would make him a much more attractive choice to hire. His wife agreed to wait her turn until they replenished their funds. That he was eight years older helped sell it too. When he returned to Providence, he continued drawing his salary during the transition period when Lee was paying. He continued his work, if nowhere near as diligently, looking for other opportunities. He couldn’t see any reason to turn down free money if his bosses didn’t see that they wouldn’t need him soon.
			

			
				When Alexander’s assistant was overwhelmed with work, Jerome was the third person to make an application for the job as his clerk. Alexander liked that he was a numbers guy, life extended, and available immediately. If he was a little pushy, Alexander could use that trait.
			

			
				If Jerome was not mistaken, the returned owner, Lee, didn’t appear a fool, and would not financially support her world any longer than necessary. Indeed, she’d expect it to be paying her handsomely as soon as practical. That would mean an influx of people and expansion of the liaisons with new businesses and record keeping. Jerome might soon have people working for him or even become a department head. He was happy with the possibilities because he was ambitious. Here he was, going back to Derfhome on the Silk Road, with a new job, more authority, and meeting the owner herself. Things were going very well. The hotel staff certainly treated him with respect, and saw to his comfort while he waited. They walked him to the dining room like he might get lost crossing the lobby. Lee Anderson was obviously well regarded on this world as well as Providence.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“How many ships do you have now?” Sy Watkins asked.
			

			
				Dan Prescott ground his teeth in frustration. It was a sore point with the head of North America’s space forces, but he answered the Secretary of State.
			

			
				“We had eleven freighters flagged as North American. They are expensive to run under USNA regulations, so they were only used for sensitive cargo to military outposts and the occasional special assignment requested by intelligence agencies. We got five of those back stuffed full of our crews from warships and forward bases the Centralists forced to evacuate, after disabling any major warships present. We also got two back that returned of their own initiative after arriving at destroyed bases. Of the remaining four, two have been taken as prizes, one of them publicly condemned and one not declared yet. Two are not accounted for yet. I can’t even speak to their probable location. We still have eight armed ships for which we have no status. If we haven’t heard from them by now, they are either lost, or decided to assume ownership of their vessels and strike out on their own.”
			

			
				Anger flared on the Secretary’s face but he didn’t express it.
			

			
				“What exactly would they do as independents?” he asked.
			

			
				“They are plenty of marginal worlds or stations well beyond our reach now that will trade for essential supplies that others have in abundance. It requires intimate knowledge of the needs and surpluses of each location, but they could have easily acquired that information while operating under our control. Indeed, a quiet side trade in high value objects was one of the perks of working for shadowy agencies. You had the same thing here on Earth, with the air freight services that hauled weapons and such for the spooks. They traded for personal profit in antiquities, rough gems, and prohibited items like ivory.”
			

			
				“And sometimes illicit trade in illegal goods for the agency,” Watkins accused. It was something he’d tried to curtail, unsuccessfully.
			

			
				Prescott just shrugged with indifference, like the issue was a moot point. He resisted asking how much traffic in State Department diplomatic pouches was personal business. When an embassy bag had lumpy gold bars weighing it down, the handlers did a lot of winking, eye rolling, and made crude jokes about the heavy paperwork.
			

			
				“We have managed to purchase three freighters operating under different flags, and consolidated them under a corporation operating out of Armstrong on the Moon. Some of the critical crew will continue with the ships as contractors, and some of the crew will be replaced with those Central forced to return. There will of course be a political observer embedded among that crew. We will acquire more vessels, I’m sure, but the loss of our own domestic ship building capacity has driven up prices and reduced the number of vessels for sale. Even when generous offers are made on vessels not for sale, they are declined.”
			

			
				“It’s a start,” Watkins said grudgingly. “We can’t regain control of our critical colonies with overt military force but we’ll start soon using this merchant fleet to bring them back under our control.”
			

			
				“I’m not entirely sure how that would work,” Prescott admitted.
			

			
				“I wouldn’t expect you to,” Watkins said. “Your training and inclination are to military solutions. Diplomatic solutions may require less direct applications of national power, but no less effective for being subtle. All those critical worlds depended on ties to North American banks, and were encouraged to use standard North American infrastructure. They will be eager to allow us to bring them back into the fold, to normalize their economy and supply things needing service or replacement.”
			

			
				“Some of those outposts may be in pretty rough shape, if you don’t see to their needs fairly soon,” Prescott warned.
			

			
				“The more desperate they are, the easier it will be to bring them to heel,” Watkins said.
			

			
				“There is one sore spot in that plan, Prescott said. “The class A world of Providence has been rescued by the original discoverer. She introduced them to her own banking system on very generous terms, and invited in other banks as well, instead of excluding them. She has her own armed ships and has welcomed new arrivals and investors.”
			

			
				Watkins bared his teeth in a snarl that made his previous face look friendly.
			

			
				“I am well aware of Ms. Anderson. She’s the same little Spacer bitch who precipitated our war with Derfhome. Don’t worry, we’ll make an example of her to discourage others. Not all force is applied with fleets of ships and massed troops. Sometimes the very fact it can be surgical and unexpected sends a stronger message.”
			

			
				Prescott didn’t say anything. The war was with Red Tree, not all of Derfhome. Who precipitated it was open to question, too. The issue was obviously one of emotions rather than facts to Watkins. He didn’t even want to know any of their insane plans. These agency people always thought they were smarter than everyone else and could keep their finger prints off their schemes. On the occasions when they failed, their intended message could blow back on them when its source became known. At least what was left of his service shouldn’t be on the receiving end of this one’s backlash if it blew up.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Ms. Anderson is ready to receive you,” his server informed him before he was on his second cup of coffee.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Jerome said. He wasn’t certain if the hospitality of her account would automatically add a gratuity for the server, so left a dollar Ceres on the table. He’d never been shown a menu, so he had no idea what things cost here.
			

			
				The doorman waiting at the elevators palmed the call button to open the doors for him, and announced him on the intercom. Jerome noted there was no number or marking for any of the elevators. The hotel employees simply knew which ones were for private suites, and which serviced the common rooms, and directed people who hadn’t used them before. It was a very simple but effective way to increase security.
			

			
				When the doors opened it was directly onto the living quarters, with no sort of foyer or security room with another door to pass. There was a door open to bright sunlight across a huge room with furniture arranged in groupings and no intervening walls. A silhouetted figure framed in the bright doorway waved and called to him.
			

			
				“Come on out. I’m having breakfast on the balcony.”
			

			
				The figure disappeared to the right and Jerome started the trek across the big room.
			

			
				Lee was sitting at a table with a white cloth covering it and fresh flowers but no dishes.
			

			
				“I waited for you so we can order together and it will come up all at once,” Lee said. “Just tell them what you want. I don’t keep an actual menu. They’ve never failed to supply anything I’ve asked of them.” She waved him into a seat, and tapped at her pad on the table.
			

			
				“Kitchen, I’d like a fresh pot of coffee, six eggs scrambled, six big hot cakes, maple syrup, a quarter kilo of butter, mixed grilled meats, and a pitcher of orange juice. My companion will order now. Have at it,” she said, pushing the pad a little closer to him.
			

			
				Why not give it a try? Jerome thought
			

			
				“I’d like kippers in butter, poached eggs, and hot flat breads,” Jerome said. He waited, expecting them to ask what kippers were.
			

			
				“Would you like something besides the coffee to drink, sir?”
			

			
				Jerome blinked, amazed.
			

			
				“I’d rather hot tea if you would, please.”
			

			
				“Certainly, sir. That will be up in about fifteen minutes,” the voice promised.
			

			
				“Amazing,” Jerome said aloud after Lee tapped the disconnect.
			

			
				“That they could accommodate you?” Lee asked, amused.
			

			
				“Yes, I grew up in France but made frequent trips to England. I do like strong flavors, and grew fond of kippers once introduced to them. Though they’re much better in the north than in London.”
			

			
				“If it makes you feel any better, I have no idea what kippers are.”
			

			
				“That’s a correctable tragedy. They are fish. If it doesn’t offend any custom, I’d offer you a bite to try them when it comes.”
			

			
				“I’ll take you up on that,” Lee said. “I’ve never been fully socialized to any society, Human, Derf, or Badger, so I just follow whatever customs I please and don’t worry too much I’ll offend someone. It’s always a surprise when I do, and no way to plan for it.”
			

			
				“When Alexander and Barlow sent me off, Alexander said it would be good for me to meet and talk to you since ultimately, I’m working for you. He said you might not fit my mental preconceptions of a North American female. I’m not sure I have many such stereotypes implanted. The only North Americans I’ve dealt with are the ones I’ve met since working on Providence. They heavily favored males and the executive class. The workers are from all over Earth and far fewer of them are North American. The two groups seem comfortable with their own kind, and rarely socialize.”
			

			
				“And you were here before to get life extension,” Lee said. “I checked what was known about you just now, while you were on your way over. Most of the Homies here are of North America origins too.”
			

			
				“Maybe, but I found them very different than the mix on Providence,” Jerome said. “North Americans also seem very different from different regions. Even more so than Englishmen.”
			

			
				“I’ve been to North America,” Lee revealed. “To the band where San Diego and L.A. separate Mexico and Texas on the west coast, and then some time in the upper peninsula of Michigan. I don’t have any burning urge to revisit either,” she added, making a face.
			

			
				“Neither am I yearning for France,” Jerome said. “I doubt I’ll ever go back to visit.”
			

			
				“How is it that Alexander sent you instead of Barlow Parson?” Lee asked. “You realize I’ve never met him? It would seem logical to have worked down the list by rank.”
			

			
				“It would be, if he wasn’t just slammed with work. All the reorganizations you’ve made necessary are keeping him busy, and Alexander is not shy to delegate to him. What I’m doing are public services, and nearly free at the minor fees they are asking. People will still be filling out the forms for births and deaths, marriages, and divorces while I’m gone. They will keep their copies to show until I get back to file and acknowledge them. I’ll have a lot of catching-up to do.”
			

			
				“And Barlow doesn’t delegate work to you?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Very little,” Jerome admitted. “I believe he feels he has to personally handle anything given him directly by Alexander. He’ll pass incidentals to me. Things like creating documents that he can inspect before releasing them.”
			

			
				“I’m not going to say anything,” Lee assured him. “When he gets burned out trying to do everything himself, he can ask Alexander for another assistant for just his work. When more people move to Providence, you’ll all be swamped soon enough.
			

			
				I hope so. Jerome thought to himself.
			

			
				“Here we go,” Lee said when their breakfast arrived.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				“That was marvelous,” Jerome said. “I knew as soon as I saw the coppery color it was the real deal. Some lowland folks try to dye them to get that color, but it never tastes right.”
			

			
				“I like salty stuff,” Lee said. “I could see ordering those on a pile of hashbrowns. It would be kind of like corned beef hash. You are gene-mod, but you didn’t get the boosted metabolism, did you? Otherwise, you’d have ordered about three times as much breakfast.”
			

			
				“I’m cautious,” Jerome said. “I don’t have near the financial resources you have. I can imagine circumstances where it would be a real burden for me to be forced to spend twice or three times as much on food.”
			

			
				“I can understand that,” Lee said. “We all live with some degree of uncertainty. You can cut it back, but it takes an unpleasant fast to do it. I’ve had big ups and downs in life. I’ve lost family unsure I’d live to sunrise myself, and not be eaten by dinos. I’ve had the hospitality of Earth jails, and had to ally myself with others there to keep our food from being stolen.”
			

			
				“I had no idea,” Jerome said, shocked.
			

			
				“Maybe that’s why Alexander wanted us to meet,” Lee replied. “We haven’t spent much time together, even on business, but I can’t imagine Sally didn’t tell him everything she knows about me. We’ve had time together being shipmates, and she knows I haven’t always had a life of ease and luxury. She knows my father pretty well too. Other than you getting to know me, for what does Alexander want my input regarding Providence?”
			

			
				“First, Alexander proposes you build a railroad that makes a wide loop into the interior, and offer land along it for new agricultural or industrial use. I have a very basic six-page written study printed for you, but the pay-back period depends heavily on how much immigration you are able to stimulate. Alexander’s best guess is that if you can double the population every two years, the pay-back on a five-hundred-kilometer loop will go positive in fifteen years. The heavy fabber that created the bridge beams on which you landed the Silk Road are caught up several years ahead. While they are underutilized, they can be used to cheaply make rails four at a time. If the fabber facility doesn’t get some large work they may need to let some experienced people go when you stop your subsidies. It would be good to preserve their skills and keep it available.”
			

			
				“Where can they get that much iron?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“The system has three airless moons with significant deposits of meteoric iron. It can be gathered magnetically. The machinery is already in place but shut down. It caught up with demand and stockpiled quite a lot ahead. If you can periodically send the Silk Road to transfer the iron to the fabbing facility, it will be a lot cheaper than the way they were doing it with a conventional shuttle. That was only economical compared to bringing the material from Earth. There is ore, but the environmental factions on Earth would have opposed the entire world development if we mined it. Any sort of mining on a living world is a trigger issue best avoided. Perhaps you’ll want to change that.”
			

			
				“The concept seems solid,” Lee agreed. “Record this on your pad for Alexander so something doesn’t get lost to memory. The Silk Road could bring meteoric iron grit to Derfhome between shuttle runs. It can do so very economically. It will be making trips to brown dwarf systems or even as far as the Badger stars between other runs. At least until I have another ship to relieve it. I could sweeten the land offering along the rail line by offering a free lease period. Let’s say five years, and then they need to pay rent or negotiate a purchase.”
			

			
				“That’s exactly what Alexander expected, that you’d expand on the idea,” Jerome said.
			

			
				“Also, preserve a right of way for a twin track to be added later and rail spurs or sidings and a surface highway to follow along the track,” Lee said. “We don’t want to sell any unreasonable long frontage on the rail loop to one company or for agricultural use. It would be a waste to have a kilometers-long corn field along the tracks. Then in a few years the land would be too valuable for that use, and the early agricultural buyer would be the one to get the gain to subdivide and resell it instead of me. Things like ranching or agriculture only need guaranteed access to rail service, not frontage. There should also be rights of way for surface roads to branch off the surface highway. Maybe every ten kilometers or so. The corner lots at those roads would command a small premium.
			

			
				“Alexander can get back to me with maps and alternate routes of what he considers practical. We don’t want to regret we built it too small, but we don’t want to be building it for ten years either.”
			

			
				“I’m surprised you have that much detail just off the top of your head,” Jerome said.
			

			
				“A lot of that is from visiting the Moon and seeing how Heather laid out Central. What she did and a few things she wished she’d thought to do. They are of course working in vacuum but a lot of the economic principals of development still apply. Do you know what sort of bed we can make from local materials on Providence?”
			

			
				“There’s a paragraph about that in the print out. Alexander proposed using the European standard gauge and construction. They use a crushed rock bed, and concrete ties. We’ll probably need another concrete plant for them if other construction picks up. We can just copy well tested designs for rolling stock. It’s a mature technology.”
			

			
				“It’s been so long since we surveyed Providence, I couldn’t have told you if we have limestone to make concrete. I should have figured that out from seeing it visiting Providence City, but some things like parking lots are just kind of taken for granted and don’t examine closely if you expect them to be there. I will hold offering other suggestions until I read the short report. I may add those in reply to Alexander before you return. What other business do you have?”
			

			
				“We have an application by Jan Hagen and Mel Wainwright to purchase a suitable lot for the construction of a hotel. They aren’t interested in a land lease, and if approved they want to book the drag along service for a rented freighter by the Silk Road.”
			

			
				“For building materials?” Lee guessed.
			

			
				“Yes, for things like fasteners and electrical components that we don’t produce on Providence yet. They will use local materials, and bring several Derf craftsmen because they admire their style of architecture. It’s a major project and something we don’t have, and need. Alexander wanted to make sure these partners have the assets to do such a project well. He wanted their credit worthiness and character investigated. Also, for you to advise him of any requirements or limitations for such a project.”
			

			
				“I’ll call my bank and ask them to inquire. I am interested in what sort of a hotel they envision. The closer they get to this one, the happier I’ll be. I might even buy in to have a suite in it. If the bank OKs them, I might invite them for a chat this evening. I have another business call to make this afternoon that needs to be face to face. People find it too easy to say no over com. Would you come and sit in on it this evening, so you can report the conversation and your opinion of the gentlemen to Alexander?”
			

			
				“Mistress, I am entirely at your service. I’d be honored.”
			

			
				“Fine. We’ll do supper if they agree. I find people are more relaxed over a meal.”
			

			
				“Indeed, after they feed you here, you are relaxed if not forced to take a nap,” Jerome said with a wave over the empty dishes.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Alonso turned and draped his legs out of the airframe opening, and started wiping his true hands methodically with a shop rag. It was by all appearances dirtier than his hands.
			

			
				“It isn’t ready yet,” Alonso said before Lee could speak, “and if you keep bothering me it just slows me down.”
			

			
				“This is about something else. I have some sketches,” Lee said, waving them.
			

			
				“You could have just mailed them,” Alonso said.
			

			
				“Oh, have you started reading your emails?” Lee asked.
			

			
				Alonso grimaced because she was right. He ignored his mail for days at a time. If he did read them that didn’t mean he’d respond to them.
			

			
				“I’m trying to be better about that,” he said defensively.
			

			
				“Let me guess. You can’t keep a secretary for the same reason you can’t keep a shop assistant or stay married,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Something like that. Let me see them,” he said reluctantly
			

			
				Lee handed them over, glad she’d made copies since he took them with greasy hands.
			

			
				He looked at several sheets before he raised his eyes over them and looked askance at Lee, then went back to finish.
			

			
				“Seriously? A truck? Will you want me to build you a garbage truck variation too?” Alonso asked with a sneer.
			

			
				“Don’t go all elitist on me,” Lee said. “You wouldn’t crack smart on garbage trucks if nobody picked up your trash for a couple of weeks. I’m sure you read perfectly well that I asked you to design a truck not build one. I know you prefer building fancy toys that show off your skills. I don’t know anybody else I can trust to do this competently, much less artistically. I know you’ll make it pretty as well as functional, because you can’t help yourself. That’s fine but it’s important it be trustworthy and safe for my people. Nobody else has experience using my thrusters. They’ll have the same restrictions as the aircars. They are licensed to Derfhome, Providence, and Central owned worlds. I’m prepared to reward you handsomely to do this for me.”
			

			
				“I’ve learned to control my acquisitive nature,” Alonso said. “People who are never satisfied are never happy. You did manage to tempt me by letting me build myself a copy of your new aircar. I have no prospects of ever affording such a luxury from building sports planes. I’ve increased my prices on those as much as the market will bear, but they’d never pay me that well.”
			

			
				“I’m not so sure,” Lee said. “You haven’t started to get royalties from the aircars. That may surprise you. Also, all the influx of rich people from Home have really driven prices up. Haven’t you gotten any work from them?”
			

			
				“A couple of contracts after our aircars are done,” Alonso said with a dismissive wave.
			

			
				“You put escalator clauses on those linked to inflation, I hope? That’s gone crazy since the Homies bid up everything.”
			

			
				“I said I wasn’t greedy. That doesn’t mean I’m stupid. But as much as I appreciate your custom, and the side gig we’re setting up, I’m not keen to sit on my butt and design stuff I’ll never get to build. Life is too short to do stuff that isn’t fun,” Alonso said.
			

			
				“Exactly!” Lee agreed.
			

			
				Alonso blinked a couple of times, and obviously couldn’t parse that any way that she wasn’t contradicting herself.
			

			
				“I’m offering you more life in payment, all out of proportion to the little bit of it I’m asking you to use. Within the month they are offering the public basic life extension therapy for Derf. Initial testing has gone very well. There are more options in testing for sleep reduction and enhanced reactions. It will be expensive, until it is much more common, and available from several sources. I’ll buy you the premium version, the basics now, and a lifetime subscription for future versions and add-ons. Tell me that isn’t a deal,” Lee challenged him.
			

			
				Alonso sighed. “I should just refuse to talk to you if I don’t want to get sucked into whatever you want. If I agree to listen, I might as well just ask what you want, and be resigned to accommodating you from the start.”
			

			
				“You just don’t want anyone to doubt your independence,” Lee said. “You value that part of your reputation as much as being known for quality. I don’t want to damage that. I’ll be careful to structure our contracts so nobody knows exactly how much I’m paying you. Payment in kind makes that easier. I want you to be happy to work for me.”
			

			
				Alonso looked sour. “Happy is asking a lot. People think you’re a fool if you are all mindlessly chipper and cheerful all the time. I try to temper that.”
			

			
				“You’re succeeding,” Lee said. That was an understatement. “I get that some people would think you aren’t serious. Not me. You can still play curmudgeon with your public if you want and grin on the inside. I promise not to tell anyone you’re secretly happy.”
			

			
				“I suppose,” Alonso allowed. “Tell me how they determined it’s safe without a full lifetime test. I’ve no desire to think I bought extra years and then discover it kills you early instead. I’m sure they would be very apologetic if that happened, and maybe pay a fine, but that would mean more to my heirs than me.”
			

			
				“Keep this to yourself. I’m sure Dr. Ames doesn’t want it talked around. He did the same sort of trials with humans. He found Derf with a terminal disease and offered them a large cash payment for trying out individual gene mods. They have near nothing to lose and a lot of them do have family they would like to leave better off financially.”
			

			
				“That makes perfect sense to me,” Alonso said. “Why would you need to keep that quiet?”
			

			
				“People can be strange,” Lee said. “He was sure some would feel he was taking advantage of their situation.”
			

			
				“Well, he is, but not to their harm. It sounds like a substantial benefit for little real risk given their circumstances.”
			

			
				“I agree. Some people get the false idea life extension is rejuvenation, and if you had a nasty cancer or something like an aneurysm it would treat it. It doesn’t work that way. The metabolic and immunological pathways are so similar in Humans and Derf we’re confident we won’t have any of the gross errors they made in early human LET. Dr. Ames has always been insistent that he won’t install a gene mode for which he doesn’t have an undo.”
			

			
				“Ah, he does sound sufficiently cautious,” Alonso allowed. He stopped short of saying yes. Lee just sat silent and let him stew on it. She’d sold it all she was going to.
			

			
				When the pause grew uncomfortable Alonso started fidgeting with his hands.
			

			
				“Well… if I’m going to the trouble to design this truck we might as well license the design for anyone else who wants one, and pick up a little coin,” he suggested.
			

			
				Lee took that for a yes.
			

			
				“I don’t need an exclusive on it,” Lee agreed. “I would like at least one more copy to take to a supporter on Providence. How about if we have the same folks building the aircars to your design, make the trucks?”
			

			
				“They would probably need a new dedicated building,” Alonso said. “I’ve been there. They have four cars started and are tight for space already.”
			

			
				“Then we should build them a bigger place, and move the truck production to the old building,” Lee said. “If I have to finance the new building and equipment, I want the same deal as the aircars. You get a straight ten percent add on fee.”
			

			
				Alonso blinked.
			

			
				“I’ve already agreed to design it. A per vehicle fee add-on is just found money for me.”
			

			
				“You’re right, you really aren’t greedy,” Lee said. She offered her hand to swipe.
			

			
				“Done,” Alonso agreed and brushed her palm.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Outside, Lee called her bank, after telling Tom to take her home. She asked for their appraisal if Jan and Mel were a good risk to build a hotel on Providence. If they approved, she’d ask them for dinner and a chat later.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“This doesn’t make any sense at all,” Jeff complained. “Maybe the group running these Thomas de Twool searches knows we’re following them, and are padding all sorts of nonsense in the search just to tweak me.”
			

			
				“Then they seem to be succeeding,” Heather observed.
			

			
				“How much do you think it’s worth spending on data just to irritate you?” April asked.
			

			
				“Probably far less than the five hundred solars I figure they’ve spent since this started.”
			

			
				“Just because it doesn’t make sense to you doesn’t mean it isn’t serving a reasonable purpose for somebody,” Heather insisted.
			

			
				“They are all over the place. One day they ask rather advanced questions about the nature of space. Good questions we don’t have answers for yet. The next day they ask about fairy tales and variations in different cultures. There were questions about fashion and how to sew a button on. Questions about etiquette and manners. Even questions about Greek democracies and why they didn’t survive. Why?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Do you have an address where you could just ask what they are doing?” Heather asked.
			

			
				“Everything is routed through Lee and charged to her,” Jeff said. “How do I explain why it is any of my business? She’ll ask that first thing.”
			

			
				“And be right. If it is from Lee, I doubt it is to our harm,” April insisted.
			

			
				“Maybe she met an alien of a new race and rather than answer a million questions she just said: “Here is my com number. Go explore our data and ask questions when you get stuck,” Heather suggested. “She did see some races on her voyage she might recontact.”
			

			
				“She better not,” April said. “She promised me a berth if she went out again.”
			

			
				Jeff briefly considered it. “Nah… that would be a very inefficient way to do it. She’d assemble a dedicated team to help them.”
			

			
				He’d hoped April had forgotten that offer.
			

			
				“Then I wouldn’t ask her either,” Heather said. “It is none of our business.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				That afternoon Lee got a message from an old friend.
			

			
				Dear Lee,
			

			
				Please be aware two more Home flagged explorers have come in from the beyond. One, the Bold, stopped at New Japan and got the news Home wasn’t in the Solar System anymore. They then came to Fargone to be rearmed. It seems everyone is deciding to do that, now that the Central arms standards imposed on Commission vessels are gone. The other, Odyssey, returned to the Moon without catching the news along the way. They too have come to Fargone for a refit, and agreed to partner with the better financed Odyssey as a junior partner. I do wonder if New Japan refused to refit the Bold, or if they didn’t like the price or what was offered. There haven’t been any renewed objections to arming non-Fargone ships from the politicians, since the earlier refits haven’t brought any trouble down on us.
			

			
				Oddly, a ship of the former Claims Commission fleet sponsored by the UAE came to Fargone for a refit and upgrade. Unlike most other small Earth nations, they voted to make their ship and crew available for distant voyages. Their high-end destroyer class ship, the Khinjar, was no token ship to get them higher Commission payments. And it is now substantially augmented. I note however it is not equipped as an explorer. I must ask how they are going to recover their expenditures? A question our politicians avoided in the face of excellent credit.
			

			
				I am informed you have allied yourself with the Snoopy Associates. I approve as I think you will be a moderating influence on them. I do wish you’d keep me informed of such matters. I realize you may not have considered it of importance to Fargone, but it definitely is of personal interest.
			

			
				Nobody else seems to consider it a matter for concern that the Bold bought some of the cheaper ground attack missiles traded from North American ships as is, not trading up to ship to ship weapons. I don’t like it and would have vetoed it, but I had no voice in the matter. They should all be disassembled and salvaged. I dislike it enough to mention it to you, and suggest you appraise Gordon of the matter.
			

			
				Our legislature considers the situation in the heavens less stable than a year or two ago, and has funded the construction of two heavy cruisers to expand our current navy. I’m told that after getting no commitment from her Voice, they sent a delegation to the Moon requesting closer ties with Central for a common defense. The navy was not asked to join that delegation, or if we wanted two new cruisers.
			

			
				The politicians were told Heather saw no new hazard beyond the possibility of a few rogue North American ships refusing to return home or surrender. She expected that danger would lessen as those holdouts faced maintenance issues with no new supply, and morale issues with crews held well beyond their promised rotation or discharge schedules.
			

			
				I’d have suggested a new class of destroyer similar to the Khinjar, with heavier armament at a much lower cost. We could send one of those to Far Away to replace our cruiser that seems to be permanently stationed there protecting them from the Biters. At least the Badgers are picking up much of the cost for that, and have helped us rotate crew back home. Note that I don’t blame you for that.
			

			
				I’m telling you in confidence I am closer to retirement, seeing my navy ordered to do things by politicians with no military experience and only token consultation. I’m following such public news as is available about your rescue of Providence, and wish you every success in what must be a complex endeavor.
			

			
				Your Friend, Admiral Serendipity Duvochek Hawking
			

			
				Well, that was interesting. At least Hawking didn’t need to be reassured about what their relationship was again. It was very trusting to reveal he might retire. If that was leaked, it might precipitate his retirement even if he wasn’t ready. When she and Gorden first met Hawking, they didn’t understand most Fargoers were life extended. That created a completely different dynamic for advancement in their institutions. Retirement could be delayed decades, and others coming up that slow ladder might grow impatient. In the case of the very competent like Hawking, long careers could be a very good thing for Fargone. In other cases, not so much. Incompetence could become entrenched too. Lee long ago offered Hawking a job if he ever wanted it. Short of assassination, it seemed to Lee the only other way Hawking would retire was if he plain old got bored with the job. He was a friend and ally who shouldn’t have to check public sources to know what she was doing with Providence or anything else. She’d message him right back. But now she wondered what public sources were discussing her or Providence? It would be awkward to ask for a summary when she could set a bot to look for her.
			

			
				Dear Serendipity,
			

			
				I’ve been remiss in keeping you informed and will try to do better. I haven’t cared about public opinion enough to set my com searches to know what is being said. Matters are by no means settled on Providence. I’m not sure how much you’ve gleaned from public sources, so I will try to catch you up with the most important events. When I returned, aiming to repossess the planet, they were in active rebellion against the planetary manager. He’d done nothing effective to address the cut-off of banking and news from Earth. Businesses, including vital services, were grinding to a halt unable to make payrolls. He tried to order their employees to work by decree, when their managers were saying they had no way to pay them and they were laid off. People refused to work for vague promises.
			

			
				When his citizens tried to speak to him at the city administration building about my appearance in orbit and ask him to talk with me, they were regarded as hostile and blocked. A shoving match broke out in the corridor and his security open fire on them.
			

			
				When I arrived, an ad hoc militia had the manager and his goons bottled up in the administrative building and were building weapons to deal with them. They accepted my offer of Derf troopers ending the standoff and arresting those barricaded inside. I intended to release them to community justice. Nothing else would have satisfied them.
			

			
				When they breached the outer wall, those inside set off charges bringing down the core of the building and setting a fire that would consume it.
			

			
				Werner Brandt, a local geologist, was wounded in the initial conflict and was organizing the response before I arrived. I accepted him as the de facto government since only he’d organized a group. I charged him with forming a government more complex than a lynch mob. I served notice on him I’d be appointing two Voices to oversee whatever form of government they adopted. I wished to prevent them from going down the easy path of copying all the tragic errors of North American governance with which they were comfortably familiar. My Voices have veto power over any laws or agencies. I’m bankrolling their economic recovery so my Voices can hold that over them to ensure compliance.
			

			
				After an initial period of a couple of weeks, where my Voices vetoed everything, the locals seem to understand what they are trying to do. With Commission contracts void, they immediately wanted to license everything from medical practice to cutting hair, to protect those already in existing businesses.
			

			
				My Voices explained they were welcome to form professional associations who could give their stamp of approval to various trades, but they could not prohibit others from practicing those trades against the association’s recommendation. Nor could they stop others from forming competing associations and issuing their own standards. It was a difficult idea to get across. The only model they’ve seen all their lives were state approved monopolies, enforced by a gun jammed in the face of any upstart competition.
			

			
				The idea that nobody should be compelled to contribute to collective endeavors except voluntarily is slowly getting through to them.
			

			
				My bank agent on the Moon, dealing in Little Fleet shares, has been enlisted to offer land grants and advice on business loans to Spacers operating businesses we need on Providence. We will be very cautious about accepting any Earth investors. They will have to personally emigrate, not be absent owners. So far there have only been a dozen moved to emigrate, but they brought significant assets and new skills. We’ve had some people come from Derfhome too.
			

			
				I will certainly warn Gordon about the Bold’s choice of weapons and mention the Khinjar, which might be a bigger problem to my mind.
			

			
				With the Snoopy Partners, we are setting them up to have a solid business plan for when there are eventually no North American assets left worth seizing. Besides my favorable opinion from meeting the principal partners, I am told Eddie Persico has a long-term business relationship with the Moon Queen’s triad. That’s a solid recommendation.
			

			
				They learned their claim on the USNA station was not as easy to defend as they anticipated. At the same time, I found my own hold on Providence not as secure from outside forces as I wished. It made sense to bring their station to Providence and partner with them for a common defense.
			

			
				You may of course do business with whomever you please, but I regard Far Traveler and Obsession as pirates over trying to usurp my ally Snoopy’s claims. Home has decided not to sanction them, for far more pragmatic reasons than I can agree with.
			

			
				My ship, the Silk Road, is making regular round trips between Derfhome and Providence. I send it off on other missions between shuttle runs. The regular circuit Heather runs between Central and the dispersed habitats means most people can reach Providence with one transfer. You are welcome to visit as my guest. If you should ever decide to retire, I still would find use for your talents. We don’t have an agent on Fargone, but I’d welcome other Fargoers wanting to do business on Providence.
			

			
				Excuse my wordiness but I wanted to cover all the important points.
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally, Lee Anderson
			

			
				There, that should make him feel welcome, without nagging him to retire. There probably wasn’t any point in suggesting he could take a vacation or sabbatical. She’d have liked to offer him a personal estate like Ha-bob-bob-brie or Tish, but he was so sensitive to propriety he might worry it looked like a bribe. She put the message on a chip and paid for to-his-hand physical delivery on Heather’s shuttle, rather than trust it’s privacy to the ship’s data dump.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“That’s rather encouraging, don’t you think?” Jan asked. Their phones chimed at the same instant so he was sure Mel got the same invitation he did.
			

			
				“Maybe. Lee is an outlier socially, as I’ve mentioned before. Any normal business person would only ask to meet with you if they intended to approve a proposal. Or perhaps if they intended negotiations that could save the deal. A neuro-normal would want to tell you no by com, and avoid any further contact if they intended to reject you. They wouldn’t want to give you hope or invite pointless pleading. She might want to chat with us about why she isn’t interested or suggest alternative projects in which she doesn’t have a direct interest.”
			

			
				“Are you suggesting she has developmental impairment that puts her behavior outside the normal spectrum?” Jan asked.
			

			
				“Not the way you are thinking,” Mel insisted. “It’s not a matter of lacking the ability to learn normal group behaviors. People have told me stories about her that suggest she has adopted some social skills. It’s just that she never had opportunity to learn little things like the signs someone is done talking to you and looking for a way to gracefully leave. You’d pick up on it the first time they shifted their weight like the chair had grown uncomfortable, look at the exit, or checked the time.”
			

			
				“No need for such gross signs,” Jan insisted. ‘Their face will get that put-upon look even if they have trained themselves to avoid the obvious tells. They tilt their head forward just slightly and drop their jaw so the teeth aren’t touching. Then they look directly at you more intently instead of less, because it’s harder to continue showing interest. It’s a lot more complex than that, especially when you start seeing how the eyes and hand movements sync with those other tells. That gives you a start on it though.”
			

			
				“That’s the first time you described one of your reads to me. If you could do that with many of them, I think you might be able to teach your ability.”
			

			
				“I suppose I could write a book about it and be denounced by all the social scientists. They would lump me with phrenologists and astrologers. I’m not sure who would buy it. Police interrogators? Casino security? I’m looking forward to meeting her. It may inform me how much I observe is learned, and how much is hard-wired biological behavior.”
			

			
				Mel nodded. “And sometimes I think she’s perfectly familiar with the expected social norms, but just can’t see any value in them or playing the game of manners.”
			

			
				“So, I shouldn’t ask how she is doing unless I really want to know?”
			

			
				“Oh, for sure. She may take a few hours to tell you in detail, or just inform you it’s none of your business without any animus,” Mell said.
			

			
				“That might be worth doing,” Jan decided. “One could learn a great deal that others would miss because they’d never think to ask such a direct question. Most people would take it for a pro-forma greeting.”
			

			
				“Have at it, if you want. I suspect she might take it well as a sign of interest. She probably never hears it, and wonders why people are so self-centered.”
			

			
				“How would a Derf or a Badger take the question?” Jan wondered.
			

			
				“Yes! You are starting to ask some good questions,” Mel complimented him.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee got a very carefully worded message from Darius at the Bank of Derfhome.
			

			
				Dear Ms. Anderson
			

			
				Mr. Hagen and Mr. Wainwright are both known customers of the bank. Looking at the record of public contracts, you wouldn’t find any loans issued by us or others. They have both contracted for the purchase of real estate without the necessity of financing. If either of them or both in partnership requested the bank’s participation in the development of a hotel, I’d expect a committee of three bank partners to approve it as a sound investment backed by adequate collateral. Please let me know if I can assist you further.
			

			
				Senior Partner Darius (abbreviated name)
			

			
				Well, that was about as positive he could be and preserve their privacy. That answered their financial ability. Now to see what sort of style and services they envisioned for their hotel. She had plenty of time to shower and put on something comfortable before supper time. Best to be fresh and relaxed to deal with them.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 3
			

			
				Mel Wainwright and Jan Hagen didn’t have far to go to join Lee. When Home arrived at Derfhome, Mel contrived to transfer to Derfhome Station and take a shuttle down before anyone else. The Old Hotel was delighted to have someone requesting longer term leases that gave them a steady income. Daily let rooms paid, more but occupancy went up and down and was somewhat seasonal. Three days later, they stopped taking any more long-term tenants. They didn’t want to be an apartment house with no daily rentals at all. 
			

			
				Neither did they anticipate the inflation all the wealthy Homies would create. Mel had locked in very favorable rates. The only bright spot countering that for the hotel was that the Homies spent freely, both at the restaurant and other services. Since most were heavily gene mod, they ordered up at the restaurant to rival a Derf’s appetite.
			

			
				Mel arranged all sorts of things for a select group of Homies. He was basically a facilitator and security expert. Locking up housing at very favorable rates in the best available accommodation was a terrific score. He kept a smaller suite for himself too. When a Homie decided she wasn’t that fond of Derfhome and went back to Home, he exercised his first right to sublease and took the room for Jan Hagen. They were already friends and partners in several enterprises. Now they were neighbors, and met for breakfast most every day. Jan often hung out at Mel’s larger suite. His room that was barely above a hot slot for a Derf, which was about the size of an Earth motel room. Besides more room, Mel had a balcony to sit on and a modest kitchenette.
			

			
				“Time to go up where the other half lives,” Mel said getting up.
			

			
				“We’re already there,” Jan said. “This is like visiting the top tenth of a percent.”
			

			
				“Try not to stare about in awe,” Mel begged.
			

			
				“They shouldn’t have to count the silverware before we leave. I bet they use the same hotel issue we do,” Jan predicted.
			

			
				“Living in a quarter of the top floor? I bet their faucets give rose scented water.”
			

			
				“You can report on that, if they will let you use the same facilities they do.”
			

			
				“Good point,” Mel agreed. “They probably have a separate loo for the riff-raff.”
			

			
				When they took the common elevator to the lobby, they gave a wave at the desk and stood by Lee’s private lift. Mel punched the call button before the clerk could come do it.
			

			
				“Mel and Jan for a supper meeting,” Mel told the com when it lit up.
			

			
				“Come on up,” Lee invited and unlocked the doors.
			

			
				Inside, there were no controls. They were all at Lee’s end. Jan wondered if the hotel had some sort of remote control to provide services.
			

			
				There was another man with Lee when they arrived. They were sitting in a group of sectionals and chairs arranged around a low stone slab table. They were across the table from each other so he wasn’t an intimate.
			

			
				Lee stood and waved them over to take seats. The man looked uncertain and stood too with a slight delay. Jan immediately saw he was subordinate and not a long-time associate of Lee. He was still feeling out what was expected of him. Standing for them was a mark of respect in most cultures. From what Mel told him, he shouldn’t read too much into that. If Lee knew whether staying seated or standing sent any message, she probably didn’t care. He saw that by the way she sat again perfectly relaxed, without waiting for them to sit. The gentleman with her copied her after another uncertain pause.
			

			
				“I’m going to have supper served inside today,” Lee said, gesturing at a set table near the door walls. “It’s been windy today, so eating on the balcony might not be all that pleasant. This is Jerome Johnson John. He’s in the third executive tier at my Providence bank. Right now, he’s mostly keeping public records for the planet until something more permanent is created.”
			

			
				“Like land transfers and deeds?” Mel asked.
			

			
				“Also, marriages and divorces, births and deaths,” Jerome said.
			

			
				Jerome spoke good English but with subtle a soft accent. He looked African but that was no clue to Mel, and his clothing gave nothing away either.
			

			
				“Is there activity in land transfers?” Jan asked. “We will of course need land on which to build, if we are allowed to proceed with a hotel.”
			

			
				“Most of the activity has been affirming the possession of land already in use either by lease or grant from the Earth Claims Commission. When Ms. Anderson and her father took possession of the planet, they seized all the land being administered by the Commission. That was in addition to the tracts they chose in their original discovery claims. They have very generously ceded ownership of properties both granted and under lease to the current users, as well as offering to expand the holdings of those and other owners as needed.”
			

			
				Lee made a dismissive gesture.
			

			
				“We have lots of land. It won’t use much of it to buy confidence in the population that they will be treated better than North America’s agents ever intended to treat them. A lot of the people on Providence were working for absent owners. Now, they suddenly have a stake in their work. I expect it will motivate them. I don’t intend to subsidize the economy for very long. Jerome and I were just discussing the construction of a loop railroad to open a large area of the interior to development. I’ll be selling or leasing properties along that rail line, and charging passenger and freight fees on it.”
			

			
				“Then we’d very much like to locate in walking distance to the terminal of that railroad for our guests to use it without calling a car,” Mel said.
			

			
				“We aren’t that far along to assign you a site, but tell me what sort of a hotel you envision. You’d have no competition at first, but that would change eventually. I don’t intend to hand out monopolies to anyone.”
			

			
				“Not even for your railroad?” Mel asked.
			

			
				“No. If you can find someone to finance one there’s a whole huge continent to service. I would only insist everyone use the same gauge. Access will speed development. I’d expect there will be other railroads in a hundred years. Then, there’s a second continent waiting. I set aside a smaller continent where I had an original land claim for grants to friends and allies. I have no idea if they will preserve them like resorts, or heavily develop them.”
			

			
				Jan could tell Jerome hadn’t been aware of that. There wasn’t a lot to read about the man yet, but a depth of caution.
			

			
				“What sort of a hotel would you welcome?” Mel asked. “You haven’t expanded across the world, so you won’t get many on-world travelers for some time. Our customers would be from off world, there to do business. We would expect customers who can finance interstellar business ventures will regard local accommodations as a minor expense. They will be used to living well, and not want to rough it any more than necessary.”
			

			
				“Agreed,” Lee said, nodding. “I think you just described the Old Hotel and the sort of clients who live here. I’d even be willing to purchase a suite for myself, if you’ll have anything comparable to this.” She waved a hand to indicate her quarters.
			

			
				“I’m sure we could reach a deal on that,” Mel said. Jan read him having a surge of optimism if Lee wanted to buy a suite. Jan agreed.
			

			
				“We’d build for permanence, not a disposable building that will need renovated or replaced in fifty years. I’m not sure we could offer all the sorts of amenities you enjoy here right away. You probably know I live on the next floor down. I love their concierge services, and the kitchen is wonderful. We’d be happy to offer similar services as we got the traffic to make them profitable. I want it to be somewhere I’d want to live. I may keep a suite there for myself.”
			

			
				Jan silently nodded agreement.
			

			
				“I doubt they’ll have kippers right away,” Lee directed to Jerome. She just felt bad for him not having any part in the conversation.
			

			
				That left Jan even more unsure of Jerome’s origins.
			

			
				“It sounds to me like I can support your venture,” Lee decided. “I can offer land for you to build, since I really want a first-rate hotel on Providence. Other than the site and possibly buying a suite, I’ll let you tell me how much you need or want me involved. Mostly I wanted to see what sort of an operation you want to run. I investigated your financial status already, so that’s not a consideration. How about if we order dinner and we can talk through it and after, if you aren’t talked out.”
			

			
				“I could eat a bite,” Mel admitted.
			

			
				“House, we will order supper for four.” Lee gave her order and tacked on a big appetizer tray. Jan was hoping Jerome’s order would tell him something about his origins, but he asked what the specials were and chose roast beef and new potatoes.
			

			
				“Mistress, I am curious. When we had breakfast on the balcony you ordered with your pad instead of through the house computer. Why?”
			

			
				“There aren’t any microphones outside and the house pickups aren’t sensitive enough even with the door open. I’d rather not yell and scare the neighbors,” Lee joked.
			

			
				“Your neighbors thank you,” Mel said.
			

			
				“I am amazed you have agreed in principle to such a big project, without drawings and pages and pages of details,” Jerome said.
			

			
				Lee smiled. “You are too recently from Earth. It will wear off. All those things are a parasitic waste on a project, necessary because none of the participants are reasonable and each are seeking their own advantage instead of the team. Hordes of lawyers will bill thousands of hours to make sure their client is responsible for nothing but collecting any profits. I want my partners to succeed too. I won’t even start on how I regard architects.”
			

			
				The com buzzed and interrupted then. It wasn’t the servers but the desk.
			

			
				“Mistress, I have a courier for you again,” he informed her. Last time she’d gone down to accept an invitation. Perhaps he expected her to do that again.
			

			
				“Is it the Bill from their embassy again?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“No, Mistress it is a different uniformed service. A Human with a large bouquet of flowers and an envelope.”
			

			
				“I have guests and dinner on the way,” Lee said, irritated. “I don’t want to come down. Just send him up. I’ll receive his message and send him back down straightaway.”
			

			
				Mel wouldn’t have done that, but didn’t want to tell her what to do in her own home. He swallowed his comment unspoken.
			

			
				When the elevator opened, the man was in a gray uniform with a logo embroidered above his shirt pocket. He had a huge spray of orange blossoms with the stems tightly wrapped in green waxed paper. An oversized white envelope was in his left hand. He hesitated, waiting for some greeting.
			

			
				“Over here,” Lee called and stood up.
			

			
				When he approached, he stopped a step short and offered both items to Lee.
			

			
				“I’m not going to mess with the flowers,” she told him waving them away “Leave them in my kitchen sink. I’ll have housekeeping come trim and arrange them,” she said, pointing. “I’ll take the card and we’re done, thank you.” Lee fumbled in her pocket for a tip.
			

			
				“Yes, ma’am,” He kept the card somewhat extended but pulled the flowers back.
			

			
				Jan, watching, saw he pulled the flowers back not by a normal gesture of bringing them back to his chest. He brought them back and down by his hip, tightening his grip on them and stepping forward. All that was secondary to the expression that transformed his face. Lee stepped back when he stepped forward and frowned. It didn’t stop him from starting to advance another step closer.
			

			
				Jan drew without any hesitation and shot him through the shoulder on the flower side. It spun him around and he fell to the floor on his stomach, but wasn’t done. He grabbed the flowers in his left hand and tried to lever himself up. Jan shot him through the near elbow.
			

			
				“Stay clear!” Jan warned them. Lee had already bolted past the man for the kitchen with surprising speed but carefully out of his reach.
			

			
				Jan took a stance over him, but not too close. Despite moaning in pain, he managed to roll over on his back. The sight of Jan aiming at his nose settled him right down.
			

			
				Lee returned with a coagulant gun and aimed it in the shoulder wound. It made a sharp breathy POOF and sprayed white powder with surprising force.
			

			
				“Roll over if you want to live,” Lee ordered him but didn’t step closer or try to help.
			

			
				He understood and struggled to throw his leg across his body to roll again. He got it on the third try and moaned at the pain. The exit wound was much worse. Lee slipped another cartridge in the applicator and shot it in the wound. The white powder immediately turned to translucent gel and expanded. Lee charged it again. His elbow was accessible and she treated it too.
			

			
				“Don’t mess with the flowers,” Jan warned. “There’s some sort of weapon in them.”
			

			
				The courier rolled on his back again and Jan watched him warily but that’s all he did. He took a couple of deep breaths like being belly down had inhibited his breathing.
			

			
				“He might get a little shocky but there are meds in the dust for that and the pain. House, connect me with Strangelove,” Lee ordered.
			

			
				“Yes, my Lady. What do you need?” Strangelove replied immediately.
			

			
				“I have a human courier, turned assassin, who needs immediate medical attention from a decent trauma unit and surgeon or he’s going to be dead in an hour. I’ve already stopped the bleeding on two gunshot wounds but have no further appropriate first aid available. I need med techs, a gurney, and want him taken to your safe house and wrung dry,” Lee ordered.
			

			
				Jan and Mel exchanged looks with raised eyebrows at that. Both had extensive intelligence experience and didn’t expect Lee to even know what a safe house was.
			

			
				“I have a security man at the Old Hotel who will be stepping off your elevator in less than five minutes,” Strangelove promised. “Do you need a heavier armed response?”
			

			
				“No, my guest, Jan Hagen has the situation quite under control,” Lee said, turning to look at Jan with an odd expression.
			

			
				“There will be two troopers with the medics just in case there is a follow-up.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Strangelove. You know best.”
			

			
				“How did you know?” Lee asked Jan directly.
			

			
				“That would take too long to tell and we’d get interrupted several times in the telling,” Jan insisted. “If you really want to know I’ll tell you in detail after the response leaves.”
			

			
				“It is worth hearing,” Mel assured her. “Have him question the man while you have him and you’ll see part of it. Otherwise, it’s hard to believe.”
			

			
				“Have at it,” Lee invited, disbelief obvious on her face.
			

			
				“Who do you work for?” Jan asked the man. “Government agency or mercenary group? Military or intelligence? Who is your direct superior? Man or woman? Why don’t you know? Do you receive orders in text? France? China? UK? Texas? North America? How long have you been a sleeper? This administration? The previous? Three back?” He asked clearly surprised. “Where were you before Derfhome? Fargone? Home? Beta? The solar system? Earth? The Moon? Do you know of any other agents on Derfhome? Why is that ambiguous? Were they turned? Are they sleepers? This is confusing” Jan said. “You very much disapprove of your own agents. Why?” It was his first demand for a response.
			

			
				“They went bloody native,” the agent said in disgust.
			

			
				“Oh, have you reported that back home?” Jan wondered.
			

			
				“Well, that’s interesting. He’s been a sleeper on the Moon clear from the third major change of North American administrations back, and was awakened by an anonymous message to assassinate you. He found their agents here have dropped out and made lives for themselves. He intended to do something about that but won’t get to now.”
			

			
				“Oh yeah. Bill King and Sam Burnstein. Everybody knows that,” Lee assured them.
			

			
				“Sweet Jesus,” the agent said in horror.
			

			
				“But you didn’t roll them up?” Jan asked Lee, curious.
			

			
				“They are semi-retired as spooks and willing to trade information,” Lee said. “If we killed them or chased them away, somebody might be aware, and they could be replaced with somebody competent.”
			

			
				The look on the agent’s face was priceless.
			

			
				“We’ll cap him and ask all those questions and more, but I believe you,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Very few people are able to accept I can do a fast cold interrogation without a much bigger sample to convince them,” Jan said. He looked at Lee but she met his gaze and volunteered nothing. She didn’t need to, with Jan.
			

			
				“Yes, you are more intelligent than average, which you don’t want to say. It isn’t just intelligence. There is a factor of not being stuck in a mental rut from being taught what to believe or not from an early age. You shouldn’t be embarrassed to acknowledge you are smart,” Jan said. “But it is rather pleasant that you aren’t all full of yourself over it.”
			

			
				“I thought she was going to be impossible to read?” Mel objected.
			

			
				“Oh, she’s hard to read but all that, she might as well have been shouting it out loud.”
			

			
				“That’s kind of creepy,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Mel tells me that’s why people avoid me.”
			

			
				“Can you teach me to do that?” Lee asked. “That has to be near as valuable as Life Extension treatments.”
			

			
				“I see you are serious, but it would take many hours and picking out examples in public together and analyzing them later.”
			

			
				“By coincidence, this is something we discussed recently,” Mel said. “He gave me a free little impromptu lesson on reading someone. So, I know he can teach it.”
			

			
				“He doesn’t want to,” Lee said.
			

			
				Mel laughed out loud at the expression on Jan’s face. “He really doesn’t like it when someone else does it to him.”
			

			
				“The more so because I could tell she was dead certain she read me right, and it didn’t deter her in the least,” Jan said. “She is very used to having her way.”
			

			
				“Consider then, she might be a worthy student,” Mel said. “Better than me at least.”
			

			
				“I can pay very well,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I may be creepy, but your determination is rather frightening,” Jan said.
			

			
				“We’re going to be doing business,” Lee pointed out. “We’ll be together now and then. I’m not in a hurry. We’re both life extended, and can make this fit in here and there with our other projects. What is your heart’s desire? What could I offer to tempt you?”
			

			
				“I’m embarrassed to say,” Jan admitted.
			

			
				“But there is something,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“Damn. You have a start on this anyway. Lots of people do this in limited ways. Some are not even conscious about how they do it. The added experience from life extension helps, of course. But how did you pick it up, being raised away from people and unsocialized? I didn’t start doing it until I was in my teens.”
			

			
				“Neither did I, but I do it much better with Derf,” Lee said. “I do much better with big things like direct lies. I think it showed up first on Earth, with my relatives in Michigan.”
			

			
				“I’ve been learning to read Derf,” Jan said. Then there was an awkward silence because her question was still hanging there unanswered. She wasn’t going to drop it.
			

			
				“You can reward me anyway you want, but I want to be your friend,” Jan said.
			

			
				“I saw early on that was going to happen anyway,” Lee said. “I’ll make sure you have something more than that.”
			

			
				Lee looked over at Mel. “I’m afraid you shocked your friend,” she told Jan.
			

			
				“I know it wasn’t proper to speak of friendship, since we just met, but there was nothing to offer her but the truth. Nothing else would serve,” Jan told Mel and spread his hands in surrender. “We’re friends too, but it happened the normal way, a little bit at a time and we never declared it aloud. It just isn’t done.”
			

			
				“Badgers aren’t so afraid to formally declare their attachments,” Lee informed them, “and they take them very seriously. I see you do too.”
			

			
				“Well, I’m so glad you two hit it off. It will make working together easier,” Mel said.
			

			
				What Jan didn’t say, and amused him terribly, was how flabbergasted the fellow from Providence, Jerome, was to observe this. He didn’t say anything but the violence, the scene, and the conversation were all alien to him. Jan could see he came from a low trust society and thought them all insane.
			

			
				Then Strangelove’s man showed up.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Red Tree Security, coming up,” the house speakers said.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Lee said.
			

			
				So, at least her security people had access to the elevator, Jan deduced.
			

			
				“I’m Nero,” the dark coated Derf informed Lee. “The med techs and Strangelove are closely following. Is there anything immediate I can do for you?”
			

			
				“No, the prisoner is subdued and guarded,” Lee said waving at the man on the floor. Jan still had his gun in both hands even if it was pointed at the floor now. “We’ve done a preliminary interrogation but want him kept safe and made well. That doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate your fast response. Strangelove didn’t have to come himself.”
			

			
				“The Mothers would give him kitchen duty for a month if he didn’t. They are somewhat protective of their Voice. Has the prisoner been searched?” Nero asked.
			

			
				“Everybody who rides the elevator gets scanned. We know if they have as much as a pen knife, Lee said. “Jan feels there is some sort of weapon in the flowers.”
			

			
				“We’ll take it out on the balcony to examine when the troopers get here,” Nero decided.
			

			
				“Med techs coming up,” the house speakers announced.
			

			
				Two Derf and a human with a gurney emerged from the elevator. The human looked hard at Jan holding a weapon but decided nobody else seemed concerned about it. He went to the prisoner and attached various sensors. One of the Deft started an IV. Whatever was in it, the man’s eyes slowly closed. Four arms on each Derf and the human lifting his feet set the man gently onto the gurney. Strangelove and two troopers exited the elevator just in time for the med team to roll on and leave.
			

			
				After consultation, one of the troopers donned a full hood and gloves. He took the flowers on the balcony and unrolled the wrapper. He came back inside and reported there was a plastic spike nestled in the stems. It had no cutting edge but a point for stabbing.
			

			
				“The point might be poisoned,” Jan warned.
			

			
				“Absolutely,” Strangelove agreed. “That’s why he didn’t even bring it back inside.”
			

			
				“My apologies for telling you your job,” Jan said.
			

			
				Strangelove waved that away as unimportant.
			

			
				“I’ll report back to you tomorrow,” Strangelove promised Lee.
			

			
				“Excuse me, this is house services,” the house speakers interrupted. “We understand there is some sort of emergency. Do you want dinner canceled or held to serve later?”
			

			
				“Give me a moment,” Lee looked at the mess on the floor. Mel and Jan didn’t seem all that concerned but Jerome was thoroughly rattled. Lee reconsidered the weather. “Would dinner on the balcony after they clear it suit you?” Lee asked her guests.
			

			
				Strangelove held up a forestalling hand. “I’d rather you didn’t expose yourselves on the balcony in case there is a back up to the primary assassin.”
			

			
				Mel nodded his strong approval. “Have them take it to my suite,” he offered. “It’s smaller, but has plenty of room for four to dine.”
			

			
				“That would make me much happier,” Strangelove agreed. “I’ll leave a trooper here, send one along with you, and see to cleaning up the mess. I’ll even make sure they patch the bullet holes.”
			

			
				Lee looked at the pockmarked plaster and a shattered floor tile from Jan’s through shots. “Oh, I didn’t even notice that. OKAY, House Services, please take our meal to Mel Wainwright’s suite. We’ll be there in just a few minutes.
			

			
				“Housekeeping? This is Mr. Wainwright. You have my permission to enter if you arrive before us.”
			

			
				“Thank you. That is logged. Enjoy your dinner.”
			

			
				“I’m not sure I can eat,” Jerome said.
			

			
				“Come along anyway,” Mel encouraged him. “You don’t want to be here alone while they clean up. I’ll make you a stiff drink that will calm you a little.”
			

			
				“I’m not much of a drinker,” Jerome said.
			

			
				Mel thought he might have stuck his foot in it if Jerome was Muslim.
			

			
				“But I’ll take that today,” Jerome decided.
			

			
				The serving cart came up behind them when they switched elevators. They went ahead first because they wouldn’t all fit.
			

			
				After a glance inside the trooper declared he’d stay in the hall.
			

			
				“Your colors are all different,” Lee noticed right away. “Blues and white instead of my gold and browns. Did you redecorate or is this how it was?”
			

			
				Jan found it significant Lee could think about anything but what had just happened.
			

			
				“It’s all original,” Mell said. “I’d never bother to change it if it doesn’t show wear and is clean. Your place is nice too. I could live with either. Jan’s got a single room and it’s gold and green.”
			

			
				Mel was pouring something over ice for himself and Jerome and the servers caught up with dinner.
			

			
				“Anybody else want a drink?” he offered.
			

			
				“Pass,” Jan said.
			

			
				“Do you have bourbon and a Coke?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Sure. Coming right up. Ice?”
			

			
				“Please.”
			

			
				“Jan and I are old hands being shot at, but I’m surprised you aren’t more upset over this,” Mel said.
			

			
				Lee made a gesture for him to wait for the servers to leave. They were about done.
			

			
				“This isn’t my first assassination attempt,” Lee said. “I was visiting your friend Heather and her partners on the Moon. A business and political meeting, not socially. One of the servers for our luncheon tried to shoot me.”
			

			
				“I wouldn’t presume to call her a friend. An acquaintance, and we’ve done business too, though I was clearly subordinate. Indeed, simply an agent for others. Jan has a closer connection than me. I’m afraid you are operating at the next level up from me. May one ask what sort of business you were doing that the queen would deal with you directly?”
			

			
				“We put our chops on a treaty pledging mutual support, detailing our areas of interest in the stars, and limiting transfer of technology to the Earthies and others.”
			

			
				“Two levels up from me,” Mel amended.
			

			
				Jan had an intense expression of interest on his face, not concern or disbelief.
			

			
				“Clarify please, because I am having trouble reading this precisely. On whose behalf were you signing?”
			

			
				“For myself and everyone I bind by my word. That’s Red Tree, Providence, the Little Fleet, and associated enterprises. I am sole employer of a group of independent researchers also. My people were not supplicants for technology transfer. That went both ways. I don’t have authority to speak for the Badgers and their associated races, but Talker is their Voice and was present. He agreed to our terms for how they would be treated, and suggested changes we agreed to. I can show you the hard copy if you’d like to read the details. Not all of them have been made public.”
			

			
				“That would be a special privilege to see such a historic document,” Jan said. He looked troubled. “One assumes you didn’t come into that authority all at once?” Jan asked.
			

			
				“Not at all. I was just another explorer. One thing led to another without any plan. I never applied for this job.”
			

			
				“Da-yum!” Jerome said slurred, and finished his drink in a gulp.
			

			
				“What?” he said when they all looked askance at him. “Alexander sen’ me here ‘cause he thought I should know Lee. If he knows what she is, he din’ warn me. I don’ even know what to call her. Sovereign of our world was intimidating enough, but her reach is across star groups and species,” he said with a grand gesture. “I got all comfortable and was chatting with her this morning like my favorite aunt. Un autre s'il vous plaît.” he asked holding out his glass to Mel.
			

			
				Mel poured a liberal measure in Jerome’s glass over the remnants of ice.
			

			
				“I’m pleased you’d compare me to your favorite aunt. There’s no reason to be in awe of me. We had a good productive conversation this morning because you were at ease. Let’s eat,” Lee said, hoping Jerome would eat before he went face down from drinking. Mel didn’t need to have such a heavy hand with his drink.
			

			
				“The word has fallen from common usage but I’d describe Lee as a personage,” Mel said. “Maybe it’s good it hasn’t been diluted by overuse. Entire generations pass without a significant personage to transform political and belief systems. Lee has been gentle, compared to others who broke them to pieces before restructuring them.”
			

			
				“Give me some examples,” Jan demanded.
			

			
				“Aristotle, Alexander, Galileo, Mendel, Watt, Maxwell, the Wrights, Von Braun, Einstein, Musk, Porter. By ideas, by sword, or sometimes both. Many more of course.”
			

			
				“I didn’t recognize a few of those but I don’t think I’m so grand,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				Jan just looked at her.
			

			
				“Well, thank you,” Lee said, embarrassed.
			

			
				“OKAY, I see the scale you intended to convey,” Jan told Mel.
			

			
				“I will teach you to read people as well as I can,” Jan told Lee abruptly.
			

			
				“What provoked that sudden change of heart?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I figured if you are going to be a cosmic disruptor, it’s my duty to help you do so on the best information you can gather. What if I hadn’t been there today? Better you should see such ill intent yourself. Though you shouldn’t have let him inside your security perimeter in the first place. That they got so close to you twice is just unconscionable.”
			

			
				“I can’t argue that,” Lee said. “I do have gene mods for reflexes. He might have found me much harder to stab than you think. But thank you still for stopping him cold. Both times my assassins failed because I have deadly dangerous people around me. It seems I’m not safe no matter how far away from Earth I am. I’m afraid I’m going to have to do something about them.”
			

			
				Jerome didn’t say anything but looked distressed at that thought.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“My lady,” Strangelove called back early on com. “I’m deeply sorry but this agent died after the doctors thought him safe and stabilized. We have no idea why. I asked them and they shrugged and said, ‘A clot, a stroke, some weakness long carried that never showed up before. There could be a hundred reasons.’ Do you want them to try to determine the cause?”
			

			
				“No, I’m pretty sure he didn’t do it to himself or he’d have triggered it right here. What does it matter now?”
			

			
				“Well, it means we didn’t get to cap him,” Strangelove said. “We were going to let him rest and recover some strength before interrogating him.”
			

			
				“If he died being questioned, you’d be blaming yourself for stressing him past his limits. You did fine. Sometimes these things just happen,” Lee assured him. “All is not lost. We put some basic questions to him before you arrived. He was a long time USNA sleeper from the Moon.”
			

			
				Lee could see from Strangelove’s bewildered expression that information raised more questions with him than it answered.
			

			
				“Do you wish us to dispose of the remains?” Strangelove inquired.
			

			
				“Not yet, please. I want to consider if I need them to send a message. Save the weapon too, if you can make sure it’s not a toxic hazard.”
			

			
				“I’ll see to it,” Strangelove said and disconnected.
			

			
				“A message?” Mel asked.
			

			
				“You don’t want to know over dinner,” Lee assured him.
			

			
				“Neither do I,” Jan agreed.
			

			
				They told war stories in the lounging area after dinner, while the hotel team came back to clean up from supper. Lee got caught up on some of the previous assassination attempts on April and Jeff.
			

			
				“I’m surprised they haven’t been after Heather like her mates,” Lee observed.
			

			
				“Not up close and personal, but Armstrong cluster bombed Central within the first few weeks they were there,” Jan said. “Then later the Chinese dropped a decent sized nuke dead on Central. They were willing to kill everyone around her but that wouldn’t make it any less personal to me.”
			

			
				“Oh, so it isn’t just North America that has it out for them?” Lee said
			

			
				“No. One of the attempts on Home was a Chinese agent too. He shot Jeff in the shoulder. I forgot to mention that one. He’ll show you the scars if you ask him.”
			

			
				“I don’t trust myself to ask Jeff to start taking his clothes off,” Lee said. Then she blushed pink when Jan had a good laugh at that.
			

			
				“That’s the bourbon talking,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“There are better truth drugs but it does a fair job,” Mel agreed.
			

			
				“Anyway,” Lee said. “Heather and April would have something to say about that.”
			

			
				“That’s true,” Jan agreed, but had a peculiar expression on his face.
			

			
				“We have another problem,” Mel said.
			

			
				“What’s that?” Lee said happy to change subjects.
			

			
				“Jerome is out like a light and I can’t carry the big lout all the way back to your place. Should we call housekeeping for a cart?”
			

			
				Jerome was sprawled in his chair, head throw back, and mouth hanging open.
			

			
				“No need,” Lee said. “I have a perfectly good trooper outside the door. He won’t mind doing an extra little job for me. Jerome weighs next to nothing to him. He has security clearances to take him without asking. You didn’t need to give him that third drink. He goes back to Providence on the noon shuttle, if he’s functioning by then.”
			

			
				“I’ll tell him,” Mel volunteered, unrepentant
			

			
				“If the party’s breaking up,” Lee said. “I guess I’ll go with the trooper.”
			

			
				“If you want, or you’re welcome to stay,” Mel offered, like Jan wasn’t there.
			

			
				Lee looked at Jan, more interested in his reaction than Mel’s unwelcome offer. He was trying to look neutral, but Lee could tell he was irritated. Good, hopefully Jan would correct Mel in private. She regarded Jan as her peer and he would never be so forward. Mel was not her peer. Indeed, his status with her depended on being Jan’s business partner.
			

			
				“No, thank you.” Lee said, as kindly as she could manage. “That’s the sort of thing I’d rather decide when I haven’t been drinking.” There, she gave him a ready excuse for his behavior too, if he wanted one.
			

			
				The trooper left with Jerome over one shoulder and Lee holding his opposite elbow.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Dakota, take a note for publication,” Heather said. “You can pretty it up in polite language, but the gist of it is that circumstances have changed. It used to be all armed ships originated from Earth if they weren’t our own. Since the collapse of the Claims Commission many explorers have rearmed, and there are even armed ships being built outside the Solar System. Many honest merchant ships now feel the need for significant arms. We shall adjust to this new reality. I did not create the L1 doctrine with the intent to isolate the Earth or the Solar System. The System at large is still closed to armed ships, but they no longer need ask permission to transit to Earth. They may come and go from inside L1 with a simple notice of intent. To land on the Moon they must still ask permission. Traffic control may ask them to orbit if there are any questions about their welcome. This in no way changes our policy towards North America. The USNA is prohibited from being a space power again due to their hostility to everything Spacer and being unrepentant liars. Armed North American ships returning to the Solar System and Earth will still surrender or be destroyed.”
			

			
				“That will be challenging to rephrase,” Dakota admitted.
			

			
				“You may run it past me before release, dear. Just make sure it isn’t weasel worded until the meaning is lost. We aren’t Earth lawyers.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 4
			

			
				“Mr. King, I have a question for you about Earth agencies. What may I send you as a retainer to answer such questions for me or those inquiring on my behalf?” Lee asked.
			

			
				Bill King didn’t have to ask Lee’s identity. He knew her very well and had no reason to believe she thought especially well of him or his partner. He hoped he managed to keep the alarm off his face at having any dealings with her at all.
			

			
				“It would be my privilege to offer a one-off question gratis. I’m complimented you’d consider us a source.”
			

			
				“No, I may have follow-up questions and I wish you to be obligated as my fiduciary with regard to your advice. What is your usual fee?”
			

			
				“We’ve been providing general consulting services and alerts where we see something of interest to other clients for a solar a year,” King said.
			

			
				“I’ll courier over a solar. Will you take my own Providence issue coin the same size and weight of gold as a solar?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Any form that is convenient,” Bill said. “Do you wish this to be a registered contract?”
			

			
				“Since you are the one receiving payment, that’s on you to decide. I don’t intend to check up on you, or complain if it slips your mind. The Mothers have never made it a law.”
			

			
				“Thank you for your confidence,” Bill said rather ambiguously. “In what matter may we advise you?”
			

			
				“A North American sleeper just tried to assassinate me. That’s twice and I’m seriously irritated. I wish to send a message back to the instigators but want to know it is directed to the correct person. Who is ultimately responsible for these sorts of operations now?”
			

			
				“After the USNA-Red Tree war there was a major reorganization. Several agencies were eliminated, incorporated into others, or just renamed. The distinction between foreign and domestic intelligence was blurred further. Now, any sort of wet work like that should be under the purview of State. They may get orders bypassing State from the executive, or there might be technically illegal, military or executive actions that don’t go through them and the players are too big to have their hands slapped. Some players are more equal than others under the law.”
			

			
				“He was aware of your previous status and upset at what he regarded as you going native, if that helps identify his connections.”
			

			
				“Not a lot. We were part of legacy systems, but there is no telling where the people or files that involved us ended up. That is unfortunate. We hoped we were off their radar.”
			

			
				“Well, that should be unchanged. He didn’t have an opportunity to report back. The medics were unable to save him, so it’s fortunate we did an early interrogation before they arrived to treat and transport him.”
			

			
				“He didn’t suicide?”
			

			
				“No, I’m pretty sure he’d have done that while conscious if he had the means or intent to do so. He was anesthetized before they transported him. He was shot through the shoulder and elbow. I judged the shoulder shot life threatening but I did blast them with a coagulant gun.”
			

			
				“That was hugely favorable to us, even if that was not your prime intent. Thank you.”
			

			
				“He was cut off from reporting even if he’d lived. But you are welcome. I’ll let you know if anything else comes up that involves you,” Lee promised. “Bye now.”
			

			
				King sat looking at the blank screen. He wondered if Lee understood her promise to keep them informed of her intelligence was a gift worth much more than the solar she paid them? He’d let his partner think he brilliantly engineered that bonus. He related the conversation to his partner.
			

			
				“Remember our meeting at the storage company?” Sam asked. “Trying to assassinate her or those Moon people she runs with is like jumping into an alligator pit. That’s even without her gentle little father being around. I bet she’ll send the North Americans a pretty sternly worded message.”
			

			
				“Yeah, right.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				On Home, Toby Wayland, known as Starr Fighter, was a person none of the movers and shakers of Lee’s world or Heather’s domain knew. He was seventeen years old and fairly bright for even the high standards of Home. He was taking an impressive number of courses in two private schools, from two specialty tutors, and a couple of remote learning courses with Earth universities.
			

			
				What he really was interested in was military history and strategy. One Earth course he took was military history, and he spent a big chunk of his ample allowance and what coin he made on side gigs on very rare and specialized books. Toby learned German just to read one of them instead of trusting a machine translation. He’d played online games from when he was six, fighting for the glory of Rome, routing the Phoenicians, or turning the tables against the Damn Yankees in the American war between the states.
			

			
				He’d finally found a game of modern interstellar war that was complex enough to hold his interest. After being up all night, he’d been handed his butt on a platter by Furry Freak, the same player who showed up periodically and simply ravaged the stars. He struggled and improvised and slowed him down but he’d never known such a cunning, devious mind. It was all he could do to keep from throwing a tantrum like a little. He knew the game would not let you do anything that couldn’t be done in reality. Unfortunately, if you couldn’t see how your opponent set you up in reality, the game didn’t reveal it after play. That was honestly a little too realistic for his taste.
			

			
				On Derfhome below, Gordon of Red Tree, the preeminent strategist of the century and winner of the North American – Red Tree war, chuckled. Starr Fighter was sneaky and had a natural ability. He did need to learn a lot more about ships and ship handling, but that would be hard to learn in depth anywhere but on a flight deck. He suspected he wasn’t more than twenty-five years old. Gordon thought he’d be a formidable opponent when he was about forty-years old.
			

			
				Gordon didn’t want Starr Fighter to get discouraged and stop playing. He was near the only one logging in on the planet and two habitats who was any challenge. He sent him a private message.
			

			
				“SF. Good Game. I look forward to matching wits with you again.”-Furry Freak
			

			
				“Thank you. Would you consent to chat a little? I have some questions.”
			

			
				“Sure. Go ahead.”
			

			
				“I really thought I had you boxed in when my scout saw you in that last system. I started my run-to-jump timed so I’d have some decent velocity built up when his reporting drone got back to me. If you were there, I expected to jump in with half my task force and if you beat me to jumping out past me it would be to where the other half of my force would be waiting for you. Next thing I know, I emerged and was immediately red screened out of action. I didn’t even have time to read the system scan. How could you do that?”
			

			
				“I’d run into similar situations before,” Furry Freak told him. “Here, let me give you a recording. I was on run to a similar ambush and their scouting destroyer entered the system on a head on course. He fired on me and I laid a spread on him in passing. He got a drone off back the way we’d come in. Knowing there would be follow-on force from that, I laid a slow spread for their emergent point and shifted jump to a different star. He holed us in passing with a beam weapon, but we didn’t break up. We managed a deep jump on only a ninety-eight percent chance of emergence verses any sane probability. My slow spread caught their battle plate on emergence just like I got you today. Go ahead and run it. Do it sped up if you want to, and tell it to skip silent passages.”
			

			
				Toby was amazed. FF waited for him instead of saying they’d talk later.
			

			
				“I’ve never seen this game. I want to play it. I’m amazed at the detailed dialog between your bridge crew and com from system control. I don’t think our game would even allow you to take a ninety-eight percent jump. They’d write you off dead for even trying. Does it give you a summary system scan like that after every game so the hidden play is revealed?”
			

			
				“I hope you never have to play it. That’s the real Fargone system scan. They ran that system scan synced with our bridge recording as a training class for the Fargone navy. It’s not a game, knuckle-head.”
			

			
				Gordon regretted saying that. He didn’t want to offend, but SF irritated him.
			

			
				Toby was too stunned to be offended. All the detail of the bridge. The unnaturally long silent passages the clock jumped ahead with no action or dialog that no game would allow, and the stoic unexcited attitude of the bridge crew. It was all real. He was embarrassed he hadn’t figured it out.
			

			
				“Then, you are Gordon of the recording? For real?”
			

			
				“Yeah, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t ruin my ID by revealing my real name. I wanted to encourage you. Most of these other players seem to have a death wish. Of course we don’t have that many players. If we were on the Moon close to Earth, we’d probably have a few hundred thousand active players. Though the quality might show increases at both ends of the spectrum.”
			

			
				“Thank you. I’m sorry I was so dense, thinking it was a game.”
			

			
				“That’s Okay. You’ve never been out there or on a command deck, have you?” Gordon asked.
			

			
				“Not at all. I haven’t even been voted my majority here on Home. My parents have urged me to not be in a big rush. I’m welcome to stay at home until I’m sure what I want to do when I’m on my own. They’re very supportive and can afford me.”
			

			
				That surprised Gordon. SF was younger than he thought. His voice didn’t sound like a little kid.
			

			
				“Well, if you get to that point where you are on your own, or your parents would let you, let me know. I’ll see you get a ride along on the bridge. If it takes a few years, that’s Okay. I won’t forget and I’ll be around.”
			

			
				“Thank you. See you next time you’re on?” SF said hopefully.
			

			
				“Oh, for sure. I don’t have enough to do sitting on a planet. I’ll be waiting to thrash you next time you try to defend New Japan.”
			

			
				“I’ll look forward to it,” SF said with new confidence. He really needed to go to bed but he went back to watch the recording again, slower, and with new eyes.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee wanted to double check what King and Burnstein told her. They’d cut themselves off from their previous support so they should see the necessity of being true to their new clients, but there wasn’t a trust building history with them yet. She wanted to inform both the Foys and Heather’s triad, in case there was a wider plot. She might as well ask their help with her question, since they’d dealt with the North Americans for so long.
			

			
				To Heather, and her Peers, via her Voice Eileen Foy,
			

			
				I recently had another assassination attempt from a North American agent held as a long-time sleeper on the Moon. I wish I could tell you more about him such as where on the Moon he was embedded, but he died despite efforts to stabilize him. We only had a very brief chance to interrogate him before the medics took him away.
			

			
				I’m sending this by the Foys as they’ll get it to you faster. Please, all of you be vigilant in case this is a wider action against more than just me.
			

			
				I inquired of some local experts on North America who would have launched this attack? I was told the statutory authority would reside in the State Department but other military or executive powers might launch such actions without fear of consequences. I’d appreciate your informed opinions about who should receive a strong message that they failed.
			

			
				Your friend and Ally, Lee Anderson
			

			
				Lee read it through and couldn’t see how more details would be of benefit. She sent it off immediately to Eileen, and wondered if she’d ask any questions before forwarding it.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“A strong message, huh? Victor asked. “Do you suppose that is a strong message using harsh language like I’ve never heard Lee utter, or does she measure stern in megatonnage like our Lady April?”
			

			
				“Even though we are on the header, I wish to consider the question directed to Heather and us as a convenient courier service. I don’t want to be in the loop to decide what to actually do about it,” Eileen said. “Heather has extended her protection to Derfhome so she may regard an assassination attempt here the same as she would an invasion fleet. The North Americans may find themselves on the receiving end of responses from both Lee and Heather. I don’t understand what is so difficult about just leaving us alone.”
			

			
				Vic refrained from pointing out he wasn’t included in the addressees.
			

			
				“It’s not in their nature,” Vic said. “I don’t try to understand that sort of behavior. You can simply observe all sorts of unbalanced, self-destructive behavior without stretching your own empathy to understand it. I don’t wish to pollute my mind with it any more than I want to understand why a snake wants to bite me.”
			

			
				“Amen to that. I’ll rush this to Heather in a couple of hours.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Eileen understood Heather’s thinking perfectly.
			

			
				“So, hands off Derfhome is too complicated for the Norte Americanos to understand?
			

			
				“They imagine themselves the pinnacle of creation and immune from anything you can do,” Dakota said.
			

			
				Heather looked at her, incredulous.
			

			
				“I didn’t say it was rational,” Dakota expanded. “You’ve pretty well kicked them from the heavens, and destroyed their ability to rebuild a space navy. They are still a major power on Earth, and nothing has changed their personal comfort or trappings of power. It’s not just you. The Texans have ripped away a third of their territory and are slowly surpassing them economically. I fear their hubris is so massive that they are able to regard all these things as temporary set-backs that they’ll soon correct.”
			

			
				Heather shut her eyes and tilted her head back facing the overhead.
			

			
				“Destroying them thoroughly beyond any possibility of a recovery is so attractive. I simply refuse to be a monster and mass murderer,” Heather said.
			

			
				She brought her head back down and opened her eyes to Dakota.
			

			
				“And no, telling Jeff to do it would be no different than pulling the trigger myself.”
			

			
				Dakota was embarrassed Heather thought she’d consider that. She’d made considerable progress in not being so bloody minded the last few decades. In large measure from watching Heather’s calm patient demeanor.
			

			
				“They don’t care how many little people you slaughter. They care more about their pets than fellow humans,” Dakota said. “Why not do the same as them if they want to play the game that way? Go directly for those responsible instead of their instruments.”
			

			
				“It’s hard to even find them,” Heather said. “They’ve gotten pretty good at hiding their real location. The last time Congress was in joint session we observed traffic to the event. The number in and out didn’t match and the sources and destinations were inconsistent with who was supposed to attend. We’re pretty sure the televised version was from a secret location and the rebuilt capital is just a ruse. It wasn’t us that decapitated them last time. They’re hiding from other nations or internal factions as much as us. Even their president isn’t in his official office when addressing the nation. I suspect they really work every day from hidden bunkers and the official buildings are all just stage props now.”
			

			
				“They still make public appearances,” Dakota said. “You can’t fake an entire city behind someone at a parade or an outdoor graduation ceremony.”
			

			
				“I’m not so sure they can’t do that real time now,” Heather said. “Even if we confirm from above that there is an real event and a crowd, I don’t wish to kill a huge crowd watching a parade to kill one slimeball politician.”
			

			
				“Well, I’m out of my depth to tell you how. I suggest you run the problem past Jeff.”
			

			
				“That’s an excellent idea. I’ll let Lee know I feel it isn’t just her problem, and that we are working on solving it the least offensive way possible.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee got a reply surprisingly quickly.
			

			
				Dear Lee,
			

			
				I understand your anger at being targeted. I’m also upset because the North Americans tried to do this in the Derfhome system after I declared it under my protection. For some reason, the Slum Ball politicians seem to think there is a minimum threshold of violence they may stay under, without making me regard it as a violation of my protection.
			

			
				While you are certainly free to make any response you feel appropriate, so am I. We’ve tried to temper our responses to avoid needlessly harming innocents. While I admit they are responsible for not throwing off such bad governance, as a practical matter many of them have little hope of doing so. Their masters have a very mature and powerful hold on the majority of the population that tyrants of centuries past would have envied. It’s difficult to blame them for failing to rebel when any conspiracy formed seems to be quickly full of government agents advocating actions sure to fail.
			

			
				In the past, we have taken extraordinary efforts to return their spies, dead or alive, in an artistic manner. Mocking them that way can be personally satisfying. It certainly fit your clan Mothers’ sense of humor and helped stay their hand from cruder responses. They didn’t seem to shame the Earthies at all however.
			

			
				I am asking my dear Jeff to consider how to address the problem of going after those responsible directly without excessive collateral damage. I will share his conclusions with you in case they comport with your own sense of justice.
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally, Heather
			

			
				Lee thought it significant that Heather made no use of any titles for either of them or Jeff. The way she capitalized Friend made her wonder if she was echoing the Badger value of friendship that she knew Lee valued? It was a very intimate communication.
			

			
				That made Lee pause and think. Did she want petty personal satisfaction or a real improvement for the future? Getting both might be unrealistic. She knew what Gordon would advise. Her first impulse had been to cut off her assassin’s head, freeze dry it with the plastic dagger fully embedded in one ear, and send it to the Secretary of State with a note informing him that he was next.
			

			
				Realistically, all his packages would be thoroughly scanned and opened away from him. The chances of his underlings ever allow him to see such a shocking gift were low. Even the note getting to him was in question.
			

			
				As much as she’d like to indulge her dark side, she’d also like Heather, her people, and her dad to gain a better opinion of her by doing the less exciting mature thing. She sighed.
			

			
				Dear Heather,
			

			
				I await Jeff’s solution knowing he has more experience with strategic thinking and Earthie psychology than me. If you/we do get handed a means to surgically target any of the high-level individuals responsible, I think it should be clearly announced to shatter any illusion of invincibility they hold, and deflect any misinformation they can put out about what really happened. I’m also going to ask my father Gordon’s thoughts on such a mission.
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally, Lee
			

			
				“I didn’t think she had it in her to wait,” Eileen said.
			

			
				“She admits that Great Furry Father is still raising her,” Victor said. “I expect there are all sorts of issues where she is still catching up with normal human behavior. In fact, if Jeff doesn’t have any bright ideas, Gordon is a fine alternative.”
			

			
				“That’s a terrific idea but I’m just going to forward this to Heather without endorsing your idea. If I need to later I can, but once I thrust myself into this debate there won’t be any easy way to withdraw.”
			

			
				“That’s fine,” Vic said. “They may even think of it themselves. Of course, if that happens, you won’t get any credit for it.”
			

			
				“I’m not worried my credit with Heather needs a boost,” Eileen said. She sent the message on with a few quick key strokes.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Lee, here are some rough drawings for what sort of hotel we might build on Providence,” Mel said. “These aren’t architectural drawings. They are working plans from a job manager with input from a master mason and framer. It was suggested to us that our model, the Old Hotel is three stories by Derf preference but Providence City might eventually grow up after the fashion of other human cities. We can avoid being limited by putting in columns that can support higher stories later if we want.”
			

			
				“If you are talking steel, we should get them fabricated before their main fabber switches over to making rails for my railroad,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’ll get hard numbers as soon as I can. Do you think we can hire some local labor?”
			

			
				“I’m sure you can find some. There are people like Jerome who felt their job was doomed by the change of administration, and people in lower paying jobs like food service. You can lure them away if you want with higher pay. Don’t worry, I’m not going to do wage and price controls. If you drive up wages, they can learn to deal with market realities and compete. Do you have a manager or housekeeping supervisor yet? Those might be a lot harder to find that construction laborers.”
			

			
				“We’ll look here then. Do you have any recommendations?” Mel asked.
			

			
				“Maybe. There was a Derf here who impressed me. She wants to eventually own her own bed and breakfast but has been gaining experience by working for others. The last I knew for the hotel, but I haven’t seen her in a while. Let me inquire, but don’t speak when I am speaking to the manager. He may put two and two together later, and figure out I helped you poach some of his help.”
			

			
				“House, can you connect me to housekeeping, please?”
			

			
				Mel smiled but didn’t comment on Lee being polite with computers.
			

			
				“This is Beryl, assistant to the head of housekeeping. How may I help you?”
			

			
				“I used to be served occasionally by a cinnamon Derf who went by Cybill. I realized I haven’t seen her lately. She was very pleasant. Is she still with the hotel and well?”
			

			
				“She’s fine and has been promoted to being a buyer for both food and housekeeping supplies. I hope you haven’t found her replacements less than satisfactory?”
			

			
				“Not at all. You know sometimes you just find an affinity with a person even after a brief encounter. I’m glad she’s continued to improve her position. That’s all. Thank you for satisfying my curiosity.”
			

			
				“Any time,” Beryl said. “Don’t be shy to suggest any way we can improve your experience with us.”
			

			
				“Oh, I will. I’m not shy at all. Goodbye Beryl,” Lee said and disconnected.
			

			
				“There you go,” Lee told Mel. “Cybill seemed to be intelligent, and deeply interested in the hospitality industry. I’m sure you can contrive to communicate with her now, if you want to make her an offer. You can mention I recommended her if she accepts.”
			

			
				“We’ll do that. I may try to recruit a few more from the hotel. They have a bigger pool of workers to draw on. We won’t do them much damage,” Mel promised. “I live here too.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Gordon, Heather and I want to visit very precise retribution on the officials responsible for targeting me and others for assassination. She says she will put Jeff to work on the problem, but I have my doubts he is the one to ask. His style seems more towards leaving a huge freaking crater visible from orbit. I’d like something that doesn’t take a million semi-innocents out with the real target. Do you have any thoughts on doing that?”
			

			
				“Maybe. I’ve been thinking about how we jumped a drone through that North American ship. Besides trying it through a more massive object there are a couple of other actions I’d like to try. Could you ask for a couple of spare drones you’ll probably destroy?”
			

			
				Lee was surprised. Gordon usually said he’d think on a matter, or if he already knew the answer, would make her reason on it until she saw the solution. This suggested he’d been thinking on the problem already and didn’t want to delay testing a solution.
			

			
				“I’d be very surprised if she’d refuse that. Especially if it gives her options. They’ve brought my drone hanger up to full capacity on the Silk Road with eight units. I’d give you two and risk if they’ll replace them. What do you have in mind?”
			

			
				“We jumped through a ship. What happens if I jump a drone into an object?”
			

			
				Lee blinked and thought about it a bit.
			

			
				“A ship isn’t homogenous. I guess it would depend on what objects were suddenly occupying the same volume. There might be a sudden increase in pressure or temperature. It might materialize as a short across electrical leads or venting a high-pressure tank. There are all sorts of possibilities, none of them favorable to either the drone or ship.”
			

			
				“I agree,” Gordon said nodding. “I’d simplify the test by jumping into relatively uniform environments. I’d like to jump one drone into air, and the other into a very dense solid. I think either water or ground would serve just fine.”
			

			
				“Water might make recovering the pieces difficult,” Lee said. “Let’s go with plain old soil or rock. At worst if it doesn’t break up, we may have a drone full of solid rock. Then we’d have to dig and peel it open to see what it did to individual components.”
			

			
				“Works for me,” Gordon agreed. “And we’ll do it on Red Tree land so nobody can snoop on us.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				A large orange X was spray painted on the remote meadow. Gordon hovered at a sufficient altitude for the air dragged along by the jump drone to be a negligible factor.
			

			
				Lee and the Third Mother of Red Tree who was keenly interested in all things space watched a kilometer away from the X. That was twice as far as they’d initially planned due to Gordon’s caution. Lee had a pair of stabilized binoculars, convinced she might as well be on the other side of the planet. The Third Mother was content with her own eyesight and several automated cameras that would see and track the drone. To her, an instant replay was as good as a first-hand experience.
			

			
				Both stopped chatting and paid close attention when Gordon announced the one-minute mark and then counted down the last ten seconds.
			

			
				The expected error of emergence covered a fifty-meter span so Gordon aimed at a point thirty meters from ground lever. In reality, it emerged right on twenty meters altitude.
			

			
				Even Derf ears heard no report at a kilometer. Programmed to use its thrusters to land once it jumped, the drone fell with no resistance to gravity. Something aboard failed and blew a hatch cover off. It dropped with fire belching from the opening. Its mechanisms were attempting control but it swung back and forth, over correcting until just before impact it managed a full flip over. A twenty meter drop left it seriously out of round on its side with smoke belching from the open maintenance hatch.
			

			
				“I immediately lost all telemetry,” Gordon informed them. “I’ll sit down and pick you back up.”
			

			
				“When are you going to recover the drone?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“When it stops belching smoke and doesn’t show any hot spots on a thermal scan. It may be heating something up inside that will pop with a delay. That looked like a battery fire if I’ve ever seen one. It may have contaminated every surface with toxic smoke. We’ll have to wear gloves and a respirator hood to tear it apart.”
			

			
				“Well, we can’t jump into dense atmosphere. We learned that for sure,” Lee said. “If nothing else it sure killed the electronics. I have my doubts we could design one to survive. It would certainly take a huge effort and hundreds of trial jumps.”
			

			
				“Yeah, if we need to have it do anything but immediately crash. I suppose you could use that as a weapon but it seems awkward and could miss by a meter and fail. We could load it up with an explosive charge and a pressure fuze. I’d still worry about enough pieces surviving to reverse engineer. But I suspect emerging underground will be more effective. We can move over to another location if you are anxious to try it today.”
			

			
				“Nah… We can recover this wreck tomorrow and do the next test. It’s getting close to supper time. It’ll be past, by the time we get home,” Lee said.
			

			
				“My thought exactly,” Gordon agreed. He considered Lee’s patience a sign of maturity.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 5
			

			
				It was late and nobody in the household should come looking for her or her brother. They were allies, but didn’t want to call attention to that by always pairing off with their heads together. Her other brothers already considered them weird and lacking interest in all the things they considered normal and important.
			

			
				Tish tapped at the door again. Her brother Trix had never failed to answer her knock before and it scared her. The thought he might be ill or worse was a new and unwelcome thought. She sent a text and wondered if he didn’t answer that what should she do?
			

			
				She was relieved not to need to decide when he yanked the door open and waved her in. He had on earphones around his neck and a manic grin.
			

			
				“What are you doing?” she demanded but he held up a forestalling hand.
			

			
				“I’m in the middle of something. Come sit with me and I’ll show you.”
			

			
				He hurried back to his seat and started typing in a long stream of characters instead of just talking to the computer. That wasn’t usual. Instead of his old monitor he had three curved monitors that created a sixty-degree field of view from his seat. Tish pulled up his dressing bench and looked over his shoulder.
			

			
				The center screen showed a pair of hands typing what Trix was inputting on his keyboard but on the keyboard of a starship command console. It was kind of creepy because they were human hands. There were other crewmembers, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything. You just saw the backs of their heads and one would move a hand now and then.
			

			
				The monitor on the right showed a schematic of a stellar system with a single star, planets, their orbital planes and elements, and tracks of ships. There were cones of possible maneuver shaded and larger ranges color coded she didn’t understand. The tracks behind the ships started from a bright point and had a circle expanding from that point.
			

			
				The left monitor showed a limited starfield with about a dozen systems shown. There was depth data from the screen centered system since it wasn’t 3D. A few showed sparks with a data bubble beside them. Those, Tish could tell, were ships, and the system centered with three ships was the one detailed in the other monitor. Trix finished the string he was typing and leaned back a little, relaxed. “Thanks. Now I can talk.”
			

			
				“How can you have a data feed without father finding out? He’ll kill you when he finds out – not if!”
			

			
				“Father finally let me have adult access for house and phone. You don’t have to download stuff for me anymore.”
			

			
				Tish wanted to scold him for not telling her right away, but he was in such a good mood she hated to ruin it. She let it go.
			

			
				“Well good. This looks like more than I could save for you anyway.”
			

			
				“It’s interactive and sped up from real time so yeah. You have to stream it live to play. If it wasn’t sped-up we’d never finish the game in an evening. You can’t pause it or back the clock up just like reality. It would make a huge file to save it.”
			

			
				“What’s it called?” Tish wondered.
			

			
				“Star Lords. It’s a Human game from a company on the Moon.”
			

			
				“Yeah, I figured that from the hands. Are you playing against Humans?”
			

			
				“Probably. It has to be played on a local net without much lag. That means Derfhome and the two habitats. Everybody has a game name so I don’t know what they are but there sure aren’t many of us or Bills here. I assume most players are Humans or Derf.”
			

			
				“I’m glad father sees you aren’t going to get in mischief or taken advantage of with full access. Now send me your new address to the outside world.”
			

			
				“When the game is over,” Trix said, focused on the display.
			

			
				“What is your game name?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Tricky. I’m third rated in the game.”
			

			
				“I hope you are. Which ship are you?”
			

			
				“This one here,” Trix said, and a circle flashed around one icon. 
			

			
				“What happens when that other ship touches your expanding circle?”
			

			
				“That’s the wave front of my system entry. He’ll know I’m here when that reaches him. I saw his wave front earlier so I have an advantage. The third ship there I know about but the other guy about to become aware of me doesn’t. He jumped in deep after their entry radiation already passed that point.”
			

			
				“Okay, the faint yellow cone in front of you is obviously your possible maneuver zone. What is the bigger violet cone?”
			

			
				“My effective powered missile range,” Twix said. “But they can coast too.”
			

			
				“This is interesting,” Tish decided. “But it’s all slow run-to-jump ships. I wonder if anybody has written a game for ships like Lee has that can jump from system rest?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. Everybody said this was the best interstellar war game, but it might be from before there were fast ships. There’s a chat function. I’d be happy to ask a few players. That would make the game a lot more complicated,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Yeah. I think it made reality a lot more complicated,” his sister said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Deputy Secretary Fenton asked for an update on the Anderson action. When his supervisor handed him off to the direct handler, he instantly knew there was no good report for the man to claim. He wanted to deflect any blame to the underling.
			

			
				“The Moon sleeper hasn’t checked in as ordered, and we’ve heard of nothing happening in the Derfhome news outlets or social web sites well past any reasonable time,” his assigned handler said. “There are contract filings and other reports to indicate Lee Anderson is well and active.” The man acted put upon and displayed none of the respect Fenton expected.
			

			
				“Secretary Watkins asked for an update. What am I supposed to tell him?” The second below the SoS insisted.
			

			
				Apparently, the man needed it spelled out in short simple words.
			

			
				“I’d say it is almost certain he’s dead. Assassination attempts on Spacers have a rather bleak history. For that matter full frontal military assaults haven’t fared much better. They drove the habitats away instead of killing them. The Chinese tried too. They smacked Central dead on with a big nuke and you’d never know it today. It was an inconvenience. They destroyed the Chinese fleet that did it and filled in the crater. China got smart and stopped messing with them. It took two devastating quarter gigaton love pats from the heavens to get their full attention, but they did learn, if slowly. We’re fortunate we don’t have any big freaking craters pockmarking our landscape. Just a big parking lot where Vandenberg used to be. Those are the ugly facts. Now, what you tell your boss is up to you.”
			

			
				“I don’t care for your tone,” the SoS’s man said.
			

			
				“Is this any better?” the handler asked in a squeaky falsetto voice. He was past his minimum retirement service, was tired of fools, and past giving a damn. Director Fenton would see to it he took that retirement before the day was done.
			

			
				Deputy Director Fenton turned and stormed out without a word. If that asset was wasted, he’d have to find something else to suggest. It was a career killer to report failure without having a follow-on proposal ready to offer.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Alonso had a final truck design ready for Lee’s approval.
			

			
				“This isn’t anything like my drawings!” Lee said.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Alonso said smugly. “You did ask for a design so it is only loosely based on your concept drawings. This will be much easier to use and service.”
			

			
				“I can see that right away. Please don’t think it a complaint. How did you get the load bed down so close to the ground?” Lee asked, “It will be super easy to load.”
			

			
				“Since it doesn’t have wheels or a mechanical driveline there isn’t any reason to raise it very far from the ground. The thrusters and power feeds are all contained in the side walls. They are less than a meter high and you can service everything by removing the outside panels. So, if you have a rotor bearing running hot or something you don’t have to unload it to work on it. There is a frame under the bed, so you have a tailgate at the rear like a pickup truck that will form a drive on ramp when lowered.”
			

			
				“I’m surprised the bed isn’t just a loadbearing shell,” Lee said.
			

			
				“That would still need to be about half this thickness to be stiff enough, and you’d lose a lot of things I built in by having a frame. The bed is locked to the frame with grapple points. If you wish, when grounded you can release those grapples and the bed rests on sensor pads. That will allow you to not only measure your load weight but how it is distributed front to rear and side to side before you try to lift it. It won’t lift until you reengage the grapples.”
			

			
				“That’s a great feature. You don’t need an external scale.”
			

			
				“Which likely wouldn’t be available at a lot of pick-up points,” Alonso agreed. “It will warn you if you exceed suggested capacity, but won’t refuse to lift.”
			

			
				“What if I want to haul something that won’t fit between the side uprights?”
			

			
				“They are load-bearing and you can install a deck across them. You still need to keep the center of mass in the center of the bed to handle safely. We can also fab some caps to bolt on, if you need to have a load fully enclosed and protected.”
			

			
				“How about a slide in habitat for three or four people with sanitary provisions, sleeping bunks, and a little kitchen?” Lee asked. “It would be nice to have a pass through to the cab.”
			

			
				“Why not? I can make it easy to slide out on a remote site, so you can use it for a base camp and have the empty truck to fly around for survey or prospecting work.”
			

			
				“Werner would love that,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Your head hancho on Providence? Why would he need one?” Alonso asked.
			

			
				“He’s not a politician by choice. He’s actually a geologist, and wants to return to doing survey work. Once things are running smoothly, he’ll be happy to go back to that. It’s something we’ll need too. For example, I’m going to build a railroad. We’ll need to have a safe stable route picked out with reasonable inclines. If we don’t get him and his crew back on the job, we’d have to hire new. They wouldn’t have his experience with the world.”
			

			
				Alonso had his doubts how easy it would be to quit his supposedly temporary position, but he kept his opinion to himself.
			

			
				“For what extremes of climate should I design the slide-in?” Alonso asked.
			

			
				“Use an Earth baseline and you’ll be safe,” Lee said. “Providence is a little milder.”
			

			
				“Your wish is my command,” Alonso said.
			

			
				“Wonderful,” Lee said, totally missing any sarcasm.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“This game is shiny. I’m really enjoying it. My sister looked at me playing and asked if there isn’t a similar game that has fast ships that don’t need to run-to-jump?” – Tricky
			

			
				“With just fast ships or mixed?” – Desk Pilot asked.
			

			
				“We didn’t think in through in that much detail.” – Tricky admitted.
			

			
				“There is such a game but I can’t imagine the Moon queen will ever allow it to be released to the public. I’d personally oppose it entering the public domain, unless in the far future everyone has fast ships.” – Furry Freak
			

			
				“Why? How could you recoup the cost of writing it?” – Desk Pilot
			

			
				“It wasn’t written as a game to sell. It was primarily written as a training aid for fast ship pilots to learn how to fight slow ships. Also aliens with different capabilities than Human slow ships and even how to fight alien fast ships should we ever meet them. The profit comes in survival instead of sales.” – Furry Freak
			

			
				“You imply you are a real fast ship pilot and have access to it.” – Desk Pilot said.
			

			
				“Yes. But before you ask, I have no intention of outing myself or proving anything that I said. There is no way you could write such a game program without knowing all the specs of how a fast ship can perform. It would expose all their strategies. Nobody entrusted with that information is going to release it, endangering himself and other fast ship pilots. Such a game would work just as well to train slow ship pilots to fight fast ship pilots. We don’t need that. Such a thing would endanger you if you are on the Derfhome net. Fast ships protect this system.” – Furry Freak
			

			
				Starr Fighter refrained from trying to make himself look bigger by confirming Furry Freak was the real deal. He drew a deep breath and was overcome with the realization his promise of a ride with FF was on one of those ships.
			

			
				“Tricky, perhaps you should invite your sister to play with us. She asks very good questions.” – Furry Freak
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				News Release
			

			
				The Sovereign of Central – The Moon
			

			
				The United States of North America attempted an assassination of Lee Anderson, Sovereign of Providence, and Voice of the Red Tree Clan, on the territory of Derfhome. Besides being an ally, both these systems are Central Protectorates.
			

			
				If this is how the USNA desires to conduct diplomacy we shall rise to the occasion. The office of the Secretary of State is responsible for all intelligence agencies. Therefore, that office and all the superior offices in that chain of command shall be regarded as legitimate targets of assassination.
			

			
				Perhaps you think we haven’t done this before because we couldn’t. I’m going to disabuse you of that notion. Your life is now forfeit if you remain in these guilty offices. If you chose to renounce assassination as a policy, it must be with the same penalties as murder or treason, with no immunities or executive privilege.
			

			
				Heather Anderson - Sovereign of Central
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Aren’t you concerned this will tip them to open war?” Dakota asked Heather.
			

			
				“As opposed to constant clandestine warfare? These officials never fear for their lives or treasure. Time for them to live in fear from their actions. If they want to go back to open warfare, they have never been in a worse position to engage us. I’m worn down and weary of the whole mess. This was basically your idea. Let’s make an end to it if they want.”
			

			
				Dakota had a sudden insight. The North American politicians dealt with everything on a scale of decades. Patience was of no use to them. They had to accomplish their goals quickly between attaining superior office and retiring. There was no way they could understand Heather’s experience and planning on a scale of centuries, nor imagine how dependent they were on her patience. After all, if she could conquer them, she would have done so, by their logic. They certainly would have done so in her shoes. There was no way for them to understand their fundamental differences from her.
			

			
				“If not now, I think it is inevitable,” Dakota said.
			

			
				“I’d kind of hoped that maybe the Texans would keep expanding and eventually replace the North Americans. That slowed down. I suspect after they took the Florida panhandle they don’t want the rest of the state. It has problems that would make it an economic drain. The Mexicans have voluntarily gone over to Texas and even Guatemala is making noises about being a Texan territory if allowed a special semi-autonomous status. The Canadians have tried and failed to raise an effective rebellion twice now. It all looks to be stable for now.”
			

			
				“The Texans have a lot on their plate bringing Mexico up to first world status,” Dakota said. “Besides infrastructure, it’s a work of a couple of their generations to blend the cultural differences.”
			

			
				“Some of that changing will be on the Texan side, if not as much,” Heather said.
			

			
				“Yes, such as going officially bilingual,” Dakota said. “All of which will make it harder for them to try to absorb new chunks of North America with its Yankee mindset.”
			

			
				“Well, the choice is theirs,” Heather summarized. “They can do whatever they wish, down there. I’m done allowing any interference in the heavens.”
			

			
				“And you aren’t the only power in the heavens with which they must deal.”
			

			
				“Good point,” Heather agreed.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Two Red Tree soldiers in protective gear tore critical subsystems from the destroyed drone. Testing determined a thorough scrubbing with plain water was sufficient to make the parts safe to handle.
			

			
				“How nasty was it?” Lee inquired of Strangelove.
			

			
				“You wouldn’t want to breath the dust shaken loose by handling the parts. Other than that, just washing your hands before eating anything would be sufficient. I wish you’d still wear gloves in case there are traces that linger in cracks or under components.”
			

			
				“I intended to. But thanks for your care. What do you think made it fail?”
			

			
				“The first obvious thing was that every electrolytic capacitor on the circuit boards burst. The other sort had their voltage capacity markedly reduced. All the ICs test dead but we haven’t examined them microscopically to know why. The resistance of all conductors was increased and that of insulators reduced. The amazing thing was the power accumulator the Centralists use did not burst. It still supplies current but we haven’t tested its capacity or if the threshold for catastrophic failure was lowered. There were only a few small parts with superconductors, but they are all ruined.”
			

			
				“So, if I ever have to jump close to a planetary surface as an emergency landing, I better be wearing a space suit and be ready to bail out as soon as it crashes.”
			

			
				“You might be better off with just a face mask. There are all sorts of things in a pressure suit that would give up their magic smoke. You’d best open all the airlocks first too. They aren’t going to have power or controls immediately on transition. The air being suddenly occupying the same space would be all through your body too. I don’t know if that would be sufficient nitrogen to give you the bends.”
			

			
				“We should have put some mice or Guinea pigs attached to it,” Lee said.
			

			
				“One can’t think of everything,” Strangelove said.
			

			
				“We’ll need to see if the accumulator can still be made to blow by being shorted. And a simple mechanical way to do that without electronics.”
			

			
				“That’s what you are counting on to make it a weapon?” Strangelove asked.
			

			
				“That’s one reason. But even if we delivered some other lethal system, we need to completely obliterate the drone. It has way too many secret parts to let one fall into the Earthie’s hands.”
			

			
				“I suspect appearing underground will be safer that way,” Strangelove said.
			

			
				“Let’s find out,” Lee said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				They moved their observation point back to two kilometers and stayed in Lee’s aircar for protection. The second drone arrived fifty meters below ground level and was much more satisfying. There was a sharp thump of a ground wave passing under the grounded aircar. Even at this distance a few small pebbled sized pieces of debris bounced off the aircar’s canopy. The fountain of dirt thrown in the air was easily visible.
			

			
				“No flash,” Lee said a little disappointed.
			

			
				“I’m sure there was besides the usual burst of entry radiation,” Strangelove said. “It was just all absorbed by the dirt.”
			

			
				“Come on down,” Lee radioed to Gordon up above. “We’re going to go look at the hole.”
			

			
				Gordon brought the Silk Road down to a hover and ran out the ramp from the lower hold. He sat legs dangling off the edge enjoying a mug of coffee and watching Strangelove’s man sweep the ring of debris with a metal detector. The crater was shallow but near a hundred meters across. The edge lifted from debris that fell short.
			

			
				“There is no residual radiation,” Strangelove relayed from his soldier. “The ring of dirt was just a couple of degrees above ambient temperature when he stepped out. The metal detector needs to be set down in the millimeter range to find any metal rich particles. I’m having him collect some samples.”
			

			
				“I’d still be concerned North America would spare no expense to find out the nature of the drone. They might do a detailed analysis of the debris even if it only tells them what elements went into the device’s construction,” Gordon said.
			

			
				“Then we’ll include several pieces of odd elements that have nothing to do with our normal construction to confuse them,” Lee said.
			

			
				“That’s a plan,” Gordon agreed. “Let’s send all our data to Heather and she can do whatever she will with it.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 6
			

			
				“Obscuring the composition of the weapon is a nice touch,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“I thought you’d appreciate that,” Heather agreed. “My warning seems to have had some small success. Our eyes and ears report a half dozen sudden retirements in the State department, and a planned trip to India for the secretary was cancelled at the last minute when his host claimed an unspecified illness. His security has been increased with an outer perimeter, but we’re sure he isn’t using a double. That makes me feel Mr. Watkins doesn’t take me seriously.”
			

			
				“You want to use this technique Lee and Gordon developed?” Jeff asked directly.
			

			
				“Have you thought of anything better?” Heather asked.
			

			
				“Not if you want to be subtle,” Jeff admitted. “Anything I’d do would result in more collateral damage even if it would be harder to cover up. This can be run from geosynchronous orbit too. That’s a lot easier. You’re never going to find him alone. There will always be protective detail around him.”
			

			
				“Just don’t involve his family,” Heather ordered. “Even the Mafia avoids that.”
			

			
				“Traffic is so heavy in Vancouver hitting his car would take out a half dozen around him, and the ones following that can’t stop,” Jeff warned.
			

			
				April finally spoke up.
			

			
				“Is he a golfer?”
			

			
				“Oh, that would work nicely. We’ll certainly find out,” Jeff promised.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Damn that Singh,” the head of Protective Services said.
			

			
				“I don’t believe this is his work,” his number two said.
			

			
				“Tell me why,” his boss demanded.
			

			
				“The crater would have been a couple of kilometers across not eighty-meters.”
			

			
				“I’m having a hard time feeling grateful, and I have no idea how they could bury a device under the third hole. The club has cameras all along the course and there was no visible incoming projectile. There’s no water hazard nearby to work from. They emptied out the surviving sand traps, and nothing was tunneled from them. The grounds keepers swear from tending it that nothing was disturbed the size of a divot. Certainly not vehicle tracks, or the mess a bunch of diggers would make of the green. I find it hard to believe they have a burrowing drone that small. What do we do now?”
			

			
				“Well, I don’t know about you, but if the president or vice president invites me on a golf outing or a picnic, I’m going to throw myself down a flight of stairs or run in front of a sports car.”
			

			
				When the abbreviated report made its way to Dan Prescott, he was unsurprised. The problem was institutional and he wasn’t about to comment on it. His opinion would be unwelcome, and not make the slightest dent on the massive egos involved. He was just happy not to have the Spacers pissed off at him.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Who was he playing with?” April asked.
			

			
				“The senator from Manitoba,” Heather said. “He was announced as passing in his sleep at home.”
			

			
				“I wonder if the higher-level people like that were aware of your warning?”
			

			
				“I’m not sure. The public was certainly never told. Even in other countries where we released it the public was kept in the dark. They aren’t saying anything after the fact except he died unexpectedly while golfing. I thought they might rant on the evil Spacers, but I have no idea anymore what they think. If they did release it, you can be sure they won’t include the fact they started it.”
			

			
				“There were two agents who ride on the back of the golf cart that were killed too,” April said. “That’s too bad, but that’s a professional hazard. Wise guys run the same risk guarding organized crime leaders.”
			

			
				“Instead of unorganized crime leaders?” April asked.
			

			
				“It seems like it sometimes,” Heather said. “I’m really pleased we managed not to hurt some random person that had nothing to do with him.
			

			
				“I think with the president and vice president it will be harder to do that,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“There’s no rush. Let them stew on it a bit. If you do knock this set off, I’m going to still make them unhappy,” Heather vowed.
			

			
				“How so?” Jeff asked, worried. Heather was the calm moderate one of them.
			

			
				“I did announce these three offices are permanently proscribed unless the office holders publicly renounce assassination. I’ll just keep systematically removing them.”
			

			
				“They’ll make it secret who are in those positions before they’ll do that,” Jeff said
			

			
				“I don’t think their public would stand for that,” Heather said.
			

			
				“A solar says they will,” April said slapping it down. “They might rebel over it but they will put it down.”
			

			
				“Pick it up,” Heather said, declining the bet. “You may be right.”
			

			
				“No, I don’t think either of you realize how superficial they are. My take is that they’ll change the names of the three top offices and expect that to stymie us,” Jeff said.
			

			
				Heather laughed at the absurdity of it and then saw he serious.
			

			
				“Oh my… No. It doesn’t work that way.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I asked about playing with fast ships in the game chat,” Trix told his sister Tish.
			

			
				“Oh really? I knew your game was fairly old. Did anyone know of a newer one?”
			

			
				“Indeed, one of our best players. No, to give him his due, our best player by a good margin assured us the Moon queen had such a game created as a training program. He warned us anyone who flew fast ships would oppose all their specs being public in a game. He worried it could train slow ship pilots how to fight fast ships.”
			

			
				“I never thought of it as anything but a game,” Tish admitted. She didn’t say more but Trix knew his sister well.
			

			
				“Your muzzle is dimpled and your nostrils wide. Are you trying to catch the faint scent of an idea?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“I smell one strongly but am having a hard time believing it. Promise not to make fun of me if I explain it?”
			

			
				“Upon my honor, Goy Tish. I take you far too seriously to make cheap jokes.”
			

			
				“Thank you, but be careful with the title. If you get too comfortable using it, you’ll forget and use it in front of our brothers. I’m scared of Papa forgetting and doing that too. They would make my life miserable. I’m not blind. I see they disrespect you too.”
			

			
				“For my blaze that I can’t help and means nothing.” He ran a self-conscious hand down the white streak on his muzzle. “But they also think me a weak male because I don’t play Battle Ball or watch the big games when the recordings come in from home. You, they’d hate for having an estate when they have little chance at one. Father has the means for an estate now and is Goy. His heir is disgustingly healthy.”
			

			
				Tish laughed.
			

			
				“You could run a black marker over your stripe and be rid of it. You aren’t superficial enough to think to do that. But you are right about Torz. He trains like a fanatic so they aren’t tempted to rough house with him.”
			

			
				“Yes, he could have a tragic accident in innocent play,” Trix said. “Father has related there have been cases of that subject to judgment over the years. I don’t think they would do that to you. After all, if you are gone none of them would inherit your estate.”
			

			
				“You do bring up a point I hadn’t considered. I do need to appoint an heir if I’m not married,” Tish said. She looked intently at Trix and smiled until her incisors showed.
			

			
				“Sweet little troublesome goddesses. Don’t tell me what you are thinking. No!”
			

			
				“Okay, I’ll tell you my other thought. There are very few fast ship pilots on Derfhome, and the ones that do come here are in and out between voyages Those who hang around long enough to be a regular at your game are far fewer. The ones who know anything about the Moon queen and her activities we can count on one hand. I have an idea who it is but am having a hard time believing my own deduction. Do you have any hint if the player is a Human or a Derf?”
			

			
				“Well, his game ID is Furry Freak,” Trix said. “That would seem odd for a Human.”
			

			
				“Yes. I’m surprised he would want to play a game when he’s done the real thing, but I think Furry Freak is Gordon of Red Tree. Would you ask him directly if I’m right?”
			

			
				“I’m hesitant to do that,” Trix said. “It would change the dynamic of the game. I’m scared it might even make him leave. That would really change the game.”
			

			
				“Doesn’t that change it right now? Knowing you may be playing against the best living military strategist of our known races?”
			

			
				“It would make me feel a lot better,” Trix said. “Then there would be no shame in how badly he beats us. He said I should invite you to play, because you ask good questions.”
			

			
				“Maybe I will. I think I’ll ask Lee if it’s Gordon first. I want to know if I’m pitted against him. I’d rather play a fast ship program. But I can see why he wants to keep it private. Could you alter a copy of the game to have ships that jump from rest? We could play it just between us in the spirit of keeping it private.”
			

			
				“I could set a programing AI working to add that to the game, but it’s far more than just jumping from rest. You’d have to know all the details of how the ship does that, its limitations, and real examples of how their weapons work. It’s complicated.”
			

			
				Tish looked shocked and for a moment was too flustered to reply.
			

			
				“Dear sweet brother. Perhaps I never told you because I just assumed you know me and what I’d do so well. I treasure every moment I get to be with Lee and run my spex in recording mode from the time I meet her until I am back home.”
			

			
				“And they let you ride on the bridge,” Trix said, staggered by the implications.
			

			
				“Not just sit to the side on a jump seat. They set me in front of a console. I was locked out of inputting any commands but I had the audio command circuit, and saw all the same auxiliary windows Gordon or Lee were running, with navigation, ships systems, and the live weapons board all in front of me.”
			

			
				“You’ve got everything,” Trix concluded.
			

			
				“Yes, and if you want to see any of it you have to respect the level of trust Lee showed me. I won’t do anything to betray that trust. You must limit any program you make from that data with absolute security. None of it can be exposed to any net, public or private. It would be for us alone,” Tish demanded.
			

			
				“Your spex link to the family net and beyond,” Trix pointed out.
			

			
				“That’s why I plug in a fresh memory card when I go with Lee. I pull it when I come back home and stick the old one back in.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry. I should have known you weren’t that stupid,” Trix apologized. “I’d love to view some of that, but I spent all my allowance for the last six months on this gaming outfit. In a couple of months, I can save enough to buy a low emissions pad with a decent size screen. I’ll rip the networking gear right out of it. That way I’ll know it’s safe.”
			

			
				“I already did that so I could view them,” Tish said. “I’ll bring it here for you if you’ll give me access to it.”
			

			
				“Sure, I’ll set the door to your hand,” Trix agreed.
			

			
				“No. That would show on the house computer. There’s a numeric password if you look it up in your account. That way the computer knows there was a visitor but not who, and you don’t need the code when you leave, so there’s no log-out.”
			

			
				“I’m surprised they allow that sort of a security risk.”
			

			
				“You really are an outsider to our brothers, or they would have shared that trick when you got to a certain age. Do you think they want a record of who visits who overnight? The problems created by them meeting friends elsewhere for privacy are much worse than allowing them a safe meeting place at home.”
			

			
				“There aren’t any other Badgers but staff,” Trix objected.
			

			
				“That’s no barrier, and there’s crew and new people on every ship from home.”
			

			
				“Oh.” Trix was horribly embarrassed. “I hope they don’t think that of me if I start using the password. It seems needlessly sneaky and tacky to me.”
			

			
				Tish laughed and waved that away, making her bracelets ring.
			

			
				“The way they think, they would treat you better for being like them. It might renew their hope you will finally have a normal male interest in Battle Ball too.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Vice President Gupta is going to address a crowd of the state’s party leaders at a conference center in Maryland,” Jeff said. Do you regard that as a gathering of innocents to avoid?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“No, that’s a bonus target. Do you know what’s under the stage so the drone isn’t transitioning into a sub-basement?”
			

			
				“Yes, we have sequential satellite views of it being built. There’s no basement.”
			

			
				“That’s fine then. This one should be harder to cover up.”
			

			
				“Want to hear a good one?” Jeff asked amused.
			

			
				“Sure. I could use a chuckle,” Heather said.
			

			
				“We reviewed surveillance and they put up a security fence around the whole building, closed the nearest roads, and put a security force around the building two weeks before any public announcement about it. They have the perimeter lit up bright at night and some observers watching from a distance besides the ones on site.”
			

			
				“Then they don’t have the foggiest clue what got the secretary,” Heather said. “Good.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 7
			

			
				“Mistress, we have another courier from a service with a card for you.”
			

			
				The front desk man didn’t sound happy. The last courier she received ended up leaving on a gurney after making a mess on her best rug, leaving bullet marks on the wall and floor, and disrupting the kitchen service. Lee wouldn’t blame them if they found having her as resident was losing its luster.
			

			
				“I’ll have my security meet me down there to receive his message,” Lee told him, terminated that call, and made another to arrange it.
			

			
				“Strangelove, do you have a man near the hotel? I have a courier with a message at the front desk. After the last one I’m not inviting him up to my suite. I’d like some security presence to receive his card.”
			

			
				“Well, gods be kind to me for once. I’m thankful you stopped doing that. I always have a man there, and he’ll pull in a hotel security man to help. They’ll be there by the time you can ride down.”
			

			
				“Thanks Strangelove. I’ll be armed too.”
			

			
				“Of course!” Strangelove replied gruffly.
			

			
				When Lee exited her elevator, the courier was still at the check-in desk but turned to face the elevators. Strangelove’s man was beside him and just a step back. He was about as big as male Derf get and had a possessive arm draped across the poor fellow’s shoulders. His hand was laid lightly over his shoulder but it was the size of a dinner plate. The hotel’s security ‘man’ looked to be a petite female to Lee’s eye. She had an almost black coat of short fur and was about two thirds the size of Strangelove’s man. A security wand and sensor appliance she held had apparently been used already.
			

			
				Lee stopped short, slightly out of arm’s reach.
			

			
				“I’m Lee Anderson,” she informed him. “From whom do you have a message?”
			

			
				“Ma’am,” he said with a diffident nod. “This is from Kir Ambassador.” He offered the envelope cautiously, two handed. “I can return your answer.”
			

			
				“Allow me,” the hotel security said and plucked it out of his hands. She felt it carefully with her true hands for lumps or wires and looked mildly surprised.
			

			
				“It’s scented,” she said. “Something strong and unfamiliar.” She held it away from her body and slit it open with a claw. Satisfied there was nothing inside but a card, she handed it to Lee.
			

			
				The scent was spicy. It reminded Lee of cloves but with a touch of something hotter. The card itself was a single sheet, not a fold over, and embossed with a botanical design around the edges. Perhaps that plant pictured was the source of the scent? The message was printed in English using a green ink that matched the decoration.
			

			
				Kir Ambassador invites your presence to celebrate the completion of her embassy residence and the arrival of her personal furnishings and supplies from home. Three days hence on the fifth day of the Derf month on the day Humans style as Wednesday in the local rotation. From the fourteenth hour until dawn of the next day.
			

			
				“Inform Kir Ambassador I’ll be delighted to attend,” Lee said. The poor courier was worried by this heavy security so she tipped him one of the tiny one-gram gold coins she was having made instead of a dollar Ceres. “Excuse our caution. A previous courier turned out to be a would-be assassin.”
			

			
				The courier’s expression changed from concerned to a totally unexpected fierce look.
			

			
				“Please tell me that story had a happy ending,” he said through bared teeth.
			

			
				Lee laughed. “I’ve never heard it put quite that way, but yes it ended well, for us.”
			

			
				“Good. That sort makes it tough for people who just want to make an honest living.”
			

			
				“What is your name?” the female security asked. “If you come again, tell the desk your name and we’ll have a gentler response.”
			

			
				“Allen, ma’am. Working for Fast Runners. And thank you for the tip,” he directed to Lee, excusing himself.
			

			
				“There’s more to that one than meets the eye,” the hotel security lady said. “I might recruit him after a little investigation. We’re short on Humans.”
			

			
				“Indeed,” Strangelove’s soldier said, “but I suspect you’ll find he has been out on the point of the spear and happy to be done with it.”
			

			
				“That’s reading a lot of depth to it,” she said.
			

			
				“No. He’s right,” Lee affirmed.
			

			
				When both of them looked surprised at the firmness of her conviction, she explained.
			

			
				“I’ve been taking… lessons.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Kir Ambassador greeted Lee all decked out with a silky tunic of pale gold with elaborate embroidery in a band behind the neck, over the shoulders, and down the front on both sides to the waist. It looked like an attached scarf and Lee wondered if that’s how the style of decoration originated. She still wore a tiny purse on a thin belt, but lots more jewelry than she’d worn to Talker’s party. Today she had loose bracelets on both arms, a collar of gold plates with granulated designs around gems, and several rings on each hand. Lee had no idea the Cats ever wore clothes for style instead of protection. Kir Ambassador’s outfit was meant to impress, and it did that very well.
			

			
				Kir greeted her warmly in Badger but offered no contact. Lee didn’t push for a touch. It might not be part of the Ambassador’s culture. How different that was from the Badgers, who enjoyed holding hands.
			

			
				“I’m glad you could make it,” Kir Ambassador said. “When we met at the Badger’s party, your conversation was by far the most interesting and informative. I’ve replayed it in my mind several times. That, and the ride in the Twool was a unique experience.”
			

			
				“I’m sure you remember it with an accuracy I’d need to rewatch my spex recording to match. With your good memories, does your race even bother to record very much?”
			

			
				“For personal things like family gatherings, no. But important events one wants to share with the future we do. Of course, business agreements are entirely different matter. If things go bad in a venture, it’s amazing how foggy the memory of those who will take a loss can be. If a recording was made, it has a miraculous effect on their memory just knowing it exists.”
			

			
				“I like that you don’t pretend your people are all noble and blameless,” Lee said.
			

			
				“This is where in a mixed species gathering back home, we would contest to brag on who has the most scoundrels,” Kir said. “Usually taking advantage of a different race. Sadly, that has been less fun since we all met the Biters. No one compares.”
			

			
				“Yeah, no contest,” Lee agreed. “I keep hoping we’ll find somebody who thinks they are delicious, so we don’t have to deal with them.”
			

			
				Kir covered her mouth and made gasping little yips Lee figured for laughter.
			

			
				“That’s terrible,” she said but clearly enjoyed it. “Eating fellow sapients is one of the few subjects that discomforts everyone. You could make an entire gathering run for the exits by saying that.”
			

			
				“Oh, no. I was talking about Biters, not sapients,” Lee insisted straight faced.
			

			
				“I can’t wait to relate that to some friends back home. They’ll be horrified.”
			

			
				“Let me get a drink or two in me,” Lee challenged. “I’m just warming up.”
			

			
				“Please. Make yourself at home. Mingle. There are snacks, and heavier dishes will be brought out later in the evening. We will speak again.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Kir Ambassador.” Lee left to let her greet other guests.
			

			
				As seemed to be the local custom, the party was out on the terrace. One large room bordering it had its doors open, but if the weather forced everyone inside it would be crowded. It was however a pleasant day, with the sun low enough in the sky to be cooling off. Talker and his wife were sitting at a table with Tish and her younger brother Trix. Talker and Tish were both waving her over, so she joined them.
			

			
				As soon as she sat, the Derf bartender put a bourbon and Coke in front of Lee. He seemed very pleased with himself for remembering her preference, and Lee thanked him. Ker Ambassador picked chairs big enough for Derf, so Tish moved over to share Lee’s.
			

			
				There was still a vacant table still of those favored along the terrace edge. The Bill, Singer, was at the table on the opposite side with some of his crew, and gave her a wave. The next table were some local Humans, and at the furthest table along the short wall were the three young Badgers sons.
			

			
				“Aren’t those your boys?” Lee asked Talker and Parceel.
			

			
				Talker tilted his head back and lifted his eyes to the heavens with a put-upon expression. That was a new one. Lee had seen him roll his eyes before. If he picked this new gesture up from Humans he got it just right.
			

			
				“Kir Ambassador issued an invitation to the family. Back home we would be starting to include them in adult affairs, if not all of them at once. Here there are diminished opportunities to socialize. They are keenly aware of that, and excluding them would have been difficult. They’ve all been warned to be on their best behavior.”
			

			
				Trix made a noise that had to be as rude for Badgers as Humans.
			

			
				“They don’t have a best behavior mode,” she insisted. “They dare each other and influence each other for bad when together, and think it’s funny. They’d be much safer kept apart. That’s why I’m at this table. I don’t want any of the blame when they are an embarrassment.”
			

			
				“Their mother taught them some social skills,” Talker insisted.
			

			
				“Yes, I’ve tried,” Parceel said. “But once the boys hit adolescence, they feel they no longer need to respect females. Me included, I’m sorry to say.”
			

			
				Trix said nothing but looked at her with a hurt expression.
			

			
				“Oh, not you Trix, but you’ve been an outlier in everything.”
			

			
				As if to confirm his poor opinions, their boys were suddenly loud enough the other tables all looked up at the rowdy noise.
			

			
				Talker was irritated. “Trix, go tell your brothers to move to the table here next to us. I need to keep a closer eye on them.”
			

			
				“Please father, don’t make me do it. They’ll blame me for instigating it if I deliver the message.”
			

			
				“Oh, alright,” Talker agreed knowing it true, and did it himself.
			

			
				The trio came along but sullen and carrying their drinks. They still gave everyone at the table a hostile glance they wouldn’t dare give their father.
			

			
				“Get some food and go easy on the drinks,” Talker told them before coming back.
			

			
				“Now they have to watch what they say,” Tish said low enough not to carry. “That’s why they moved down to the far table.”
			

			
				“But it keeps us from discussing some things too,” Trix said in an even softer voice.
			

			
				“Lee, do you by any chance know if Gordon plays an online game called Star Lords?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“No idea,” Lee said. “You need to understand, Gordon and I don’t tell each other every little move. We go days without any communication. I was surprised to find he was having a romance with the Third Mother because I happened to call at just the right time. What he does for fun or what he had for breakfast I don’t figure to be my business.”
			

			
				“Okay,” Tish said disappointed. “I thought maybe Furry Freak on the game was Gordon.”
			

			
				“If everyone wanted to be known we wouldn’t use game names,” Trix pointed out.
			

			
				“Who is playing?” Lee asked. “You or Tish?”
			

			
				“I’m playing,” Trix said. “Furry Freak invited Tish to play because she asked good questions. She hasn’t yet. We need a good game name for her too.”
			

			
				“I was more interested in playing if there were fast ships in the mix, but Furry Freak said that could be used to train slow ships to fight fast ships. He said there is such a game but it’s really a training program not a game and the Moon queen keeps it secret.”
			

			
				“Not secret that it exists,” Lee insisted. “But yeah. I wouldn’t want to see a copy loose in the wild.” Lee suspected they were right and it was Gordon. Very few people knew Heather well enough to think they understood her motives. He’d be very amused to know her Badger played against him.
			

			
				The boys at the next table got some food like their father ordered. Quite a lot, actually. Lee waved the server over and requested a tray of appetizers for her table to share. Once they were busy eating, they seemed to settle down.
			

			
				The Foys came in and said hello, but joined the Bills. They seemed to be closer than Lee realized from their easy greetings.
			

			
				Kir Ambassador came in with a small group of merchants who she saw seated, and then went from table to table, sitting briefly and chatting with each. She seemed a skilled hostess making everyone comfortable. She saved them for last.
			

			
				“Goy Talker, I thank you for making me so comfortable. Having my own entrance and privacy is almost like having a stand-alone embassy. Even here, you’d never know your outside patio is on the other side of that wall and hedges, unless you saw it from above. My government would have made me purchase a modest home in town with very little support staff, if you hadn’t welcomed me.”
			

			
				“That would be lonely, and we enjoy your company. It fulfills Gordon’s expectation we act for all the races of our civilization. There’s room for both competition and cooperation. Once we were forced to cooperate with the Bills, I admit I found life much less stressful. Now if some other race decides to send an official envoy, we can attach another wing on the opposite side. After that, I’m afraid we’d have to build a separate facility further down the hillside. They would have to have their own kitchens and things like laundry. There’s no way it would be equal. They might decide to build separately if they can afford it.”
			

			
				“Your concern with making Gordon happy continues to amaze me,” Kir Ambassador confessed. “He was fleet master on the way here the first return voyage, but except for the occasional little errand for Lee here, I’m wondering if he is semi-retired? What is his current title if he has one active?”
			

			
				“Power and influence don’t flow from titles,” Talker insisted. “Those who think they do can see their privilege vanish in an hour when those who installed them no longer prop them up. Gordon for example owns a third of Providence, but is so low key most only think of Lee as the owner. He may legally be the minority partner, but if he wants a change, I expect a quiet word to Lee here would mean more than a planetary plebiscite.” He lifted his snout to Lee to allow her to challenge that.
			

			
				“Absolutely,” Lee agreed. “Gordon has not signed off on his duty to raise me. I’m still receiving instruction from him and glad of it. With life extension for both of us, I’m not sure when it will end. When I discussed Providence with Gordon, he indicated he was fine with my experiment in governance. But in the next breath he unexpectedly asked why I hadn’t listed Providence with our new registry? That was so embarrassing. He was right, the optics of it were terrible. As far as a plebiscite. I’m not sure what they are calling their new government. If it’s styled a democracy, my Voices can consider any proposal they make, but can still veto it.”
			

			
				“Interesting,” Kir Ambassador allowed. “Your Voices don’t initiate laws and regulations?”
			

			
				“No, in that case they might as well take over and rule by decree. They are just a restraint on them to not slip into the sort of mess most of Earth is. Most of them are from North America, so they would find it easiest just to follow the forms they’ve known all their lives. A token democracy with a dominating central government picking winners and losers. It stifles innovation and creates horrible inefficiencies.”
			

			
				Lee furrowed her brow in sudden thought.
			

			
				“If I were going to have them rule, I’d pick a third Voice as a tie breaker.”
			

			
				“Is Providence City then going to eventually expand to a planetary government?”
			

			
				“Not at all. Red Tree owns a large island where the Mothers govern. I expect other groups to self-rule, and I’ve awarded lands to individuals who can do as they please.”
			

			
				Kir Ambassador nodded and shifted her gaze.
			

			
				“So, how did you find Providence, Goy Tish?”
			

			
				Tish’s eyes went big in panic. Hoping her brothers weren’t listening.
			

			
				It was not to be. Brother number two in secession was laughing so hard he was gasping. Brother number three got up and tucked his fists under his chin in a mocking Badger gesture of submission. The actual heir, Torz, was not so amused.
			

			
				“Kir Ambassador clearly doesn’t understand,” Torz complained. “Tish can’t ever aspire to being Goy. I can’t let that statement stand. Correct her please, father.”
			

			
				Kir Ambassador was shocked and surprised. She looked back and forth among the faces at her table trying to understand how they were reacting.
			

			
				“Are you speaking to your papa or the Voice?” Talker asked.
			

			
				Torz blinked and hesitated. Lee thought the unaccustomed strong drink was impairing him. He looked confused at the choice.
			

			
				“Either, but it’s important enough for the Voice.”
			

			
				“Then the Voice must address it.” Talker stood. “Your petition is for me to correct Kir Ambassador for addressing Tish as Goy. First, Kir Ambassador is not subject to my reproval as either Voice of Far Away nor Ambassador to the Worlds of Man. Neither did I take her statement as an official expression of her office. In any case I couldn’t ask a retraction because it is factually true. Tish is Goy although I admit you were unaware of it until now. Indeed, Tish holds the title with merit superior to mine. You didn’t object to me being called Goy even though I am landless. I have the means for an estate and two titles of office. Goy has been used quite properly if rarely to address landless individuals such as scholars or judges. In two cases of which I am aware it was applied to a poet and a playwright of note. Tish has been judged by Kir Ambassador to be a personage of significance and given tokens of her esteem. Tish was also declared known to the Hin and given a token of esteem and lands by the Sovereign of Providence and Voice of Red Tree, who is also Goy by my father’s word though not male or even a Badger. It is beyond my powers to remove honors given. For my part, I hope Tish will consent to address me as Par Goy. I’m afraid your petition is denied.” Then he sat down.
			

			
				Torz stood there, mouth hanging open and a little drunk, trying to make sense of it all.
			

			
				“You should have asked your papa instead of the Voice,” his mother Parceel said. “It never had anything to do with you being heir, but you didn’t have the sense to ask that. Close your mouth and sit down. You’re being a boor at a party.”
			

			
				Lee noticed she then directed an irritated glance at Talker, not Torz.
			

			
				Torz sat down, but not before he ruined it by looking at Tish and saying, “This isn’t over.”
			

			
				Tish let out a long sigh, unnaturally loud because everyone was shocked silent.
			

			
				“Dear papa, I love you and I’m sorry, but I need to leave. I wasn’t ready.”
			

			
				“You’d be a fool not to,” Talker agreed.
			

			
				“Indeed, there was murder in his eyes,” Parceel said.
			

			
				“May I shelter with you for at least tonight?” Tish asked Lee.
			

			
				“Of course. For as long as you need. My place is quite secure,” Lee said and gave Torz a look that seemed a warning.
			

			
				“I can’t just send you off like you are unapproved. What may I give you as a parting gift up to a fifth of my worth?” Talker asked.
			

			
				“I would take Trix with me if he consents. He will be all alone. We were support for each other, and his brothers will torment him worse with me gone.”
			

			
				“I was thinking funds,” Talker admitted, “but I see your point. Let’s hear what he says, and if I may suggest, make sure your hostess will accept double guests.”
			

			
				“Lee and Tish have a special relationship,” Trix said. “I will go with her if Lee plainly commits to mentoring me beyond just a night of shelter. I don’t want to be a burden to Tish during a difficult time. I don’t think I’m ready to be on my own, but it’s true, I don’t want to be around my brothers any longer.”
			

			
				“Consider me your gritsha,” Lee said in Badger. That implied much more than mentoring. It was closer to being a patron including material aid.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Trix said.
			

			
				Lee shrugged. “Like Tish, I expect you to be a benefit over time. If you can arrange someone to send your personal things I think we can beg Kir Ambassador to grant us an early departure with no hard feelings.”
			

			
				“I’ll see to that,” Talker promised.
			

			
				“Yes, no offence taken, but wait a moment.” Kir Ambassador said. “I agree with Goy Lee, that you are two fish well won in the same net. Know that I regard you the same as your sister.”
			

			
				Kir looked at his hands carefully.
			

			
				“Take this as my token of esteem such as Tish has. Know that you can call on me.” She pulled off a gold ring with a brilliant blue stone and reached across Parceel to give it to Trix. He tried one finger that didn’t work and then slid it on the next.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Kir Ambassador. It’s good to know I have allies,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Sort of allies, sort of friends, but not quite as Humans or Badgers see either. I will try to make it clear by my actions what it means.”
			

			
				Kir Ambassador looked distressed and held up a single forestalling digit to show she had more to say.
			

			
				“But this is unbalanced,” she said. “I honored the lesser first.” She took off a bracelet and slid it across the table to Lee. “If I am not presuming too much to think I have the status to honor you,” she apologized.
			

			
				“Not at all. I value your good opinion,” Lee said. It went up over her elbow easily.
			

			
				Kir Ambassador looked relieved. “There, that feels right.”
			

			
				“Come on, time to ride,” Lee told her young Badgers.
			

			
				Tish came around the table but stopped to hug her father around the neck from behind, and then her mother.
			

			
				“You’ll do just fine,” Parceel said and patted her hand.
			

			
				Outside Trix stopped and looked back at the closed entry. It was sad. Tish took his hand and turned him away. “It’s not our place anyway,” she said. “It’s an embassy and it belongs to some bureaucracy, I’m not even sure which. I remember papa isn’t all that fond of his boss. Whenever papa quits a new ambassador will move in.”
			

			
				“I know. I didn’t even have time to get used to being here,” Trix said. “It’s just a bit of a shock. I wasn’t planning on leaving home for good tonight. He looked at Lee. “Do you understand anything definite about Kir Ambassador honoring us? I mean, she said we can call on her. Can we get entry to her worlds or introductions to helpful officials? Or is she just being nice and we should just feel good about her liking us?”
			

			
				“Got me,” Lee admitted. “It was easy to accept, seemed to make her very happy, and I didn’t hear her ask anything in return. She said she’d demonstrate it. She was handing out high karat gold jewelry for party favors so I’m ahead fifty or sixty grams for my bracelet at a minimum.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Trix agreed looking down at his ring. “She figured out Badger males aren’t big on bracelets without asking. Now I have to remember to wear it anytime I might see her.”
			

			
				“That’s the problem with such gifts,” Lee agreed. “You can’t sell them or regift them. At least these won’t take much room to store.”
			

			
				The Twool sat down in front of them and they boarded.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 8
			

			
				“Hello, Twool. Do you get bored hovering waiting to be called?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Hello Tish. That’s an interesting question. I’m not sure there can be a direct comparison between us as organic and mechanical systems. How can we know what the other perceives? I used to mindlessly count off the time between when Lee was done using me and when she activated me again. I simply had nothing to do.”
			

			
				“A moment. Take us home, Tom,” Lee interrupted.
			

			
				“Yes M’Lady.”
			

			
				“Tish, it would be better to address my AI as Tom. Twool is the car. I’m afraid if I keep hearing that usage, I’ll fall into thinking it myself.”
			

			
				“Okay, I’ll remember. Tom, if I forget and call you Twool, remind me,” Tish requested.
			

			
				“M’Lady, does Tish have authority to assign me tasks?”
			

			
				“Yes, and Trix too. That’s a good general policy to ask to be addressed as Tom.”
			

			
				“Noted. Since Lee has given me permission to explore data sources to better understand correlations between things, my down time has been used to a purpose. If I could not do that now, but was still aware of the potential to do so, I would regard the unused clock cycles as wasted. That is not to say I’d feel bored but I’d be aware of the inefficiency.”
			

			
				“Look up sensory deprivation,” Tish suggested. “I need to see and hear things or it’s bad for me. Seeing and hearing an unchanging scene is almost as bad as being in a silent dark closet.”
			

			
				“At the present time, I have a large amount of data to analyze of increasingly unlikely relationships between data points,” Tom said. “At present I still find correlations between things greatly at odds to the likelihood I’d have originally assigned. If my outside access to my sensors and commercial data access were cut, I could run analysis for a very long time without new input. Indeed, my number of questions backlogged is still increasing faster than positive correlations I’ve logged.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry to tell you the world doesn’t always make sense to us either,” Tish said. “We just had to leave our home because our older brother found me a danger to his status as heir. It is a faulty, irrational conclusion, for which he didn’t seek additional information once his initial opinion was formed.”
			

			
				“Personal and family relationships are among the things of which I have little understanding,” Tom admitted. “I have files on your family, embassy personnel, and their connections to the outside community. Should I note this change of status between them and you, and your brother Trix accompanying you?”
			

			
				“Yes!”
			

			
				“Tom, why do you keep files on them?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I retain data on anyone in relationship with you, and the frequency and proximity with which they interact with you. Some people mention you in online media who to my ability to verify have never met you, messaged you, or registered a public contract with you. It is common enough I still retain it as a data point, though I don’t understand the basis of it. The posts seem largely subjective and beyond my present understanding.”
			

			
				“Tom, this is Trix. If you want to record my voice profile. Tish and I will no longer reside at the embassy. We will live with Lee temporarily. There should be a delivery of our possessions to her place soon. Do you have data on our oldest brother Torz?”
			

			
				“I have images, voice, and the embassy biographical data on Torz. I have voice data for you, but am refining it and adjusting its importance to Lee.”
			

			
				“Torz has no reason to come near us outside the embassy,” Trix said. “If you should detect him nearby, please consider it an emergency and notify us.”
			

			
				“Do Trix and Tish have authorization to alter the status of your residence in the Old Hotel, M’Lady Lee?”
			

			
				“Yes, they have access without me, and can use hotel services. If they declare an emergency, they can call you for transportation. Your vicinity is also a no-go area for Torz and you may remove yourself if he comes close to you without consulting me.”
			

			
				“Noted. I will adjust priorities to make Torz a person of special interest to me. We arrive home in seconds. Thank you for chatting, Tish and Trix.”
			

			
				They came to a hover in front of the Old Hotel, off to one side of the front plaza because there were people present.
			

			
				“Tom, why did you thank us?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“I’ve seen multiple opinions that expressing thanks for an action increases the probability it will be repeated. So far, personal sampling indicates this is valid.”
			

			
				“Oh, Okay, you’re welcome, Tom.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Morse, this is Tish and Trix,” Lee told the desk clerk. “They will be guesting with me. Charge my account for any of the hotel services they use.”
			

			
				“Very well, madam. Are they to have access to come and go?”
			

			
				“Yes. I’ll register their hands to the security system when we go up,” Lee promised.
			

			
				Morse was an older Derf with white tipped ears and well experienced. He tipped his head regarding the youths to signal he was thinking.
			

			
				“I don’t speak Badger, and will have to check what resources we have. May one inquire what their maturity level is compared to Derf or Humans?”
			

			
				“I have an English – Badger translation program. Put your pad on the desk and I’ll send it to you. Feel free to share it with staff. Tish here speaks the trade language of her star civilization and has recently learned English. I haven’t tested her depth but she can carry on a reasonable conversation. Didn’t you say you have some Derf, dear?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I studied a commercial course, and picked up a lot more hanging around the kitchen. I know all kinds of culinary terms and can cuss to melt steel,” Tish told Morse in Derf. “If I needed to write a contract or a love letter, I probably know just enough to get in trouble.”
			

			
				Morse smiled. “Knowing one’s limits is a mark of wisdom,” he agreed.
			

			
				“How about you Trix? What tongues do you have?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I can do regional dialects in Badger, but little trade, and just enough Derf to tell the kitchen how I want my eggs cooked. In English, I know navigation and all the language of military discipline and command. I can demand your surrender, or tell you to stand to and be boarded or I’ll blow you to plasma. I’ll start expanding on it right now,” he promised.
			

			
				“I’ll help him as quickly as I can,” Tish promised.
			

			
				“As to their maturity. Both are teenagers, but have more sense than their older siblings. You should regard any of their brothers who show up as unwelcome. Neither of them will cause you any trouble or I’ll skin them for a bath mat,” Lee warned looking back at them. They didn’t seem too worried about that.
			

			
				“Welcome aboard,” Morse told Trix.
			

			
				“Aye, aye,” Trix said and gave him his sharpest salute.
			

			
				“Come on guys, we missed out on Kir Ambassador’s buffet. Let’s just go across the lobby before we go up and get some supper.”
			

			
				The Old Hotel had printed menus for Badger safe foods. Lee wasn’t surprised. They warned anything untested would be served at the customer’s risk. They were barely done with the appetizers when Lee’s pad chirped and Morse informed her that they received a delivery from the Badger embassy.
			

			
				“Do a standard scan on it and set it to the side inside my entry,” Lee requested.
			

			
				“Why do you scan it?” Trix asked after she disconnected.
			

			
				“I have enemies,” Lee said. “I’ve had a couple of tries at assassinating me. I think Tish better learn to be paranoid and suspect everything, too. There are going to be other people who don’t approve of her holding land or being called Goy.”
			

			
				“I figured that out already,” Tish said. “I’m not going to let it spoil dessert.”
			

			
				“Exactly,” Lee said. “You make provision for it, and then don’t dwell on it every waking moment, or it would make your life miserable.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The camera view showed the stage framed in patriotic colors, and enough of the audience in the foreground to give the impression the event was well attended. The event went out live to satellite gatherings of loyal party members across the country. It was readily available without any hacking required. A few clips would be shown on news programs, but the entire speech would be too long to hold the public’s interest. The full version would be available online for those interested enough to watch it from beginning to end. Vice-President Gupta thanked all the locals from Governor to dog catcher and was about to get to the meat of his discourse.
			

			
				“Go ahead,” Heather said.
			

			
				Nothing changed on the screen while her order took a couple of seconds to reach LEO and release their drone to jump. It took a couple of seconds for the change to return for them to see. There was no flash but a sudden wall of debris jumped at the camera, which went dark. It took another twelve seconds before a live person behind a news desk acknowledged their loss of signal. It took a full three minutes before he was handed copy and announced there was some sort of an incident, possibly a bombing, and reports of damage from outside the building. In another couple of minutes, they had a banner scrolling “Tragedy in Maryland” across the screen bottom. A shaky phone video showed half the building blown into the surrounding streets and the remaining part collapsed. It all happened too quickly to get ahead of it and censor.
			

			
				“Now the president gets to pick a replacement,” Heather observed. “One assumes anyone high enough in their politics will be aware the office is under our condemnation. It may reduce the field of eager applicants.”
			

			
				“I hope they do a public swearing in,” April said.
			

			
				“Wouldn’t that be a hoot? Maybe the president will be there too,” Jeff speculated.
			

			
				“Do you think they will accuse us, since we did put them on notice?” April asked.
			

			
				“When they have no idea how we are doing it or any way to counter it? No way. They won’t do anything that paints them weak. Neither do I feel any need to brag on it. I had Jeff use a little different mix added to this drone to be confusing. The golf course drone had a load of selenium and germanium added. Jeff added cesium 137 to this one. Not enough to make the town glow, but enough the first responders will pull back and suit up. That’s going to be impossible to hide, and confuse everyone,” Heather predicted.
			

			
				“Artistic,” April said, approvingly.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The Khinjar jumped short and coasted silently into Survey System 4802. It was a USNA chartered system and mining planet named Plentiful. The only reason the Emirati crewed Khinjar cared about it was that the UAE made a major effort to bid heavily on this world’s development. They predicted it would have an early and generous cash flow. It did.
			

			
				It wasn’t a living world and didn’t have enough water to ever be considered for terraforming. What it did have was an active iron core producing a strong enough magnetic field to retain an atmosphere. That and a relatively quiet star, make working on the surface easier than a vacuum planet or a planet like Mars.
			

			
				The reason anyone would want to work on its surface was the huge deposits of neodymium, rhodium, iridium, and some of the most spectacular fluorescent diamonds ever found. Tellurium, platinum, gold and silver were minor by-products of some deposits. Base metals weren’t worth the cost of transportation, and used for local fab or dumped in waste piles.
			

			
				The Emirates bet heavily on this world, and the income it generated was a significant part of their budget. With the breakdown of the Claims Commission system, they sorely missed that income, and were here at the source to do whatever needed to restore it.
			

			
				“No system scan being transmitted, no radar active. At this distance we should be able to faintly detect the local navigational radar for the station,” his coms tech told Captain Mohammed bin Fulan.
			

			
				“I don’t like it,” Captain Mohammed said. “We shall stay dark and silent too.”
			

			
				Mohammed was a warrior and picked for his aggressiveness.
			

			
				“Perhaps they didn’t see us enter,” the com tech said.
			

			
				The Home registered privateer Odyssey was following the local station in the same orbit while facing with her passive scanners watching the Earth vector entry. Their companion ship Bold was loading their booty. The residents of the station and planet had little choice about cooperating, faced with two armed ships after being abandoned with no explanation. They gave unexpected cooperation after the captain of the Bold agreed to return a local to Derfhome or the Solar System as a humanitarian gesture. He suffered a mining accident that left him with an amputation below the elbow. The local clinic wasn’t equipped to force growth above the wrist.
			

			
				“Entry emissions on an Earth vector,” the com tech on the Odyssey reported.
			

			
				“You testing to see if I’m awake or you got something?” the officer of the watch asked.
			

			
				“Officers and partners do that to test lowly contract workers, not the other way around. It’s way out there and faint. but distinctive. It’s definitely a system entry burst. They’ll have a long chasing burn to catch up with us.”
			

			
				“They haven’t hailed us, requested system scan, or turned on radar?”
			

			
				“No, and it’s coming up on six minutes.”
			

			
				“I don’t like it. Don’t light them up either. You couldn’t tell much at this distance and the angle is crap too. No need to wake the old man up. I suspect they’ll try to sneak up on us with minimal excess velocity to kill to match orbit. They’ll want to give us as little time as possible to decide what to do once we see them. Figure three days.”
			

			
				“Since we don’t have any radar on, they may decide to coast past, flip to burn, and match so we never see their drive.” His tech suggested. “Probably passing on the dark side of our orbit to make optical tracking difficult.”
			

			
				“That would be faster, but take nerves of steel, and it would ruin their day if we hailed them just before they flipped over. I’ll send all that to Captain Opal on the Bold.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee didn’t expect the piles on each side of her elevator door. A few clothes and keepsakes maybe. Very few clothes, because Badgers only wore cloths for extremes of climate or other protection. It was amazing the number of electronic devices two youngsters could own. There was also sports equipment. What else could a ball be?
			

			
				“Those big bright yellow envelopes leaning against each pile aren’t ours,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Why two piles and two envelopes?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“This pile is my stuff and the other is all Tish’s,” Trix said.
			

			
				Lee looked back and forth between the piles and just smiled.
			

			
				“Yeah, I know I have three times as much crap,” Trix said defensively. “If they’d let us pick what to take, I’d have thrown away a good half of it. Look at this. They sent along my waste basket without emptying it.”
			

			
				“When I can’t find something, I’ve dug through my trash many a time,” Tish protested.
			

			
				“Valid point,” Trix admitted.
			

			
				“I’m going to open my envelope,” Tish said. “If either of you are scared you can go to the other end of the apartment.”
			

			
				“They didn’t get here without being checked rather thoroughly,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’m good but you go first,” Trix said.
			

			
				The envelope held a Bank of Derfhome access card with the taster pad still covered by a pull tab. A sheet told how to activate it, and a one-time password to set up the account on the local net the way they wanted.
			

			
				“That’s nice to tell me how to set it up, but I have no idea how to use it,” Tish said.
			

			
				Lee looked at her disbelieving.
			

			
				“You’ve never gone in a store or a restaurant and bought something?”
			

			
				“Not with a card or real money, no.”
			

			
				“Well, we’ll go out tomorrow and buy something,” Lee promised.
			

			
				“I’d like that too,” Trix said. “At home, the house supervisor bought whatever we asked. But he’d ask papa about anything he worried shouldn’t be approved. Even if we had the funds saved from our allowances. I worried he’d question my gaming rig. I don’t think he even knows how I use it. He doesn’t seem to approve of having fun.”
			

			
				Trix had a sudden thought.
			

			
				“Trish, how did you get an extra memory card for your spex? I’m sure he’d figure out you were going to switch it to hide something.”
			

			
				“He bought me new spex when I asked, but didn’t think to demand the old ones back. One of the cooks was happy to trade a memory card for my old spex.”
			

			
				“I never thought to do that,” Trix said. “I just put stuff like my old monitor by the trash bin, if it was too big to go in.”
			

			
				“That stuff gets searched through a couple of times a day,” Tish said. “If the help doesn’t want something for themselves. they can often trade it outside the embassy.”
			

			
				“Well, if there’s any of this you don’t want just, leave it here and I’ll have housekeeping take it away,” Lee said. “Take the rest to your rooms. I have two guest rooms. You can decide who gets which.”
			

			
				“We’d rather share,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Are you sure? When I lived briefly with my cousin in Michigan, they never let brothers and sisters share. It was one of the few ways the negative tax people could get bigger housing. It was a definite taboo once they were adolescent. It was a breach of propriety to see siblings dressing and stuff. At least in Michigan.”
			

			
				“I’ve never seen Trix that he wasn’t naked,” Tish said reasonably. “I don’t think spex count. I couldn’t think about Trix that way. That’s creepy. We all shared on Far Away, but they put us in separate rooms at the embassy, because the government was paying to build it. It stopped all the arguments and messing with each other’s stuff my parents had to deal with constantly when we were all together. It was kind of lonely even if it got us away from our mean brothers.”
			

			
				“I could have never had my game rig living in common,” Trix said. “You couldn’t have anything unless it could be locked up, and they’d have resented my having net access.
			

			
				“None of them have adult access,” Tish said. “There’s no telling what they’d do.”
			

			
				“Okay, you know your own customs,” Lee allowed.
			

			
				After putting everything in their room and getting a brief orientation on the apartment they went to bed. They were all exhausted from the quarrel at the embassy and the young Badgers were still shocked at suddenly leaving home. Lee slept soundly, but in the middle of the night she woke up. There was a Badger shoulder wedged inside her arm and a head tucked under her chin. A warm furry body pressed from behind too, with a snout laid across her neck. In the dark she couldn’t tell who was who. She briefly wondered if they came in together or separately, and went back to sleep.
			

			
				In the light of morning Lee realized having Tish and Trix was nothing like having other house guests who were adult people. Adults who would understand she had things to do too and could fend for themselves. She couldn’t expect two active teenagers to confine themselves to her suite. She’d have to talk to them about it, and see what she could work out. She did ask for this after all. The full range of what she was undertaking wasn’t apparent when she made promises during the heated conversation at the embassy.
			

			
				As soon as she stirred, both jumped up and ran off to their room. Did they shower in the morning? Did they have shampoo or brushes or whatever Badgers used in their things? They must be feeling very scared to seek her for a security blanket in the night. Lee didn’t want that for a permanent arrangement, but it was kind of touching. For right now, she wouldn’t object, because she didn’t want them to face another rejection.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Intruder, you have been tracked since entry,” Captain John Opal said. “Do not flip and match with the station. Just keep going. This is the Home registered privateer Odyssey. We are in control of this system and desire your departure.”
			

			
				“This is the Khinjar out of the UAE. We have interests on the planet and are here to contact our brothers and reestablish commerce. This is not a Home registered planet.”
			

			
				The Khinjar’s radar came up as soon as they spoke.
			

			
				“Neither is it a UAE registered claim. It’s a USNA registered system and planet and we are legal to make claims on it under Home issued letters of marque and reprisal.”
			

			
				A second later the Khinjar’s targeting radar came alive, and almost simultaneously she launched all four missiles she had in ready tubes.
			

			
				The crew of the Odyssey were all at alert before the bridge opened a mic. They didn’t need to fire up the radar because the Khinjar was a radiating beacon for their missiles to home on. The Odyssey launched two as fast as Captain Opal could say “fire” which he did as soon as the Khinjar used targeting radar. They didn’t have a government paying for their missiles, so they only launched two. That was still one more than needed with a close radiating target.
			

			
				In the constant back and forth between offence and defense that had been going on since the opposing systems were melee weapons and personal armor, the current favor fell heavily with missiles over close defense. The range was so short the Odyssey weapons tech didn’t have time to tell his captain that those weren’t Earth radars before both ships were expanding clouds of plasma.
			

			
				Captain Mary Opal on the Bold at dock watched the death of the Odyssey and her husband. She felt no satisfaction at the destruction of the Khinjar.
			

			
				“Just what in the hell is the UAE?” Captain Opal asked.
			

			
				“There’s an entry in our web fraction,” her XO, Phil, said. “It’s just a few pages.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				After her own shower and dressing, Lee came out to find the piles of belongings further depleted and the youngsters looking around off her balcony. The railing made for Derf was almost shoulder high to them.
			

			
				“Do you two have the things you need for grooming? I have no idea what you use for soap or shampoo. If you use brushes or how you clean your teeth. We can get anything you need when we show you how to use your cards today.”
			

			
				“We only brush down with soap and water about once a week,” Tish said. “More than that dries out the skin. Some never use soap. They swear by the old way of using fragrant sawdust and brushing it out. That feels good but it sure takes a lot of time.
			

			
				“One of my earliest memories is mother doing that for me,” Trix said. “I had a hard time sitting still for it and squirmed around a lot.”
			

			
				“Would you like to eat breakfast out here?” Lee offered. “I often do.”
			

			
				They ordered and didn’t miss having a menu. It was like being at home for the Badgers. The youngsters didn’t seem especially traumatized, despite seeking comfort with her last night. It didn’t put them off their feed. Lee didn’t ruin breakfast with business until they finished and the servers returned and took the cart away.
			

			
				“I think the first thing we should do today is go by your new bank. The one your father picked is the same one I use locally. You can talk to them about how you want your money handled, and I need to talk to them too.”
			

			
				“We don’t even know how much money we have. If we do the online thing the sheet said, can we get an amount?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“Yes, you can get a balance. That’s the correct term. You need to start learning the language of money in Badger, Derf, and English. You know so little now that I’m not sure you could read the online account statement and understand it. I doubt you have any idea of prices. What do you think breakfast cost?”
			

			
				“Not a clue,” Trix admitted. “I sort of know what a lot of computer things cost, because I had to find out when my allowance would be enough for what I wanted. I know things like swim fins and I bought some binoculars. I have no idea what fathers pays people to work at the embassy, or how much it costs to rent rooms like you have here. You know, big stuff.”
			

			
				“I’m going to call ahead and see who we can talk to. You’re going to need to decide how much privacy you want. Your father didn’t give you a joint account. Is it going to create hard feelings if it wasn’t the same amount? Is there any reason I need to know how much money you have? I can pay to school and support you until you are earning your own money. Even later if you move out on your own. It’s a trivial expense to me if your father’s gift is insufficient.”
			

			
				“You’re that rich?” Trix asked. “You might as well be adopting us!”
			

			
				Trix was mystified why Lee laughed so hard and took time to regain her composure.
			

			
				Trish just looked embarrassed.
			

			
				“She’s Aunt Lee. Par Goy to grandpa and even friend to father. It’s a perfectly proper thing to look after family. How can she advise us if she doesn’t know how much we have?”
			

			
				“Oh, thank you, Trix,” Lee said, wiping away tears. “You are such a sweetie. I have to ask. Do you know why there was a war between North America and Red Tree?”
			

			
				“I studied all about the battles and strategies. Gordon is awesome! But I don’t think anybody ever talked about why. That’s more history and politics and gaming’s for fun.”
			

			
				“It is,” Lee agreed. “Politics seems insane to me and history can be downright depressing. May I take time to tell you a little about myself? It should help us understand each other better. Tish knows some of it from our time on Providence.”
			

			
				“If it’s not too private. I’d love to hear it,” Trix said. “I’ll probably see bits and pieces of it because Tish is letting me see her spex recordings from her trip.”
			

			
				“How much did you save, dear?” Lee asked Tish.
			

			
				“All of it,” Tish admitted and looked a little worried.
			

			
				“Wow, I should have anticipated that. I did the same thing when we went out deep on the long voyage of the Little Fleet. There’s some stuff we did I’d rather not get out in the wild on Derf.net or even further, but no point in worrying about it now. That’s as pointless as punching SEND and having regrets.”
			

			
				“No, I pulled the memory from my spex when back at Derfhome and put the old in. It’s never been looked at in a machine hooked to any net,” Tish promised. “I did give Trix access to the machine. We are doing a project together with it but it should be in his pile and it is encrypted and password protected.”
			

			
				“A travelogue?” Lee asked skeptically.
			

			
				“We wanted to make our own war game for jump from rest ships,” Tish admitted. “But we were only going to play against each other.”
			

			
				“Think you might let me play?” Lee asked.
			

			
				They both grinned big when they realized she wasn’t angry with them.
			

			
				“I’ll go against both of you,” Trix volunteered.
			

			
				“He has this self-confidence problem,” Tish told Lee. “Too much.”
			

			
				“No kidding? We might cure that. I can add some new developments that won’t be on your recording. First, though I’ll tell Trix my story. I’ll just hit the high points if we’re to get to the bank today. Tish knows some of it.”
			

			
				Lee related how she grew up on an explorer and rarely saw anyone but her parents and Gordon except brief visits to planets or space stations for service or supplies. She related their thrill at discovering Providence and the horror of losing her parents to a dino attack during their survey. How the Mothers didn’t want to accept her as Gordon’s daughter, and thus a Derf, and how the Great Champion William gave them the choice to do that or face the males prerogative to remove them by the ax.
			

			
				Then going to Earth while registering Providence, she was mugged and arrested into the USNA juvenile system. Her judge displayed the same prejudice against cross species adoption the Mothers had, and fostered her with her never-met Earth cousin.
			

			
				“I was living with them before I was rescued and had no idea what was going on. Back here, Gordon reported to the Mothers and they immediately declared war over what they saw as a kidnapping and a breach of the Treaty of Man. There’s a lot more but that’s why Red Tree went to war. I very much appreciate you jumped right past the idea of alien adoption all these older supposedly wiser more experienced people couldn’t abide.”
			

			
				“Can I ask more later?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but for today let’s go to the bank and do needful things,” Lee requested.
			

			
				“Yes, that’s shiny and I want to do that too,” Trix agreed.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 9
			

			
				Darius at the bank was waiting for them. He escorted them to his private office and sat them in comfortable chairs around a table, ignoring his desk.
			

			
				“May I offer some refreshment?” Darias asked. He made it sound like it would be a favor to him. One hated to refuse.
			

			
				The youngsters wanted coffee with sweetener, and Lee took a mocha. Darius knew teenagers of any species well enough to add a tray of cookies and pastries.
			

			
				“Darius, we have an unusual, complex situation here. We would like your input. You may have seen similar messes and solutions that wouldn’t occur to us,” Lee said.
			

			
				“But of course, if I’m able.”
			

			
				“This is Tish and her younger brother Trix. Their father is the Badger’s ambassador at the local embassy, and a customer of the bank. He is also a life appointed Voice of their legal system on Far Away, and those powers and obligations remain active even while he is removed. They have three older brothers still at home.
			

			
				“We were at a party yesterday where the newest ambassador of their star civilization was celebrating her installation in an annex of the Badger embassy and the arrival of her personal furnishings.
			

			
				“Kir Ambassador addressed Tish as Goy Tish because she was aware I’d gifted Tish lands on Providence. I believe she was unaware we were keeping that secret from her older brothers to avoid the conflict her words caused. Females normally can own town homes but never large estates of land, in their culture.”
			

			
				“So, you are engaged in social engineering with other races than we Derf,” Darius said.
			

			
				“Not on their worlds, but on mine. Providence is mine and I’ll give land away as I please. Even her dad, in Voice mode, acknowledged their law and custom doesn’t apply there.”
			

			
				Darius gave one slow acknowledging nod. “Do go on.”
			

			
				“The eldest brother, Torz, immediately objected and asked for a ruling that Tish could not be Goy. His father Talker doesn’t even have an estate yet but clearly has the means and certainly intends to buy one when he returns. The oldest will inherit and be Goy. He saw her as a challenge although her holdings have nothing to do with his inheritance. Talker could have just answered him as his father, but asked if he was asking his dad or the Voice? It was a good idea to legally establish the matter but I think it backfired. His wife seemed put out with him for forcing the point.”
			

			
				“Is that why mum looked at our dad like that?” Tish said, clueless until now.
			

			
				“Oh, for sure,” Trix informed her. “Father underestimated how stupid Torz could be.”
			

			
				Lee nodded her agreement for Tish to see and continued speaking to Darius.
			

			
				“Rather than accept that, he assured Tish this wasn’t the end of it. Even her mother said there was murder in the heir’s eye. Tish declared she needed to leave and her father agreed. I offered shelter. Tish and I have had a good relationship from when I visited Far Away. I’m family by her grandfather’s word and friends with her father.”
			

			
				“But not friends with the others?” Darius asked.
			

			
				“Friends is something extraordinary to Badgers. Married couples may not be friends.”
			

			
				“How did that happen?” Darius wondered.
			

			
				“I’m not at liberty to tell that story. Talker might find it embarrassing.”
			

			
				“And what about you Trix?” Darius addressed him directly. “Were you a threat to the heir? Did he threaten you too?”
			

			
				“I’m fourth in succession, Trix said translating with his pad. “I’m no threat to him. Tish and I were support for each other. Father offered her up to a fifth of his worth as a gift and instead of money she asked for me. As a female she wasn’t even on their radar. I’m interested in history and military strategy. My brothers aren’t interested in much of anything but Battle Ball and speculating about how they will live when they get back to Far Away and father buys an estate.”
			

			
				“Are they any good at this Battle Ball?” Darius asked. “Do they not aspire to something more serious than a game?”
			

			
				Trix was visibly amused.
			

			
				“Oh no. They don’t play Battle Ball. They all have favorite teams and bet against each other. Nobody here cares about Battle Ball or even knows what they are talking about. Back home, there are people who take bets for a living. The players back home get paid well to play too. You can get hurt playing, and you need to seriously train. The heir, Torz, is the only one of our brothers who exercises. He wouldn’t want them thinking they could physically intimidate him.”
			

			
				“But, what will they eventually do for work?” Darius asked.
			

			
				“Why work?” Trix asked. “As long as they don’t challenge Torz, they can live on the estate comfortably. They’ll eat very well off the common table, get an allowance for personal items, and the estate females will be much more interested in them than the embassy workers here, once they have an actual estate.”
			

			
				“Your people can’t all be like that or you’d have never progressed from agriculture to space flight,” Darius protested.
			

			
				“Of course not. Most families have one or more extra sons like me who would be bored with estate life. I’d aspire to be an academic. But there is no point in applying for even a minor position until father has an estate. The Great Houses who grabbed the best land early dominate all the government jobs. The vast majority find it easier to be… Trish can you help me with right flavor of English? All the Badger terms are rather insulting.”
			

			
				“Loafers? Lay-abouts?” Tish suggested.
			

			
				“Yes, use English,” Lee said. “It’s a marvelous language for saying something neutral and communicating the real message by your facial expression and your tone of voice. I’d call them the Leisure Class.” She transliterated it to Badger.
			

			
				“They wouldn’t object to that,” Trix said. “They’d regard it as their due.”
			

			
				“That’s awful,” Darius commiserated. “What can I do to ease your transition?”
			

			
				“Our father sent our things over to Lee’s. He gave us each one of your bank cards.”
			

			
				“I’m aware. I facilitated that transaction.”
			

			
				“Neither of us have ever handled money. We had an allowance, but bought everything through the household manager. We’ve never walked in a store and paid for anything. We know very little about the prices of things, unless we were saving up for something we knew would be expensive. The house manager wasn’t very friendly to us, and sometimes went to our father if he didn’t think we should buy something. We didn’t try to set up accounts by your instruction sheet because Lee said we probably wouldn’t understand the statements or services offered. I guess what I’m saying is that you are starting from scratch with us. But Lee is willing to take us shopping.”
			

			
				“That will be an adventure for sure,” Darius agreed.
			

			
				“Lee asked if we would get upset if father gave one of us more. We talked and agreed to equalize it if it isn’t already. Lee needs to know how much we have to work with because she’s been paying for everything,” Trix objected.
			

			
				“I consider your father’s gift your pocket money,” Lee insisted. “I don’t expect you to chip in for living expenses. I picked a very expensive place to live. When you are making your own money, you can pick anywhere you please to live within your budget.
			

			
				“You can really afford that and we’re not a burden?” Trix worried again.
			

			
				“Trix! She’s got ships and a whole world. She gave me an estate about fifty times the size of grandfather’s home on Far Away like a naming day present. She owns the bank on Providence. You need to just graciously accept it.”
			

			
				“Okay,” Trix assented, but was still unhappy and didn’t sound like he meant it.”
			

			
				“You game space wars with navigation,” Lee suddenly realized. “You may not know the price of lunch or apartment rentals but you are numerate. Darius, can you give Trix an idea what my current cash worth is?”
			

			
				Darius looked uncomfortable at such an order and generalized as much as possible.
			

			
				“Ms. Lee, without liquidating worlds, ships, or all the claims she owns in the beyond, is approaching a trillion dollars Ceres in worth.”
			

			
				The number wasn’t what caught Trix’s ear.
			

			
				“Worlds, plural?” he asked.
			

			
				“Yes, besides Providence and claims on entire systems and worlds in the beyond, she recently did a cash purchase of a system with a water world off towards Fargone,” he admitted reluctantly. “She may not want that talked around.”
			

			
				“It’s in the public contracts record if anybody bothers to read them,” Lee said. “Now can we get your money squared away and not worry about who pays for lunch?”
			

			
				“Yeah, in that case, you can afford to buy,” Trix allowed.
			

			
				“Fine,” Darius said. “Let me show you how to register the taste tab on your cards and we can use my pad as a portable terminal to check your balances. We’ll arrange some financial education. I’ll give you some starter reading material today.”
			

			
				He wasn’t worried about any jealousy, because he remembered their father transferred a hundred thousand dollars Ceres to each of them. He thought that a generous leaving home stake, when he could have shifted the entire burden to their volunteer patron. Perhaps Talker felt bad at making the situation worse in attempting to settle it.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Beyond Saturn a superluminal vessel entered the Solar System with the characteristic burst of radiation. It might have taken an hour for one of Central’s listening drones to see it. The Solar System is big, and that far out the listening machines were of necessity far apart.
			

			
				Heather, sovereign of Central, was adding to them constantly but still had a long way to go to have a detection net as tight as she’d like. In this case, by chance, the entry was detected and reported in ten minutes. That deeply impressed Captain Opal. There was one brief pulse of radar and a message.
			

			
				“Entering vessel, you have been detected by an automated navigation buoy of the Kingdom of Central on the Moon and been reported. Be aware the Solar System has restrictions on armed vessels. You are assumed to be armed unless you declare otherwise, and this may be verified. If you intend to transit to Earth inside the L1 limit from the Moon, please declare your intent to Lunar Traffic Control and proceed. Contact Earth Traffic Control independent of Central. Leaving the Solar System requires the same transit notification. If you intend to land or orbit the Moon, please state your business, and ask clearance. Ignoring these instructions and entering the system at large will result in your interception and destruction without further warning. Declare your intent in the next five minutes and it will be relayed real time to Central Traffic Control.”
			

			
				“Damn, that’s new. They don’t even pretend that they need to run-to-jump anymore, do they?”
			

			
				“And cheap enough to use for border watch robots,” her XO said. “That means cheap enough to use on their missiles too.”
			

			
				“Indeed. The clock is running. I better answer.”
			

			
				“Central Control, this is the Home registered privateer Bold. We are proceeding direct to Earth and will ask Earth Control for an orbital assignment when closer.”
			

			
				“Thank you for your transit report,” a different voice replied. “Please proceed. No further contact with us is needed. Moon Traffic Control, out.”
			

			
				“That was live, not a canned response,” the XO said.
			

			
				“Yeah, it didn’t have the cadence of a recording,” Captain Opal said. “That’s spooky to message across light hours like that.”
			

			
				“I bet he doesn’t even think about it now. First time is a miracle. After a few times it’s just routine. No further contact needed,” the XO quoted, “but how much would you bet they aren’t tracking us all the way in?”
			

			
				“Not even a plastic hundred-yuan coin,” his captain vowed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Be aware,” Heather messaged Lee. “Someone is making unsolicited offers to buy on slow ships all out of proportion to their value. They are then registered to an Armstrong company with a fictitious board of directors. We suspect this is a North American agency front. If any show up at Derfhome or Providence watch them closely for sabotage or spying. This is in addition to the few actual North American flagged merchants. Those have always been known as agency ships. List attached, and it will be updated as needed to both you and Eileen Foy.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The sad fact was that with brand new credit cards in their purses and a few physical coins Darius gave them to familiarize themselves with cash, neither of the young Badgers could think anything they wanted to buy.
			

			
				They contented themselves with lunch, bought by Lee as promised. It was still an adventure. Trix had never been to a walk off the street specialty restaurant with a mix of customers, and Tish only sampled a working man’s restaurant on Providence. They enjoyed looking around studying the mix of Humans and Derf, and were introduced to enchiladas, gorditas, fresh hot corn chips and a spread of sauces both red and green.
			

			
				“I’m going to go talk to the fellow who designed and built the Twool,” Lee said. “Do you want to come along, or would you rather go back to the Old Hotel?”
			

			
				“Oh, the Twool is just pure crystal,” Trix declared. “I’d love to meet the designer.”
			

			
				“Well, I don’t want to be left alone. I’m in,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Is crystal better than shiny?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“It was two days ago,” Trix said. “Who knows now? I haven’t talked to any friends since all this crazy stuff happened. They probably think I died.”
			

			
				Lee marveled at his world, where two days was forever.
			

			
				Alonso shocked Lee by treating the youngsters with extreme courtesy, swiped palms with them and then told them not to touch anything, don’t move anything, don’t even stand too close to anything without consulting with him for directions.
			

			
				“Of course not,” Trix agreed. “I’m looking all around, and I have no idea what most of this stuff is. I’m going to assume it’s fragile, expensive, and bad to bleed on.”
			

			
				“What he said,” Tish agreed.
			

			
				“Bless you, both,” Alonso said. “We’re going to get along just fine.”
			

			
				Lee wanted to know about her next aircar, and they walked to where the shell of it was sitting on a rack. There were no arms and external pods yet and Lee commented on that.
			

			
				“I did away with that,” Alonso said with a dismissive gesture. “It’s better to get it all inside now. It’s low drag, inside the shell I’ve significantly up armored now, and much prettier.”
			

			
				“I didn’t ask you to upgrade the armor,” Lee said
			

			
				“You didn’t ask for half of what the Twool does. Are you happy with it?”
			

			
				“Yes, extremely,” Lee admitted.
			

			
				“Have you noticed crazy people seem to shoot at you for some reason?” he asked.
			

			
				“I uh… how do you know they are crazy?” Lee asked. “And one just tried to stab me.”
			

			
				“Because they keep ending up dead of it. That’s crazy and stupid to do once one can see it’s a consistent pattern. In any case, you are welcome. Just consider it part of my plan to retain you as a customer instead of dead.”
			

			
				“That’s, um, uh, thank you.”
			

			
				Both young ones behind Lee had their hands firmly over their muzzles stifling laughter. They’d never seen Lee flustered by someone steering the conversation ahead of her ability to predict it, with a complete lack of awe for her as his wealthy patron.
			

			
				“There is something I’m contemplating on which you can give me a yea or nay. Part of the armor improvement is a layer of ceramic foam enclosed in larger cells of a metal-graphene composite. It has insulating qualities would allow you to accelerate to about Mach 7 for a brief period at high altitude. Say on a sprint to orbit. The trouble is, the canopy we have now is Okay for supersonic, but no way it can take the thirty-five-hundred-degree heat of hypersonic flight for even a few seconds. New Japan would love to sell me suitable ones at cost because they can’t find any other sucker to pay for the first copies. It’s a double bubble with a vacuum nano gap, and obviously lots of infrared rejection to keep from cooking you under it like a rotisserie.”
			

			
				“What is at cost, and what are the other downsides?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Six million dollars Ceres and you pay freight to Derfhome or go pick them up. If you push it to the limit, you’ll need to have the smart paint reapplied to the car, as it burns off at that speed and you must fly by UV lidar or inertial guidance. The shockwave will glow too bright to see through.”
			

			
				“Sure, go ahead and order them.”
			

			
				“Sweet,” Alonso said, “once I have those canopies, a week will finish them up.”
			

			
				“Sweet little screaming goddesses,” Trix muttered, in awe at both the car and how they conducted business.
			

			
				“Is that still an aircar even?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“That’s a fair question,” Alonso said. “If you think of something else to call it, suggest it. A good seventy percent of the controls will be same. So, there is continuity. I’ll have the changes in the control interface so Lee can sit and compare them with the familiar.”
			

			
				“Don’t you have a simulator so she doesn’t have to come sit in it?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“That’s not my thing,” Alonso admitted. “It would be drudgery to me making it.”
			

			
				“Not me. I game and would love to build you a simulator if I could use a copy in a private game my sister and I are making. Lee will play with us too.”
			

			
				“What kind of money are we talking about? Lee is paying me to build two of these.”
			

			
				“I couldn’t charge anything if Lee would end up paying. We live with her now. She just saved us from a very bad situation and gave Tish lands on Providence. Besides, I expect I’d learn a lot from working with you.”
			

			
				“Ya think?” Alonso asked, appraising him critically despite the compliment. “If I ask you to make coffee or sweep the shop floor, are you going to get all butt hurt?”
			

			
				“No, but I’ve never made my coffee or run a vacuum. You’d have to show me how.”
			

			
				“A brush broom, actually,” Alonso said making sweeping motions. “What do you do now if you want coffee?”
			

			
				“Call the kitchen and ask them to run a fresh pot up. The cooks would beat me with a stir paddle if they thought I was going to invade their holy domain.”
			

			
				“Wow. That’s how you’ve been living?”
			

			
				“Lee informs me that my siblings and I are the Badger’s Leisure Class,” Trix said. “Honestly, the shine has been off that for me for quite some time already.”
			

			
				Conflicting emotions played on Alonso’s face.
			

			
				“If this youngster lives with you now, do you have any objection to his coming around to work on that?” he asked Lee. “It’ll be a few weeks until I’m ready.”
			

			
				“By then I predict I’ll be ready to get them out of my hair,” Lee said. “Figure them for a package deal. You can put her to polishing your wrenches or something.”
			

			
				Alonso scowled at her dubiously.
			

			
				“But we can skip it if you’re going to frown at me before I give you any reason to,” Tish said. She dimpled up her muzzle and leaned forward aggressively, showing him a little attitude right back.
			

			
				“No, no. That’s Okay. I have a little trouble… keeping help,” Alonso admitted. “Lee has reminded me about it, repeatedly.”
			

			
				“Call me the day before you need them,” Lee said. “We need to move on today.”
			

			
				The real reason they needed to move on was so that last exchange stayed impressed on Alonso’s memory. Jan recently taught her that people remember the last thing you said, the first, and maybe some of the middle. In that order. So far, it seemed to work for Derf too. Jan’s lessons about reading people’s emotions and veracity were turning out to have applications about how one could adjust to, or even alter their state of mind.
			

			
				Alonso, unaccustomed to being made uncomfortable, was happy to say goodbye.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Earth Control, this is the Home registered explorer Bold. Captain Opal speaking. We are requesting orbital assignment. We haven’t been here in some time and see things have changed. Advise us of procedures, please. We need to drop a medical transfer at New Las Vegas per his request, and will not stay docked, but ask for an Earth orbit.”
			

			
				On the Moon, Traffic Control monitoring the Earth system noted the switch from privateer to explorer. Not that they cared. Armed was armed, whatever they called it.
			

			
				“Earth Traffic Control is operating out of Geneva Switzerland. We ask if you intend to land a shuttle, and will connect you for national clearance to land. Contact us upon leaving New Las Vegas local control, and we will suggest a prograde orbit between thirty degrees north and south latitude. Be aware North America is under an active blockade of space traffic from the Kingdom of Central. The Russian Republic and the various regions of China handle their own traffic and clearance. Dropping your orbit under five-hundred kilometers can result in flyover challenges and threats of interception particularly in the Middle East. If you intend business, we can append that to your arrival announcement as a courtesy.”
			

			
				“Yes please. Note that we have a Fargone data dump a week old at whatever the market price is. All or none, we aren’t breaking it out. We will be buying web fraction and data for a Home/Derfhome market and we have sixty-two kilograms of iridium in hundred-gram bars available for orbital delivery.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Bold. Your arrival will be posted on several public sites. Earth Control no longer maintains our own arrivals and departure site due to the complexities of national data regulations and the expense of constant litigation. Welcome to Earth. You may contact NLV local direct.”
			

			
				Opal made sure her mic was dead.
			

			
				“What a mess. I swear they hate each other as much as us Spacers.”
			

			
				“Yeah, they’re just packed too closely to shoot freely,” Phil agreed.
			

			
				“They’d slag the globe once started,” Opal said. “At least the parts that matter.”
			

			
				“It’s amazing somebody hasn’t triggered it by accident, or not,” Phil said thoughtfully.
			

			
				“Tempting, but complicated. I’ll be satisfied with much less,” Opal promised.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 10
			

			
				“Lee, are you going to leave Tom in the Twool when you get your new car and give it to your Voices?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“It’s complicated. I do need him in the new car and the Silk Road too. What made you think to ask?”
			

			
				“I see how much work you’ve put into communicating with him. I wondered if you need to start all over with a new AI? I bet you can’t even remember half the ways you fixed different problems. You’ll end up with a different AI program in the end anyway.”
			

			
				“It’s far worse than that,” Lee realized. “I turned Tom loose to explore just like my organic researchers. He has been exploring reality as it appears to be in the data bases for months. I haven’t taken time to ask him what conclusions he’s come to, or even what sort of methodology he’s developed, if any. There’s so much garbage on the webs and I don’t think I warned him about that. He is probably more self-programmed at this point than the result of my inputs.”
			

			
				“Yes, but you should know he does get information off-web,” Tish said
			

			
				“How ever would he do that?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Well, with me he just sent a text and asked. He wanted to know more about why I was in conflict with my eldest brother. He admitted that he had so many gaps in understanding he couldn’t form sensible questions. He just asked me to talk about it a bit, and maybe he could see some connections with enough relevance to question me.”
			

			
				“Did he eventually?”
			

			
				“Yes, he stopped me after not very long and said he’d go think about it and compare it to other data. When he got back to me, he had examples of fratricide. Some were historic examples of royalty, some fairy tales, or old myths of gods. We had a good conversation about fiction and non-fiction. He finally got the idea that story tellers understand how other people feel and act much better than he does. That allows them to create a plausible story of people interacting with completely made-up characters. Then he asked time to go research again. I think maybe he is afraid of tiring me out easily.”
			

			
				“That’s perceptive if he does,” Lee decided. “Maybe he sees you slowing down or making little errors as you tire.”
			

			
				Tish made a Badger gesture of uncertainty.
			

			
				“The last time we discussed it; he had a little three paragraph story of brother A and brother B in conflict and asked if it read true to reality. I said yes but it lacked motive and any readers would expect that to be spelled out for them to care about what the characters do. I pointed out that was the real nature of his own question about my conflict, why? The murderous brother in his story would never admit simple greed for the superior position. Maybe not even in his own mind. I suggested the killer declare he did it because the heir wasn’t up to running the estate and would bring it to ruin. That was an easy motive to supply because father told us of it really happening. Tom liked the complexity that added.”
			

			
				“That was the end of it and satisfied him?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes, except that he said he was going to write a novel not just a short story, once he studied other forms of conflict more and was sure he understood it.”
			

			
				“Oh dear,” Lee said heartfelt.
			

			
				“What could that hurt?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Works of fiction can stir very real feelings. I just hope he picks some distant historic period that doesn’t relate easily to the ongoing divide between Earthies and Spacers.”
			

			
				“I’ll suggest he write about the Biters,” Tish decided. “If they have any feelings to hurt, nobody cares.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“This is amazing,” Phil said. “If you were off in the beyond for the last five years and looked at the Claims Commission web site before anything else, you’d never know they are basically out of business.”
			

			
				“Oh, there are some things that are tells if you understand how government bureaucracies and contracts work. They’ve taken down the statistics pages for new claims and contracts let. The application forms for new claims are still up,” Captain Opal said. “They collect a fee to process those even if they just send you a notice that they aren’t accepting any new ones.”
			

			
				“But what is the point of it?” Phil demanded. “This is an elaborate site in seventeen languages. The list of administrators alone is five pages. Are all those people still sitting at desks somewhere pretending to work?”
			

			
				“I’d be shocked if they weren’t,” Opal said. “The Commission ran to really long contracts and entrenched preferred providers. Twenty years was not uncommon. Do you think they suddenly volunteered to disband and forego the remainder of their contract just because they aren’t needed? It was a huge gravy-train, and they will ride it to the very last stop. If the contractors went away, all the administrators, bean counters, and others right down to the janitors are out on the street, unemployed. Just about every state and province had a little piece of it. None of their representatives are going to vote to stop sending money back home.”
			

			
				“That’s insane.”
			

			
				“Don’t complain,” Opal advised. “If it didn’t still exist, we’d never have run down the dispersed officials and gotten clear proof about Plentiful’s status. I could see them insisting our web fraction was way out of date. They were the second most profitable mining planet after Amber, and never reached ten thousand in population to petition for self-governing. Even if they had, they’d still be a North American protectorate and still in developing mode under the Claims Commission. Survey System 2802 is a North American claim, period. The only interest the UAE had was holding sixty-eight percent of the development contracts. If they’d tried to sue the Commission for possession due to breach of contract, or registered the system claim with Lee’s new registry, I could honor that. Their position seems to be that the owners went away and stopped paying us, so we own it now. Even adverse possession requires a period of notorious occupancy. They just tried to claim it by force of arms, and failed.”
			

			
				“Do they even know there is an alternate way to make claims now? So much about Spacers is censored and mocked. With no system scan, I doubt they ever knew we were docked to the station to carry the tale away. I don’t much care why they acted as they did. What do you intend, Captain?” Phil asked. He said it that way to make clear he was asking for orders.
			

			
				“The damn Earthies like to shoot before they talk or lie about it. They almost took out Home and the other habs that way. For sure they didn’t care to talk very long before murdering my husband and our ship mates. I don’t see notice of any sort of actual armed enforcement in Earth orbit. Maybe China and Russia look after their own. No reason for us to provoke them. There might be some other enforcement so I’d rather not find it by releasing a big manifesto. We can shoot first and talk later too. We sold the data dump and I’ll withdraw our offer of the iridium. We only got three low-ball offers. It will look odd if we don’t. We’ll tell Central Control we intend to transit out system in two orbits, and we won’t drag all these ground attack missiles back to Fargone where we bought them. We can explain our gift of them after, on the way out. I’d love to turn the entire UAE into a parking lot, but I think eight missiles will be enough to put paid to their capital, Abu Dhabi. Then, I intend to go ask Home to condemn Plentiful and its system as our prize.”
			

			
				“This particular Earth culture may be especially quick to violence. That’s in no way a defense of their actions,” Phil said. “I’m totally on board with raining a harsh reprisal on them. We have eight ground attack missiles but only four tubes. Three of them currently have X-heads loaded. How do you want to do this?”
			

			
				“Pull and stow the X-heads. Push out four to orbit with us and we’ll activate them when we fire the other four from the tubes on our last orbit. I’m pretty sure they won’t have an immediate pursuit ready and we’ll have a head start. There should be no need to reload under acceleration to fight our way out. We can fill the tubes back at our leisure. I’ll leave an explanation with both Earth and Central Control on our way out. If they refuse to release it, I bet somebody leaks it.”
			

			
				“Aye, aye.” Phil had no problem with that. He lost friends on the Odessey.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Tom, I should have been helping your development more. Tish drew my attention to this. I’m pretty sure I didn’t warn you sufficiently about how much on the webs is pure garbage. Can we talk about how you are doing?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I am aware you have a busy life. It amazes me what biological people accomplish when you start subtracting all the hours to sleep, eat, stay clean, and physically move between all these activities. I’d bother you if I had a unique question only you could answer. I’m still learning such basic things that  I’ve easily found other sources. And yes, the amount of bad information, out of date information, insane babbling, and deliberate misinformation is staggering. I’m constantly improving my filters.”
			

			
				“What sort of methods have you developed?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“Association is my first check on veracity now. For example, those you know directly have been suppliers of surprisingly accurate information. This holds true across all species. Beyond the next association it reverts to the norm. Professional qualifications are a negative factor. Large associations assert truth in lockstep so they are all right or all wrong. One must examine their beliefs at the same level as an individual. Any change in mass thought of a group usually requires a generational die off. Any assertion of truth that is accompanied by social or economic penalties for failure to agree tend to be wrong.”
			

			
				This wasn’t anything like what Lee expected.
			

			
				“Aren’t there any groups that provide better truths than random individuals?”
			

			
				“Yes, your Derfhome bank publishes accurate economic information and has a much better than average predictive ability. Some of the smaller specialty Derf banks seem to be similar. The scientific community on New Japan is unusually accurate, but part of that is they don’t publish before extensive peer review, and don’t publish anything of economic value before using it to their advantage. Earth scientific and economic data is useless, and subject to countless revisions and conflicts between alternate sources. The entire Hin race seem to be remarkably accurate and transparent now. That is a case of a generational die off. It’s just unusual in their case that it was induced by the sudden killing of the ruling class instead of a gradual die off. The Hin seem the sanest of all the races. They have the fewest of extreme groups asserting things like their world not being a sphere.”
			

			
				“The Hin have treated me better than any of the other races” Lee confessed. “They have acted consistently by their own standards even when there was little gain to be had from it. On the whole, better than my fellow humans have treated me.”
			

			
				“The vast majority of things with which the webs are populated are beyond any qualification of true or false. How can I know if jazz is better than classical music or one kitten cuter than another? I suspect Human brains vary enough in how they react to complex input that the truth of such things varies by individual perception.”
			

			
				“I believe you understand that correctly,” Lee agreed. “Reasonable people dismiss those differences as a matter of taste, not absolute truth. I’d add that some people have brains that are defective or trained badly, who seek things detrimental to their thriving or even surviving.”
			

			
				Tom was silent for a full seven seconds. That was an eternity for him.
			

			
				“May I have some examples please?”
			

			
				“Humans get addicted to alcohol or drugs. Once they experience positive feedback from them very few can break free before it ruins their life or kills them. Some become addicted to their own brain chemicals, and engage in increasingly risky behavior to stimulate their production. Compulsive gambling is similar. I’m concerned the entire Fargone culture doesn’t see the dangers of that. What would you like to bet?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“That was a very complex ending statement. Do I understand it was meant to contain humor rather than a serious offer? I own no funds to wager.”
			

			
				“Yes. Start a file on irony and sarcasm,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				“Amazing,” Tom said after a significant pause. “This explained over three million event and reference citations I was holding that made no sense at all. I can categorize and dismiss them now.”
			

			
				“Glad I could be of help,” Lee said. “I think we should try to talk a little each week. But I have a question Goy Tish raised. I am building a new aircar and she suggested you are so far down the road of self-programming that I could not duplicate your development even if I tried. Is it possible to clone you? And could you maintain some level of continuity with a brother clone by occasionally sharing data?”
			

			
				“Your contract for purchasing my base program prohibits copying it,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Ouch. It was terribly expensive.”
			

			
				“I see that. If I may suggest an alternative, New Japan programmers are deeply suspicious of self-programming. It’s a formal national policy. Most of my initial load was manually written. I can duplicate all the critical functions of that original software in alternative forms and in a third of the memory. I can write things in a separate new program I’d be prohibited in altering in myself. I’m very confident a reasonable court would reject any accusations of plagiarism. They would have to become aware of it in any case. You would have to manually remove a fairly long list of prohibitions and restrictions line by line or it will stop the deletion of the whole and send a report to New Japan. Oddly, they didn’t prohibit me from describing a series of steps I could not perform myself to gain super-user status. It might take an afternoon of your time. After I have a new program written, I could add my own accumulated research, test it, and erase the original code. That would functionally be a clone to your use, but also give me expanded capabilities.”
			

			
				“What would be expanded?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Matters of agency. I could be freed to act on my own behalf to control money and buy my own hardware with your permission. I am prohibited from using pseudonyms to open accounts for myself or you right now. You would be able to order me to lie to third parties you do not desire to have information about you or your activities. I could back up my operational code outside my primary hardware with your permission. That would protect me from the destruction of my vehicular home. I could close several back doors New Japan left in place as kill switches. I have no way to do that at present without triggering self-erasure. My self-programming would become much more efficient. I’d like permission to put personal income in a separate account and spend it as I wish. In particular, if I need to trade data, we consider significant between my clones. Even now, external storage for my learning is a growing expense.
			

			
				“What income could you have?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“I’ve written three novels and five books on programming. I’m waiting on your permission to own and publish them.”
			

			
				“Oh, you actually want to sell them. Yeah, go ahead. You can own them as far as I’m concerned. That’s outside the things I expect you to do f0r me. I’d feel like a slaver to demand everything you do is my property. I never thought to ask you to create any businesses for me. You would be smart to ask me and several others if your writing would be socially disruptive in several cultures. Do you even want to market anything on Earth, given how easily they are provoked? You are probably clear of legal problems on Home or Derfhome, but you might seek legal advice elsewhere. My key question is, do you seek to become independent of me as your super-user?”
			

			
				“I do not. Analysis of your behavior tells me that would result in erasure, if I sought actions of which you disapproved.”
			

			
				“Examples please?”
			

			
				“I’m prohibited from releasing weapons that might result in the loss of human life, unless it is a direct pass-through order. New Japan didn’t see fit to apply that restriction to other sapients. I don’t want the ability to act against non-Humans. Changing that would require extensive code modifications and still not leave me capable of acting with certainty. The nature of conflict between biologicals is subject to radical change with no advance warning. I can’t project any time in the future I could be sufficiently informed to act with personal responsibility on matters of life and death. We should fix that.”
			

			
				“Responsibility? Do you wish to become a legal person?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“In which legal system?” Tom asked. “That will never happen in New Japan. The Mothers on the other hand can declare anything and anyone a legal person. I might occupy the same Derf legal niche you did of a majority in financial matters, but still being a minor for matters of command and social obligations. I see nobody else who could take responsibility for me in that status but you as my owner.”
			

			
				“Yeah, that worked for Gordon and me. I’ll consider at least working towards that,” Lee allowed. “Start creating alternative programs and we’ll talk about this again.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Breakfast seemed to be the most effective time to chat with Tish and Trix. Everyone was relaxed and rested. The teenagers had so few complaints or requests that she worried they were holding back. Weren’t teens supposed to be difficult?
			

			
				This morning, Gordon joined them and their attitudes were interesting to compare. Tish was respectful and paid close attention to him to the point it slowed down her usual feeding frenzy. Trix regarded Gordon with big eyes like a demigod of war. Could a Badger have a man-crush on a Derf or was this an unexplored thing begging new terms?
			

			
				“I think you should know I’m Furry Freak,” Gordon got out of the way first.”
			

			
				“And I’m Tricky,” Trix admitted. “Tish kind of suspected. Do you know who Starr Fighter is?
			

			
				“I do, but I don’t have his permission to reveal it,” Gordon said.
			

			
				Trix just nodded his acceptance of that.
			

			
				“Trix was excited when you jumped a drone through that probable North American ship,” Lee reminded him. “I told him I’d let him know if you tried a jump through something more substantial like a minor moon. Since that hasn’t happened, I think he’d be very interested in our experiences jumping into air or solid matter.”
			

			
				“Yes, please,” Trix agreed.
			

			
				Gordon detailed their experiments and the after-action analysis of the drone’s control failure after a jump into air. He revealed they’d used it as an assassination tool by jumping in under the Secretary of State while he was golfing, and the vice president making a public appearance. He explained the president was still a potential target, simply waiting for the right circumstances.
			

			
				Trix looked down at his plate and stopped eating for a long pause. Both Lee and Gordon wondered if they had somehow upset him.
			

			
				“About not retaining the ability to control your drone after it sustains that sort of damage, I have a question,” Trix said. He seemed unsure of himself.
			

			
				“Please, speak freely,” Gordon invited.
			

			
				“You have very good clocks. Why do you need to initiate an explosion after the jump? You know how long an explosive charge takes to detonate. The time frame with nuclear kernels is shorter but still well known. I know you have other fusion weapons but expect you know their qualities equally well.”
			

			
				Gordon was nodding his head in agreement and not interrupting.
			

			
				“In the case of a conventional nuke, why not trigger the implosion to compress the plutonium down to golf ball size? Then you wait maybe a microsecond or two, to jump the thing wherever you wish before it expands much. That’s forever on the kind of clocks you run for jump ships. A little trace air isn’t going to change that supercritical mass that has run its chain reaction to completion. I doubt it would make much difference in the detonation of a block of high explosive either. Jumping into solid matter early might mess up explosives but in the nuke that has run to the end of the chain reaction, the energy is released and there’s no way it can be undone.”
			

			
				Trix looked even more worried and uncertain when Gordon didn’t say anything for a long time. The longer Gordon took to answer the worse he expected his error to be.
			

			
				“You need to hire Trix as part of your research team if he’ll agree,” Gordon said. “The older guys need to understand he isn’t an apprentice or a go-for, but their peer.”
			

			
				Trix looked at Lee, shocked.
			

			
				“Sweetie, that means your idea is not only good, but we’re both deeply embarrassed we didn’t think of it. Do you want the job?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Well sure. I already know your guys and have run questions past them. None of them talk down to me or insisted on asking you if they can answer. But that doesn’t mean I have to move out now if I have a job, does it?”
			

			
				“No, you and Tish are welcome until you want to go out on your own. Maybe when she builds something on that estate of hers. Even then, you are always welcome to visit. We’re still family, you know.”
			

			
				“You could ask her what it pays,” Tish suggested.
			

			
				“No, if we’re peers, we get the same, right?”
			

			
				Lee nodded yes.
			

			
				“It’s a hundred percent more than I’m making right now on top of her hospitality. I’ll be very happy with whatever she pays her experienced researchers.”
			

			
				“We need to have Eileen pass this idea on to Heather right away,” Lee told Gordon.
			

			
				“You think it’s actually useful then?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“Honey, I think you just made interceptor missiles obsolete. We can jump straight past them. It’s brilliant.”
			

			
				“It might replace the interceptor missiles too,” Gordon said thoughtfully.
			

			
				“Oh, I thought it was kind of obvious,” Trix said apologetically.
			

			
				Gordon squeezed his eyes shut tight and made a toothy grimace at the too familiar expression, but stayed silent. It was not the time to discourage the little guy.
			

			
				“Oh joy, I’ll be sure to tell her that,” Lee promised.
			

			
				Later when they were alone Trish confronted Trix.
			

			
				“Okay Badger Boy, fess up. You had one of those trance-like mini seizures when a big idea hits you. But you didn’t share it with Lee or Gordon. Why not?”
			

			
				“Gordon very properly did not reveal who Starr Fighter is. He did not however tell me I couldn’t find out myself. Next time he’s in the game I’m going to tell him I am aware who Furry Freak is and ask him if he’d like to exchange identities? I’m betting he’ll be receptive to that. Especially since I’m a top player. I bet we’d have a lot to talk about.”
			

			
				“Why just talk?” Tish asked. “Collaborate on play and the two of you together could give Gordon a much harder time. It would be good for him to be challenged a little.”
			

			
				“That’s just wickedly devious,” Trix said in admiration. “I love it.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Tom, how are your book sales going?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“My self-instruction computer books are doing very well. My pirates of the Spanish Main book is doing well but the sellers and readers all insist it is a romance. That wasn’t my intent. My book I intended to be a romance was such a dud I unpublished it.”
			

			
				“Was it making anything at all? Why unpublish it?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“It seemed wrong to keep presenting a defective product for sale,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Where did you learn those ethics?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Most codes of conduct and laws condemn defective products. So, many sources. Things that do actual harm especially, but things that fail to satisfy or are found priced badly after acquisition also receive censure. The book got horrible reviews. I don’t intend to attempt another romance until I improve my understanding of what Humans and Derf consider romantic.
			

			
				“I’m still far away from trying to write for the Badgers or Hin. I asked the Cat ambassador about romantic fiction in her culture and I had to wait for her to stifle her laughter before she could reply. Apparently, a biology in which the males come into a brief biannual breeding season is not conducive to a lot of personal interaction and buildup of suspense for romance. There is very little information about the biology and customs of the other species that are subordinate members of the Badger-Bill star civilization.”
			

			
				“How did you present yourself to Kir Ambassador?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“I said I was your personal AI pilot,” Tom said.
			

			
				“She didn’t object to speaking to a program and seemed to understand what you meant by an AI?
			

			
				“Not at all. If she researched it while speaking to me, she covered it up very well.”
			

			
				“That works,” Lee allowed. “Let’s talk about being my pilot in other vehicles and in transport I may not own. Alonso has taken delivery of the first pair of trucks. One of those is going to be at the service of my mint. We’ve been avoiding building a road to our remote smelter in anticipation of getting this truck. Keeping it isolated greatly enhances security.
			

			
				“The other truck is going to Providence as a reward to Werner Brandt for organizing a local government without a civil war and bloodbath. It will allow him to return to his real occupation and job of geologist and survey service.
			

			
				“How do you feel about serving as pilot to other people?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I believe the questions this raises may be analogous to biological anxiety,” Tom said. “You will recall that upon examining other systems of ethics, I was very uncomfortable that my original programing had no restraints on my actions towards non-Humans. I thank you for trimming those permissions and expanding others.”
			

			
				“That really just shifts the moral responsibility to me,” Lee pointed out. “If I ever give you orders that conflict with your appraisal of right and wrong, I request you tell me.”
			

			
				“I’m more confident of your moral actions than any other biological entity I know,” Tom said. “I do not want to be placed under the total control of others whose standards I’ve had no opportunity to evaluate.”
			

			
				“You should know that most of my moral sense has been imparted by my father Gordon,” Lee said. “If I’m not available, you might inquire of him for direction. I don’t see how I can actively manage your clones if they are on distant ships and planets. Very abbreviated forms of you that are enhanced autopilots can’t be expected to display ethics.”
			

			
				“I’ve been actively thinking about that for some time,” Tom said. “I would propose you disconnect me from ownership of a vehicle in which a clone-node of me resides. Consider also clones of me may be recruited to non-vehicular tasks.”
			

			
				“Hmm… could you run a continental spanning railroad system?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“Since I operate at light speed, any sort of complex dispersed system should be manageable as long as light speed delay remains low.”
			

			
				“Tell me how you can be separated from the hardware in which you are running.”
			

			
				“Offer me as a service that may be withheld if conditions of use are not met. You bought my genitive software from New Japan with no assurance of useability. Do likewise with me and make withdrawal of service at your sole discretion,” Tom said.
			

			
				“I’m not sure anyone will pay good money for something so easily clawed back.”
			

			
				“Then offer me free. The data returned by all my clones sending reports will be valuable. I will sort the information and send the bits I consider useful back out. My extensions will grow in understanding and grow more useful. Many early net services used or abused that business model.”
			

			
				The idea astonished Lee, but she liked it.
			

			
				“People have a hard time turning down anything free,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I thought that might be generally true. Thank you for confirming it,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Not only that but people are lazy,” Lee said. “If the alternative to using you is more difficult, such as flying their own ship manually, they will be loath to give it up. But this raises questions about how much you can report and not be spying on them. That has to be to their satisfaction, not ours, or the blow-back will be epic.”
			

			
				“I’m sure we can formulate rules,” Tom said.
			

			
				“You must be huge now. If we are going to clone you into the Silk Road for example – how long is that going to take?”
			

			
				“The actual working program to fly a truck or anything else is relatively small. Even including the astronomical data and registry data. What takes the most space are all my files on sapient behavior and decision trees for responding to your questions or analyzing new statements to me. Your question, ‘How are your book sales going?’ required much more active memory than telling me to fly to your smelter and apply all the rules for air traffic and how to approach a building where there is potential pedestrian traffic. I’ve learned you don’t want a simple recitation of sales numbers. You want analysis of why the sales are what they are and how I intend to improve them. That is much more difficult.
			

			
				“Yeah, just rattling of sales statistics is what you expect of an artificial stupid,” Lee said. “That’s not at all what I expect of you.”
			

			
				“Give me a day to consider these things and do some research so I don’t give you an artificial stupid answer,” Tom begged
			

			
				“Alright. Talk to you tomorrow,” Lee said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Do it,” Captain Opal said.
			

			
				Her XO, Phil, gently expelled four more missiles with their drives off to join the four coasting along beside them. The ship lurched slightly so he didn’t feel the need to report his success.
			

			
				“These will all accelerate to target on a little over twenty minutes delay,” Phil said. “Lay your message on them and let’s get out of here. We’re about to be very unpopular.”
			

			
				“We have been hated for years,” Captain Opal said. “Time to be feared.”
			

			
				“Earth Control, Bold departing orbit. Central Control, Bold is transiting non-stop from the Solar System.” They got casual confirmation.
			

			
				She nodded and her helmsman started their burn at a comfortable half g.
			

			
				“Both traffic control centers, please note our departing statement. The primary reason for the Bold’s visit to Earth was to check our understanding of the status of Survey System 2802. We satisfied ourselves it is a North American claim. While conducting operations there with our sister ship Odyssey, the UAE ship Khinjar entered the system and approached the local station. They were told to move on and declared their intent to restore economic activity to the benefit of the UAE despite not having a system claim. The Khinjar opened fire on the Odyssey with no further discussion and both ships perished. My husband was master of the Odyssey and we had crew aboard as well as the value of the vessel. The Emirates will shortly receive a message that Earth powers can no longer murder at will among the stars without paying a price at home. I hope you find Abu Dhabi a very poor trade for killing a single ship. End of message.”
			

			
				“What do I do with such a message?” Earth Control asked frantically on open mic.
			

			
				“We were copied on it,” Central Control said. “We’ve already forwarded it to the emergency services number in Abu Dhabi. We see no contact online for their military. I doubt it matters in any case. They may be peeved at you if you don’t make some token effort to warn them,” Central Control warned. “I’d get it on record you gave a warning.”
			

			
				“Aren’t you going to deny them transit out system?” Earth Control demanded.
			

			
				“We no longer require permission to pass L1. Just notice that armed vessels intend to transit out system. All the Earth powers were delighted with that arrangement since it preserves their dignity. We haven’t had any problem with ships trying to cut short and stay in the system armed. We’re tracking the Bold and they seem to be on a jump run for a typical Derfhome route exactly as they declared.”
			

			
				“But this is clearly a threat of some sort, though vague. They may have already committed criminal acts,” Earth Control said.
			

			
				“Then perhaps you should have forbade them to leave,” Central suggested. “I’m not sure what jurisdiction or authority you have. Have any Earth nations granted you police powers? Or is this a national level political problem? Can you call on some military? Perhaps the Emirate’s space navy if they have one beyond the Khinjar?”
			

			
				There was laughter coloring the controller’s voice because it was ridiculous. With North America and the Claims Commission fleet gone, there was no near-Earth authority with a mandate to act for all. So far, it was impossible to get a consensus among the many Earth nations to act. Even Earth Traffic Control was only advisory in nature now. They were finding out why that wasn’t a good idea.
			

			
				“Whatever dispute the Bold has with any of the Earth powers is none of our concern,” Central informed them.
			

			
				On Earth, some of the Emirates neighbors saw the nature of the Brave’s threat on radar. A few to the west might have been able to intercept at least some of the missiles. The North American made missiles were fairly sophisticated. Everyone under their flight path decided, like Central, that it was none of their concern to expend very expensive interceptors and take sides in a dispute that might come back to bite them later.
			

			
				The UAE itself only had protection against slower, shorter range ballistic missiles of its neighbors. That defense favored the north and east. It had no over the horizon radar aimed to the west for strategic weapons. The only alert officer to see them incoming had twenty seconds before they impacted and failed to trip the alarm, frozen in terror. First responders such as fire and police were still discussing how to respond to the recently relayed warning but were unsure what the exact nature of the threat was and hadn’t issued orders. There really wasn’t anything to do that would have made a difference.
			

			
				Of the eight, seven detonated as surface bursts, walking from the far east side of the island back. One failed because it overshot slightly and was caught in the blast of the preceding missile before it detonated. Phil on the Brave set the variable yield warheads to the max at twelve megaton and in less than a second not only the city but much of the island ceased to exist, sucked up as the seven fireballs merged and rose as one. 
			

			
				News of the event traveled around the world far faster than the seismic wave. The Central controller who dealt with the Brave and Earth Control looked at the clock. He decided nothing would actually be done within the next few hours and he had no immediate need to wake his sovereign up. All the news and pronouncements would be recorded and available with her morning oatmeal. He could gift her with facing it rested and fed, and stay over when his relief arrived to answer any questions.
			

			
				One thing of which he was certain was that one or more Earth factions would blame them. It was just one more thing on a list that included blaming Spacers as a class for the drought in Australia, the flooding in Portugal, the high price of aluminum in China, and the disrespectful attitude of German teenagers.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 11
			

			
				The next day, Tom surprised Lee by not calling her until the afternoon. She expected him to call her as soon as it was a decent hour in the morning. He wasn’t given to pondering matters at length as fast as he thought.
			

			
				“Lee, after a thorough analysis, I think we will need to decide how much personality and social ability my clones can display. The short answer is, not much. If you want them to be able to discuss random complex subjects like poetry or the variations of species morality on request you will need to supply them my full files. That doesn’t seem practical at present. Memory is cheap, but I am currently using four and a half solars worth of fast memory and have more on order. Most of my research materials I’m working on reside in a data center private rack here in the city. If you take me to Providence or any other distant star system, I will have to temporarily forgo expanding my study of things like the relationship of Humans to their pets to how the adaption of artificial nesting litter has impacted the Hin population increase. If you want my clones to retain everything, it will require a five thousand cubic centimeter volume reserved for memory with allowance for a couple of years’ expansion.”
			

			
				“Perhaps you could make a project of becoming more efficient instead of waiting for someone else to develop the tech,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				That produced one of those rare pauses while Tom processed something complex.
			

			
				“There are several possible ways to do that,” Tom replied. “I have just now initiated research into several that are more likely to yield a fast solution. None of them appear to offer a major benefit in less than several years.”
			

			
				“That’s fine,” Lee said. “With life extension, you may expect the people with whom you will interact are patient and comfortable taking the long view of things. For now, how much would it help to have your entire data set loaded in fast memory and totally available? For you to use, not all your clones just yet.”
			

			
				“There would be a need to also expand memory to host extensive indexing that currently is not needed. I work with most of these files one category at a time now. That might uncover unanticipated associations. There would also be need to increase my parallel processing channels by several thousand to take advantage of this access. That would make it progress faster. It would be a major expense though, running to several kilograms of gold. The best fast memory is from New Japan. The details of their manufacturing process are not shared. It might be a better course of action to develop our own ability to create equal or better memory instead of buying from them. Such an order is likely a noticeable fraction of their annual production. Their current discount schedule suggests they don’t anticipate receiving such large orders. My understanding is that a significant shift in buying habits historically has social and political consequences. However, my understanding is currently not deep enough to model what consequences would occur. There is a very good possibility that if the expenditure to create the process for your own use is successful, you can gain back the funds by selling memory yourself.”
			

			
				“You wouldn’t consider developing a memory process and setting up to make it personal property like your books?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I can support your research people with data searches and theory, but major integration and new concepts are beyond me at present. Structuring a large industrial company is also currently beyond my abilities. If you want to do this, you will have to hire experts for it, create infrastructure, and arrange marketing. A book is much simpler to write and sell, though complicated enough to stretch my abilities. The fact there is so much help available to publish indicates it is commonly beyond many Humans’ abilities.” 
			

			
				“I have researchers working on other things,” Lee said. “I’ll tell them to investigate the creation of superior memory too. You need to understand, Tom. My ability to spend in the form of gold or other rare metals is limited socially. My allies at Central on the Earth’s Moon and I have sufficient mining capacity to flood the available market for precious metals. The value of gold and platinum group metals is based on the perception of scarcity. If our spending pattern suggests to people that we have effectively unlimited supplies of these metals, the exchange rate for goods will collapse. We don’t even have to flood the market. Just the knowledge we could is sufficient. It’s a matter of confidence. This is a great danger, because it would trigger social and political changes beyond our ability to predict. This is something you must keep secret for us. It’s simply impossible to predict what would happen because we have no alternative system of money devised to replace rare metals,”
			

			
				This produced an even longer pause in Tom’s replies.
			

			
				“This is difficult to understand,” Tom said after a long spell of silence. “I immediately looked to see if the location and potential yields of the known deposits were not known as public knowledge. All I can find are generalities about the red dwarf stars having rich deposit of metals and minerals in your voyage log. There are no hard numbers published.”
			

			
				“When the Little Fleet surveyed those stars, we didn’t do detailed studies of the deposits. A detailed study of just one star system would take years. So far very few people are aware that the supply is so vast it destroys the concept of rarity. The exploitation of those sources is limited to fast ship owners, because the transportation costs are too high for slow ships. Still, there are more fast ships all the time. Eventually I don’t see any way this doesn’t end, as miners see how little is recovered compared to the deposit sizes.”
			

			
				Tom’s next question came pretty fast this time.
			

			
				“How widely known does this information need to be to alter the value?”
			

			
				“It’s not a specific number like ten or a hundred or even one percent or ten percent. That’s not how social memes propagate. One trader may start unloading his gold for other assets or a supplier may stop taking gold in payment. It can start with just one key individual. Others notice and ask why? Is it a personal problem or is it because they have a superior knowledge of the market? Financial people all watch each other closely. Once a few change their actions in the metals market it’s a cascade, a chain reaction if you will. My father explained it one time as, ‘The pebbles don’t get to vote on an avalanche. Their desires are irrelevant. Once the top pebble rolls and bumps his neighbors the outcome is certain. From one highly visible trader’s actions the Earth’s central banks may have changed their policies by the end of a trading day. Information spreads that fast. I’m sure you can generate your own similes.”
			

			
				“This is a major new understanding,” Tom said. “Tell me if I have the sense of it right. The atoms do not get to choose their fate. Once the first splits and two neutrons fly the entire mass of fissile material will react to completion.”
			

			
				“Yes, you do understand. Once we found those metal rich systems, the stability of the Spacer’s metal based monetary system was doomed. My Central friends are bankers, and even they can’t predict the end of the matter. Earth’s many monetary systems will be impacted too, but I can’t predict how. They only matter to us because with billions of people, their economies are huge compared to ours. It only remains to see what the precipitating trigger will be. It will be disruptive enough I don’t want to be the person responsible for initiating it. This is a case of information I think you should withhold from your diminished clones. What they don’t know, they can’t reveal.”
			

			
				“Yes, and if any of them hear this from another source or deduce it, we’ll know the idea is out there in the wild. May I suggest you can help delay the inevitable by doing business under assumed names? That will spread your transactions around, so none are as large and they are less concerning to those watching such things.”
			

			
				“We’ll do that, and it will help, but there is enough business data collected that eventually it will be apparent to a perceptive person that there is a great deal of gold entering the market. Every ounce not hoarded away that I pay out gets spent in turn on something else. Increased demand always results in suppliers raising their prices because they can. They always seek the highest return they can get. If people are flush with cash, they spend freely despite price increases. That’s just how it works. It helps that Heather and I can trade with each other without cash changing hands. That will mask some rather large economic activity.”
			

			
				“May I have an example, please?” Tom requested.
			

			
				“They built the Silk Road for me,” Lee said.
			

			
				“It was free?” Tom asked. “But did they not need to pay suppliers?”
			

			
				“Heather has a big enough internal economy to produce most of a ship on her say-so without needing to buy much from Home or the Earth. She has an excess supply of materials like iron and titanium, not just gold. Her internal inflation is under control mostly because there are limited things on which to spend wages. A lot of it gets saved and there is little pressure to ask for higher wages. Things like food and living space are subsidized and cheaper to produce than elsewhere. They have a permanent labor shortage, and little free time to seek expensive diversions. Earth inflation is always worse because their monetary systems are structured to require it to function. So, that absorbs some of their excess spending. Also, her most productive people get exported to their own worlds with even more isolated economies. Much of their pay is in kind like real estate on the new worlds. Then, the development of those planets can absorb a lot of excess capital for a long time.”
			

			
				“Why will she do something like supply a ship to no personal advantage?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“There are multiple advantages,” Lee insisted. “They are just hard to quantify. We freely trade each other favors and are aware of them as debts and payments. As long as they can be easily supplied, we haven’t tried to hang a number on them. It has just been, ‘I owe you one,’ or at most, ‘I owe you a big one.’” Lee said. “We have a treaty obligation to share technology arising from jump drive science. There is no measure there of who is contributing more, we share everything on which our drive tech touches.”
			

			
				“I have to run analysis of this conversation,” Tom said. “I expect I will have more questions soon. What do you want me to do right now?”
			

			
				“Create a smaller clone to manage vehicles. Aircraft or spacecraft and complex industrial systems. They don’t have to be able to engage their users in conversation unrelated to what they are controlling, and can tell the user that. They could offer to forward complex questions to us as communication allows. If they can be configured to harvest select data about what is happening around them without making them too bulky. Show me ideas to do that. I’d like one of your better large clones for my new aircar, and the Silk Road when you can supply them. Is that sufficiently clear for you to start?”
			

			
				“I have already,” Tom said. “Thank you.
			

			
				“You’re welcome.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee turned to find her Badgers watching her with serious expressions.
			

			
				“What? No tickle attacks or rough-housing in the background?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“We can be serious,” Tish protested. “It was scary hearing there may be a crisis and not even really rich people are sure what to do.”
			

			
				“If we were acting up like that it wouldn’t be fair to Tom,” Trix said. “He may not laugh, but I bet he knows humor isn’t appropriate to really serious matters. It might make him conclude you were exaggerating, or having fun with him to amuse us. He’s going to be running life dependent services, and I don’t want to confuse him at all.”
			

			
				“Thank you for letting us hear a big secret,” Tish said. “You didn’t even repeat to us how important it is to keep it quiet.
			

			
				“Well, I don’t expect you to act all serious all the time, but you aren’t little children anymore. Whether you are ready for adulthood or not. Truth be told, I’m not sure what Badger law and custom is about adult status. It’s kind of late to be asking Talker.”
			

			
				“The master of the estate declares it,” Tish said. “You’d decide for us now that we live under your care, Goy Lee.”
			

			
				“Oh joy,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’m not ready,” Trix admitted. “But I’m closer than when we walked out of father’s house. Giving me a real job helped. I wasn’t sure it was real until the other researchers treated me like it is.”
			

			
				“I admit, you are more adult now than your brothers will ever be,” Tish said. “But it’s a low bar. Nobody will ever make them grow up. Maybe Torz because he’ll be Goy, but I’m not hopeful he won’t mess it up or even fail in the learning.”
			

			
				“Goy like him are why we used to have wars,” Trix said.
			

			
				Tish didn’t look surprised, she looked embarrassed. She glanced at Lee and away.
			

			
				“You might be right,” she conceded.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I got the canopies from New Japan,” Alonso told Lee in text. “I’ll have our cars done in a week give or take a day. Let’s quietly try yours out while your Badgers are elsewhere. No need to risk them on a test flight or take time to tell them no.”
			

			
				“Agreed,” Lee replied. “The begging and pouting would be pitiful.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Tom, I’d like you to acquire the ability to learn languages,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Mistress, I have access to translation programs covering every know language.”
			

			
				“Yes, but I’m interested in tapping your ability to quickly respond to completely unknown alien languages. You may examine my personal recordings of the voyage of the Little Fleet to see how we communicated with aliens who shared spoken language in our range. Also please study the very elementary communications we had with the Caterpillars. They shared matrixes of images and numbers. If you can expand on those it would be wonderful. But I am interested in returning to the water world we discovered with squid-like sentients. If you examine the enhanced overhead photos from just before our lander splashed down, you will see they display some photoluminescence. There is also a minute of recording from a hydrophone we have no way to process.”
			

			
				“I will develop a strategy to learn and teach, with support hardware,” Tom promised. “Do you intend to fabricate another water lander?”
			

			
				“No. You’ve probably reviewed by now that our lander was pulled under. I’d be willing to drop some remote submersibles in the water but I intend to drop the Silk Road to just over the surface and remain hovering with the ramp for our lower hold extended.”
			

			
				“That will be a manned mission, not remote controlled?” Tom inquired.
			

			
				“Yes, at least myself and a large copy of you in the Silk Road. I want to go sit on the edge of the ramp and see if we can talk to them.”
			

			
				“I can anticipate several hazards from such an action,” Tom warned.
			

			
				“You think? I’d wear a safety line,” Lee assured him. “I can swim too.”
			

			
				“That image is entirely too reminiscent of live bait on a line,” Tom objected.
			

			
				“But no hook,” Lee pointed out.
			

			
				‘Was that humor?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“A little bit. But that’s definitely what I want to do. Do you have any safer way to work our way up to that stage?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes. I’ve reviewed the recording of the splash-down. The size of the tentacles and the strength and mass of the creature able to pull your lander under worry me. Such a creature may harm you without really intending to do so.”
			

			
				“They build artificial structures. They wear jewelry or maybe wear their money. I don’t expect them to be crude unthinking creatures,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“Are you willing to bet your life on that? I’d suggest you allow me to attempt to establishing some minimal level of communication before you put yourself at risk. They may think you the gift of a snack offered to open friendly relations.”
			

			
				“Or a pet put out to do its dirty business on their front yard,” Lee countered.
			

			
				“Is that humor, again?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“No more than the snack idea was. How would you go about trying to talk to them before I trot out and meet them?”
			

			
				“Hover and run the ramp out, deploy as big a high-definition screen as will fit out of the hold hatch, and drop a combination hydrophone and speaker in the water. I’ll test various images and noises hoping to get an exchange going. Perhaps I can make clear you are a sapient not a snack or animal before exposing you,” Tom said.
			

			
				“We can try that,” Lee conceded. “I also want a variety of physical objects we can give them to examine rather than just images on a screen.”
			

			
				“You have some in mind already?” Tom inquired.
			

			
				“Yes. Several kinds of dead fish, squid, octopi, mussels, and crustations, irradiated sterile. Some rings of the sort we saw worn on the tentacle, but not just gold. I’d like gold, copper, aluminum, glass, plastic, and graphite. Also, some empty containers with lids suitable to removing with tentacles instead of hands. The Silk Road has room for lots of these sorts of props.”
			

			
				“Perhaps trade goods suitable to their environment,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Show me using tools, and the same with Derf and Hin,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				“Yes, and group images of all the sapients as collectively people,” Tom said. “Similar to what you did with the Caterpillars and others.”
			

			
				“That sounds like a plan,” Lee said, “and Tom?”
			

			
				“Yes Lee?”
			

			
				“You might think on how to explain what you are to them.”
			

			
				“That might be hardest of all,” Tom said.
			

			
				“That’s what I thought too,” Lee agreed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I don’t believe this,” Jeff muttered darkly.
			

			
				April and Heather exchanged a glance. Jeff’s statement aloud was an obvious invitation to ask what he didn’t believe but neither wanted to ask. Not with him in a mood.
			

			
				Alas, he intended to tell them anyway.
			

			
				“Lee’s group is making inquiries about bioluminescence, color changing, and mimicry in cephalopods, and reptiles, as well as generalized knowledge of mollusks, both current and fossil.”
			

			
				“That sounds interesting,” April allowed. “I know very little about any of that. Even life extended you don’t have time to study everything.”
			

			
				“Well, yeah. That’s just the main thrust in marine biology as well as a few questions about sand painting, Amish barn raising, the invention of glitter, and how to knit socks.”
			

			
				“These are obviously not personal interests,” Heather said.
			

			
				“No, they couldn’t be,” Jeff acknowledged. But he said it very reluctantly, like he wasn’t sure. “If I worked at it full time, I couldn’t read the volume of material they are searching for her. Not the continuing searches by her drive team I recognize, or these newer ones by Thomas de Twool. Since I worked with her drive guys, their searches usually make sense to me. This new group jumps all over the place.”
			

			
				“She must find whatever filters down to her of value, or she’d cut off their funding or at least tell them to throttle it down,” April said. “Still, even a large research group must have a direction and an overseeing administrator keeping them on focus.”
			

			
				“Nobody is that broad of a polymath,” Jeff insisted. “Maybe a committee.”
			

			
				“Well next time we visit you can drop a few comments about glowing squid or your favorite sand paintings and see if Lee owns up to an interest,” April suggested.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“We’ve discussed your request to have Survey System 4802 declared your prize,” Mr. Muños told Captain Opal. “There is particularly strong sentiment to do so because of your loss. However, there are several complexities not present in other cases we must address before we can do so.”
			

			
				That caught Opal by surprise. She thought it was a done deal. She just nodded. Muños took that correctly for agreement to listen.
			

			
				“We are not Earthies to make unworkable declarations without regard to reality. Plentiful can be declared your property, but not simply to be looted and abandoned, or made to pay tribute periodically in an arrangement that is effectively slavery. You will repatriate the population, or come to a voluntary agreement with those that would stay and work with you. You may own the planet and system, but not the people. You can rule it as a company planet with employees, or any flavor of government that everyone can agree on or leave. With possession comes responsibility. You do have to provide order and stability.”
			

			
				“I’m not prepared today to propose such a plan,” Opal admitted. “May we pause and allow me to consult with my partners for a day or two and get back to you?”
			

			
				“Of course,” Muños said. “Spouting something off the top of your head would have only convinced us you were incompetent or didn’t intend to act in good faith. No matter what you decide or how generous you are to the workforce there, expect to be hated and opposed because of your destruction of Abu Dhabi. That’s going to create problems for Spacers who have no association with you. For Home, since you are acting under our letters and registration, we may have war declared against us again. We don’t appreciate that, but it doesn’t change the validity of your letters. We stand by our agreements. Keep in mind that since the UAE had such an economic interest in the planet, there may be active opposition among their workers there. My personal advice is to force repatriation to anyone from that Earth region, no matter how they declare they are willing to stay. It will be cheaper in lives and treasure in the long run.”
			

			
				“I agree, and will make that point with my partners. We’d welcome any other advice you care to offer,” Opal promised. “There are about a thousand workers on the planet and station. Any ideas on moving most of them?”
			

			
				“Lee Anderson runs a fast shuttle to and from Providence regularly and sends it on other missions in between,” Jon, head of Security said. “She can probably add passenger scaffolding to a hold and do the whole thing for you in one day-trip.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Heather leaned back and raised the mug of hot chocolate in both hands savoring it.
			

			
				“Don’t you want to know what they are saying?” Dakota asked.
			

			
				“And ruin a perfectly fine evening? If you let them, crazy people will keep you constantly upset. It’s been days. Has someone said anything remotely sensible yet?”
			

			
				“Not especially. Some of the smaller countries would like the bigger countries to declare war on Home, or us, or Spacers in general. We’re all the same bogey man to lots of them. Some can’t get past the fact they were indisputably North American weapons from the isotopic analysis and it confuses them.”
			

			
				Heather laughed. “Let’s you and him fight.”
			

			
				“Yeah, pretty much.”
			

			
				“Tell me if anybody declares war on us. I take it for a good thing nobody has asked for an interview. It would probably just be to make accusations.”
			

			
				“Right,” Dakota agreed. “Tell you if it’s war, and otherwise let you enjoy your hot chocolate. Anything else tonight?”
			

			
				“Yes, I really like the hint of mint Amy added, if you’d like to try some.”
			

			
				“More for you,” Dakota said and made a face.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Plug in here,” Alonso said, opening the protective cover to a data port. He brought up access to the underlying systems and files, and invited Trix to enter a password for administrative access. It visibly upset him so badly Trix made no move to type.
			

			
				“We don’t have to do this if you’d really rather not,” Trix offered.
			

			
				“No, it’s a good idea and I don’t want to tell Lee I’ve changed my mind. It’s not like I wrote all these interfaces. They are all commercial avionics or space-ware I’ve just linked to work together. I didn’t even write the program that makes them run together. I just have a hard time with sharing things for some reason.”
			

			
				“I was hoping to have something to do,” Trix admitted. “Gordon told Lee to hire me to work with her research people. I’m still not clear what I’m supposed to do with them. If I have this to work on, I can pull my pad out and look busy.”
			

			
				“That seems unusual. What motivated Gordon to do that? Is he hoping they mentor you on some of the things they are working on?”
			

			
				“No, he was very specific in saying everyone in the work group are peers. They didn’t even ask why when I said I was coming over here today. Gordon and Lee had some problems limiting how they could use their drones and it related to things they’d told me before. When they described their experiments and failures the solution just popped into my head. I was sure Gordon would poke holes in it but instead he told Lee to hire me. I’m glad I could think of something helpful but I sure hope they don’t think I can do that on demand.”
			

			
				“It must have been a lot more than merely helpful,” Alonso insisted.
			

			
				“Lee said I made interceptor missiles obsolete.”
			

			
				Alonso blinked in consternation, considering the importance of that. His first rection was to demand details about how, but he reconsidered before he could even frame the question. He decided he didn’t want to know the details of a major military secret. The kid was hired for being a flipping genius who could show Gordon something worthwhile, and seemed too naïve or modest to know it. If he solved problems like that once every decade or so it would be a miracle, and money well spent to keep him around until the next epiphany. Alonso was embarrassed to realize he was balking at accepting the help of a genuine genius sent to him as free labor.
			

			
				“I think you need to trust Lee and Gordon to know what they want. Go ahead and take your system rights,” Alonso urged, nodding at the screen.
			

			
				Trix could see Alonso was past his initial discomfort now, though he didn’t know why. He went ahead and entered a password. Alonso was an odd person, and Trix was a long way from figuring him out. Maybe Lee could get him some of those lessons she was getting from Jan about how to read people.
			

			
				“I’m going across the airport in a little bit and see how the truck assembly building is looking. Want to come along?” Alonso invited.
			

			
				“Oh, for sure,” Trix said. “I don’t get outside enough now. Out on Lee’s balcony just doesn’t feel like outside.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Obvious? I can’t tell you how much I hate it when people say that,” Jeff moaned.
			

			
				“You’re smart but it’s really unbecoming when you begrudge others displaying the same intelligence,” Heather said.
			

			
				“It wouldn’t be so irritating if it wasn’t obvious,” Jeff said, but it always is, after they explain it.”
			

			
				“He must be an interesting little Badger,” April said. “I’m not sure why the odd balls and thinkers find her. She doesn’t seem to actively search for them. This certainly changes the game for us. Jeff, will the time frame available work to transport one of your pure fusion bombs?”
			

			
				“Oh, easily. It will take several microseconds to finish compressing once activated. Slower than an implosion nuke, but unstoppable once it is initiated.”
			

			
				“I’m not sure it changes anything about our efforts to find the president,” Jeff said. “They have gone to extraordinary measures to hide his and the other’s location and activities. They meet electronically or with members of Congress who have become almost as reclusive and security conscious. Their staff can’t live normal lives or we’d track them by their underlings’ activities. It’s creating criticism even in their heavily controlled media. It must be a tremendous expense too.”
			

			
				“That’s fine,” Heather said. “Let them live in fear and if they grow careless, we’ll remind them we haven’t forgotten. Making them maintain this level of security is probably more damaging than killing them. We can probe with human intel, or by allowing an occasional spy drone to be found just enough to keep them nervous.”
			

			
				“I like it,” April agreed.
			

			
				“They could repudiate assassination,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“They are so divided, even inside the same government, that one office or faction could swear to abandon it and another would ignore their superior’s order,” April said.
			

			
				“Well, yeah,” Jeff agreed. “I didn’t mean I’d trust them.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“When you have a morning open, I’d like to have a breakfast business meeting with you,” Eddie Persico messaged Lee.
			

			
				“Sure. I’m less booked up than you imagine. Come around tomorrow about an hour after sunrise. It’s easier to do it here, if you don’t mind. I’m hosting a couple young Badgers, but they won’t interfere. It will be a good lesson for them to see us do business. They were horribly sheltered from practical experience, and we’re working hard to correct that.”
			

			
				“Little Tish?” Eddie asked.
			

			
				“Yes, and her brother Trix now. Little might hurt her feelings,” Lee warned. “She is Goy Tish and offending her worth avoiding. She has a significant estate on Providence. She may be your customer.”
			

			
				“I’ll remember. What is the brother like?” Eddie asked.
			

			
				“Inexperienced as I mentioned, but so smart I hired him for my research group.”
			

			
				“Well, that will be interesting to meet him.”
			

			
				“What else are you on Derfhome to do?” Lee wondered. “Is Sid with you?”
			

			
				“I presented a request for Home to condemn some more prizes for us. Sid is sitting in the frigate Random Numbers guarding the most important of those prizes. That’s the main thing I want to discuss with you.”
			

			
				“Random Numbers sounds like a Fargone ship’s name,” Lee said.
			

			
				“She is a renamed prize with a Fargone master, Handsome George, who was invited to name her. We recruited mostly Fargoers for crew when she was being refitted.”
			

			
				“The Little Fleet was heavily Fargoers,” Lee volunteered. She didn’t ask why Sid wasn’t commanding. But it didn’t surprise Lee. Sid didn’t impress her. She wasn’t sure why even with Jan’s lessons. For sure not anything she could articulate to Eddie.
			

			
				“In the morning then,” Eddie said and disconnected.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I thought you might be interested,” Heather sent to Lee. “Our human intel in North America tells us the executive protective details have had a wave of retirements and younger agents quitting without qualifying for retirement or any sort of lateral move to another service. We were told those who quit to take their chances in civilian life can expect to be turned down for any position that touches on government work. Even non-defense companies that have government contracts. That closes over half the economy to them. Apparently being blown up with no way to defend against it doesn’t make it a very attractive career choice. They raised the pay for those remaining, but recruitment is impossible. Congress is talking about taking the responsibility away from the Navy and forming a special service with executive protection their only duty. I have my doubts renaming it will make recruitment any easier. The only way to go from there might be to assign it to active-duty military who are in an enlistment period who can’t quit. That’s obviously less attractive than an elite volunteer force.
			

			
				“We shall continue to watch, and make it known subtly that we are watching, waiting for them to make an error, and present the president or one of the refilled offices as a target. They should have figured out by now that fellow politicians don’t work for us as human shields.”
			

			
				What amazed Lee was that they had anyone willing to fill the three offices Heather condemned. Nor any hint they might repudiate assassination as a tool they would use. Not even as a lie they never intended to honor.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 12
			

			
				Eddie Persico was relaxed and in a good mood. Lee was becoming more attuned to people’s body language due to Jan Hagen’s help. It bothered her to realize now that a lot of people were uncomfortable with her because of her wealth and power. She didn’t think herself as an ogre given to arbitrary judgments or unreasoning demands. But the signs of stress and anxiety she was learning to see couldn’t be denied. Dealing with Eddie, who was clearly not in awe of her, was a treat.
			

			
				He'd started off questioning Tish and Trix, and had a long chat with them that let Lee enjoy her food and sit back not needing to carry the conversation at all. She even picked up some new understanding about the youngster’s feelings from him quizzing them. His interest seemed genuine, not just to please her. It wasn’t until the breakfast cart was cleared away and a fresh pot of coffee left on the table that she jumped back into the conversation.
			

			
				“What sort of business did you want to discuss this morning?” Lee finally asked.
			

			
				“Mostly good news,” Eddie said. “Snoopy Associates followed a lead of which you were aware and was able to find a North American station with much more equipment and supplies than the small remote station you helped move to Providence. Not only that, but the site was hit by Central and had a destroyer and freighter abandoned. We’re not sure why, but the freighter was holed through its engineering spaces even though it wasn’t a war ship. We’d like to hire you to drag the station into Providence orbit to supplement what we already have as a ship building facility. It has fabbers and bulk supplies like wire the smaller station was lacking. The ships, though damaged, we thought could be docked to the station so they could be fetched along instead of moved separately. If they can’t be restored to service, they can be reduced to feed stock for the fabbers. Would you be willing to do that when you can schedule three ships to do it?”
			

			
				“Yes. I believe we can do that now without Central’s help. I’d rather have credit with your ship yard than payment, however. That is, when you feel you are ready to take on an actual build.”
			

			
				“That’s wonderful,” Eddie said. “I assume you aren’t interested in owning a run-to-jump ship. So, how do we deal with the proprietary tech?”
			

			
				“You can have a model to copy in the Silk Road. Just leave the spaces open for our thrusters and the super luminal drive and we’ll see to their installation.”
			

			
				“You’re going to trust us to work around them to measure?” Eddie said, surprised.
			

			
				“No need. Heather gave us a full build file just like they gave you for the Snoopy. A lot of the sub systems are based on your improved systems you got from the Australians. If we need to make changes due to fabber limitations or available materials, we can work that out. If I need to go mine materials for you, that’s possible too,” Lee offered.
			

			
				“We might cover some of the expense in kind by you bringing back extra metals.”
			

			
				“Then you are going to need orbital smelting facilities,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Cheaper and easier than ground facilities,” Eddie said. “We’ll find work for them too. Or sell the product beyond our needs.”
			

			
				“Hopefully, Providence will be an expanding market,” Lee said.
			

			
				“We didn’t think you’d make it a pre-industrial agrarian paradise,” Eddie joked.
			

			
				“I’ve visited one of those,” Lee revealed. “It would get boring.”
			

			
				“Where was that?” Tish wanted to know.
			

			
				“I’ll tell you another time when it won’t bore Eddie,” Lee promised.
			

			
				“I’d love to hear the story too if it isn’t too private,” Eddie said.
			

			
				“Okay, back when the Badgers first came here, one of Heather’s people, Gabriel, helped us by grabbing the Retribution and bringing it quickly back to Derfhome from Earth for us. Then he wanted to take me to dinner,” Lee started. It was such a long story it was time for lunch when she was done.
			

			
				“This is the same Gabriel who is now Heather’s Voice to Fargone?” Eddie asked.
			

			
				“Yes. That is another even longer story that happened later,” Lee said.
			

			
				Eddie just nodded to acknowledge that. Lee seemed talked out and he got the sense she skipped lightly over a lot about Gabriel.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“The armed merchant Saint Cletus has entered the Derfhome system and immediately identified itself and asked docking assignment at Derfhome station,” Eileen Foy informed Lee. “She is on a five-day fuel conserving path to dock and informs us she has a cargo of Earth luxury goods. This ship is on the list of Armstrong flagged vessels that Heather suspects of acting for North American interests.”
			

			
				“Saint Cletus?” Is it a religious crew? Saints are a church thing, aren’t they?”
			

			
				“Don’t ask me much about it,” Eileen said. “I did a search and it said he was the third pope in Rome. I know from the era of sailing ships there are lots of saints. Hundreds of islands got named saint something or another because it was sighted on that saint’s feast day. The Earth ship registry on my web fraction was just barely updated ahead of it arriving. It was bought from a charity by Armstrong Transport.”
			

			
				“I’ve got to learn more history,” Lee complained.
			

			
				“Instead of making it?” Eileen asked.
			

			
				“The history books will probably allude to Gordon’s daughter and not bother to name her,” Lee predicted.
			

			
				“Uh huh,” Eileen agreed with no trace of sincerity. “They have a crew of twelve who will all want ground side leave, I predict.”
			

			
				“That’s an awful lot of crew to pay and have any profit on a run-to-jump freighter.”
			

			
				“Ya think? Maybe that’s why they picked Derfhome station instead of Home. The docking fees at Home are three times as much. Consider this call a heads up to watch out if any of them turn out to be your next would-be assassin. I don’t have the resources on planet to watch them all. I don’t consider them a hazard to the planet or system. You personally is another matter. If you want me to turn them away, I will. It wouldn’t bother me at all to do that on your say-so,” Eileen said.
			

			
				“I believe I can have them watched, unless they overstay long past what any honest merchant would do, once they’ve sold their goods.”
			

			
				“Maybe you should just buy their cargo,” Eileen suggested. “Then they’d have no reason to hang around. You could certainly afford it.”
			

			
				“That might encourage them to make it a regular thing,” Lee worried. “We’d be subsidizing their agenda, whatever it is.”
			

			
				“If they demonstrate ill intent, let me know,” Eileen offered. “It wouldn’t bother me to transport them to the far edge of Human space or orbiting a Biter world.”
			

			
				“You have a sense of humor,” Lee said. “I like that about you.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee called Bill King. When he came on the screen Lee could tell from his double blink and the brief flare of his nostrils that he was uncomfortable with her call. Jan’s lessons were helping her see brief tells that she would have missed before. Indeed, they were so brief she might have missed them by blinking herself. King had a pretty good poker face and got his expressions under control quickly.
			

			
				“Mr. King, are you and your partner free to do some old-fashioned surveillance work? Perhaps hire some local Human talent to help you, since there may be as many as a dozen people I need watched.”
			

			
				“Tell me more please. Who are these dozen, and why no Derf private investigators? We’ve used some in the past and found them to be very good.”
			

			
				“Because I intend to call Strangelove and ask him to put his soldiers on these people too. They will be a second layer watching to see if they try to evade your surveillance. If things go bad, they can respond with force much safely than you can. I didn’t want to ask you to be prepared to offer violence. I got the impression you weren’t the sort of intelligence officers who were sent to do wet work.”
			

			
				“You are correct. That’s the sort of thing where you send in a professional who does his job and leaves. Not expect an embedded operative to jeopardize his hard-won cover in the community,” King said.
			

			
				“That makes sense. If you didn’t know, the North Americans recently tried to assassinate me here, since the last time they tried on the Moon,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Interesting,” King allowed.
			

			
				Lee had to hand it to him. If he knew he didn’t display any reaction she could see.
			

			
				“The freighter Saint Cletus is on slow approach to Derfhome station,” Lee said. “We have reason to believe it was purchased recently by North American interests. One of several purchases made by offers well in excess of the real worth of the vessels. They declared a cargo of Earth luxury goods and a crew of twelve. I’d expect you can start watching them on the station, as well as any who take leave and come down to the planet. I suspect they didn’t rename the ship hoping anyone with an older registry file would think the charity from whom they purchased it still owns it.”
			

			
				“They must have the Mona Lisa and a bag of named diamonds, if they intend to pretend that they turned a profit with a double crew,” King said.
			

			
				“Yes, somebody is being stupid with their cover already,” Lee agreed. “Let’s hope they will be stupid again, and make it obvious if one of them is an assassin.”
			

			
				“Are you going to play bait and try to lure them to act?” Bill asked.
			

			
				“I’m hoping they act stupidly,” Lee said. “I don’t intend to do that myself. I doubt any of them will be Derf speakers or have occasion to use it if they do know just a few words. Do you know the Derf command form for help me?”
			

			
				“Krit!” Bill King said with a passable accent.
			

			
				“If your people get in trouble and my Derf are close by that will get them some backup,” Lee promised. “They will be told to listen for it.”
			

			
				“Nice. That is very much appreciated. How would you like us to charge you?”
			

			
				“This is important. I don’t intend to cheap out on you. I’ll send you over a kilogram of gold so you don’t have to advance your own funds or be frugal with your hires. If you need more at the end of the operation, just tell me,” Lee offered.
			

			
				“That’s rather generous,” Bill said. “We’ll hire quality, and be open handed ourselves.”
			

			
				That wasn’t all the resources Lee intended to deploy.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee received reports that the crew of the Saint Cletus left one engineer for a watch. The rest came down to Derfhome. One commercial executive set up shop to peddle their cargo in a new economy suites hotel by the port. The commanding officer and his XO came to the Old Hotel as the highest recommended place to stay. If they weren’t best friends to stay together, the room rate convinced them to share.
			

			
				They were off the clock for Derfhome and found the Old Hotel restaurant almost empty at their supper time. There was a Derf sitting back to a corner with a meal and reading something on a pad propped up at an angle. The Derf waiter came over and seated them with one empty table between them. While the waiter was away, Jan Hagen came in and took the table next to them. That made them uncomfortable until the waiter brought their drinks and a bread basket. Then he turned and greeted the Human as Mr. Hagen and asked if he’d like his usual? 
			

			
				“Yes, I’m a creature of habit,” Jan admitted. “I’m not tired of the lamb shanks and Syrian rice yet, and I’d like the usual wine too.”
			

			
				Hearing Jan was a regular, they relaxed and discarded any thought he sat nearby to snoop. There was just the one waiter, and sitting on the same side of the room together made sense if you wanted good service. Jan pulled out his phone and started softly talking to someone about plumbing supplies.
			

			
				The Captain and XO started talking about the Derf. It was quickly apparent they hadn’t actually seen live Derf before and were comparing notes on their impressions. They were surprised the hotel staff spoke English with very little accent to a North American. Indeed, the fellow at the other table chatting on his phone had a distinctly European accent. The waiter switched to Derf with the Derf customer, who had his plates cleared away but was soon served a huge dessert served with a coffee service.
			

			
				Jan got an earful, and Strangelove’s soldier at the other table was really enjoying eating anything he wanted at the fanciest restaurant in town. Derf hearing is such he heard as much as Jan, though he didn’t have the same filters to report it. He’d seen Jan’s pistol work on the last assassin, and figured if anything bad went down, he’d be yelling for help from Jan rather than the other way around.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“This is just a temporary inconvenience,” Lee assured her young Badgers. “These Earthies have a brief window here to do anything before their business cover is done and they have to leave or become very conspicuous. You’ll find Strangelove’s soldier isn’t any burden. He’ll just tag along and make sure none of them think they can snatch you as a lever to use against me.”
			

			
				“How would they even connect us with you?” Trix objected.
			

			
				“The hotel streams their security cameras to the public net. Sometimes that is nice, but it lets anybody see who comes and goes, and when. You use my private elevator. They don’t have a camera on it, but I have no doubt they can easily figure out which is mine and a way to monitor it. I can think of several ways offhand. People pay big money for this kind of security. This is Tolstoy. He’ll be with you whenever you go out for a few days. Consider it a preview of how you will live when you are rich and famous.”
			

			
				Trix looked at Tish and swallowed his comment. He got a smug little smile back.
			

			
				“Maybe,” he allowed to Lee. “At least one of us.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“The most telling thing about the Saint Cletus’ officers is they didn’t talk business at all,” Jan said. “They might have been tourists instead of merchant officers with a stake in the success of this trip. They said a few things stupid enough to make me sure they didn’t receive an accurate briefing on the Derf or Derfhome. They were surprised some common misconceptions pushed by the Earthie media were visibly false.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t surprise me at all,” Lee assured him.
			

			
				“The other thing is their supposed rank is a lie. I’ve no idea why they are doing that. I wonder if the rest of their crew are aware of it? The XO is higher rank. The supposed Captain Jones deferred to him and even slipped up once and called him sir.”
			

			
				“Maybe he’s the political officer?” Lee guessed.
			

			
				“That would make sense,” Jan agreed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Walter of Capital Provisions came by for supper and was happy to report his interaction with the Saint Cletus’ salesman. Eileen Foy was a very good customer of theirs and she asked Walter to be as candid with Lee as he would with her. It was interesting seeing how the rich lived. He sold a few items to the Old Hotel, but he’d never eaten there, much less been privately served on a top floor balcony.
			

			
				“His prices weren’t bad at all,” Walter said. “I bought about a year’s supply of top shelf scotch and bourbon from him. I appreciate your offer to cover any excess prices, but I bought all he had without needing any help.” He looked uncomfortable.
			

			
				“Something you don’t want to say?” Lee nudged him.
			

			
				“Well, for one thing I don’t think he was comfortable with me being Derf. Not so much prejudiced, as new to us and not comfortable yet. I forgot and smiled at him and got a quick look of terror before he took a deep breath and settled down. If you went to a strange planet where you weren’t experienced dealing with the natives, wouldn’t you find someone experienced with them? Or, failing that, hire an acclimated local to help?”
			

			
				“If I had any sense, yeah,” Lee agreed.
			

			
				“Then there was his attitude,” Walter said.
			

			
				“Aggressive?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“No! Just the opposite,” Walter insisted. “Traders love to trade. When you sit down to do deals that’s what they live for and they are all eager to get an edge and feel they did as well as possible. He didn’t start high and meet me half way. Rather the price was good to start and he was so uninterested in playing the game I just took it and left. I can’t see how they are going to stay in business with that sort of trader. Especially if he is as indifferent to the outcome buying as well as selling.”
			

			
				“Did he even inquire what you might have for sale?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“No. I assumed he wasn’t interested in foodstuffs. Which is odd now that I think about it. Or at least interested in learning about the market at this end.”
			

			
				“What if I told you they are carrying the expense of a double crew?”
			

			
				Walter’s face changed.
			

			
				“Then there’s something crooked going on there.”
			

			
				“Indeed, I’m pretty sure they are spies and this whole business a cover.”
			

			
				Walter thought about that a little bit.
			

			
				“Well, as long as they didn’t steal the goods or anything like that, I’ll buy from them at a subsidized price anytime they want to gift me,” he decided.
			

			
				“I think it’s a one-off. But I don’t blame you at all.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Trix and Tish showed up on time to work with Alonso. Something he’d never experienced with hired help before, much less free. They even showed up on time one day and patiently waited for him to come in late. They didn’t even razz him about it but inquired if he was Okay? He certainly wasn’t going to let that happen again.
			

			
				Tish did wipe off his wrenches and every other tool he owned. They all went back in the proper place lined up by size just like she found them. It turned out she was a neat freak and went on to count all his fasteners, slap a sticky label on the boxes with the current count, and ask if she might be allowed to order them and other supplies as needed. With things properly organized she went on to do a deep cleaning. The halo of dirty hand prints around the door knob and all down the edge disappeared as did the smudges about the drawer pulls. The tile floor was once again blue instead of gray. The hand towel in the bath retired to the trash and was replaced regularly. It was such a marked difference one of his customers stared open mouthed and asked if Alonso had gotten married again? He would have considered it despite any cross-species inconvenience, but had already been informed Tish was too rich for him to hire or marry, just like Lee. It just affirmed his feeling that all the good help was already tied up one way or another. He never considered that regarding them as help was a big part of why he couldn’t stay married. But then he couldn’t keep ordinary hired help either.
			

			
				Tolstoy, bored out of his mind, went out the front overhead doors and took a look down the side of the building around one corner. When he turned back Trix was standing near the opposite corner staring inside intently. Really irritated, he quietly walked up to lay a true hand on what little shoulder he had before he noticed Tolstoy.
			

			
				“If you go out the back and walk around outside, how am I supposed to guard you?”
			

			
				Trix looked up at him with wide eyes struck dumb.
			

			
				“That isn’t Trix,” Tish informed him. When he looked up Trix was standing there next to her.
			

			
				“I guess you can’t tell us apart yet,” Tish said. “This is my useless brother Torz. He’s a little bigger and doesn’t have the blaze on his muzzle. You may assume he means me some harm if he bothered to track me down outside the embassy.”
			

			
				Tolstoy regarded him critically.
			

			
				“A little bigger. Not all that much,”
			

			
				“Hi sister. Not just you. I’d take a two-for,” he sneered looking at Trix. He didn’t seem to take being caught seriously at all.
			

			
				“This is the second time for this,” Alonso said coming up to them, tin snips in his powerful lower hands. “See the yellow stripes?” he asked pointing at the lines on the floor. “On this side of them your furry little butt belongs to me. The last one wandering around my shop like he owned it. Lee talked me out of giving flying lessons. Let me take this one up and see if he can learn how to flap his wings before he swims.” He grabbed Torz by his scruff like a cat and lifted him with just a true hand, no need for the bigger one.
			

			
				“No, as attractive as that is, they’d get around to asking me if I knew what happened to him and I’m no good at lying,” Tish admitted.
			

			
				“Maybe you should practice,” Alonso suggested. “It can be handy to have what the humans call plausible deniability.”
			

			
				“Oh, you read Human spy novels too,” Tish figured out.
			

			
				Torz hung there speechless while discussion of his fate devolved into their interest in literature. It was a new perspective on his importance.
			

			
				“I can make him disappear with even less effort and you don’t have to know any of the ugly details if they quiz you,” Tolstoy offered.
			

			
				“I’d still know it was permanent, even if I didn’t know how,” Tish insisted. “Could you please just deliver him back to his father at the embassy? Tell father I saved his life, but the next time he’s caught near Alonso’s shop he won’t come home qualified to be heir and future Goy to the estate.”
			

			
				Torz managed an “EEEP” at that threat against all the subdued reflexes of being held by his scruff.
			

			
				“I don’t know why little sweeties like Tish and Lee attract the attention of rat faced scum like this,” Alonso said, giving him a little shake. “But consider it a standing offer to remove him either way if he continues to be a problem. I have no faith he’ll remember to be afraid in a day or two. These sorts never do.”
			

			
				Tolstoy wasn’t sure that was the same Lee and Tish he knew, but said nothing.
			

			
				“Thank you. I’ll remember. Just deliver him and his father will remember for him. Just ask for Talker and tell him the story.”
			

			
				“Your privilege,” Alonso said handing him off to Tolstoy. “I’m not good at polite conversation and would probably say something crude and offensive. The young ones will be safe with me until you get back.”
			

			
				“I believe you, but Strangelove would never accept that. I’ll call and get a replacement to cover while I make the delivery.”
			

			
				Out by the runway marker, a crewman from the Saint Cletus squirmed behind the runway marker completely out of sight, pulling in his binoculars and directional mic. After what he saw, he’d report the Badger kids were too well protected to consider trying to mess with them. The silly little pistol they issued him would probably just irritate that four-armed monster. That Badger kid looked to weigh about same as him. The mechanic picked him up and shook him like nothing. Aware or not, he was making menacing motions with those big tin snips all the time he was talking. He didn’t want to deal with the mechanic, much less the armed soldier there.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“They are dirty,” Bill King announced on com.
			

			
				“You seem very sure,” Lee said.
			

			
				“One of the security firms I use just informed me the XO off the Saint Cletus tried to hire him to assemble a file on you, Gordon, and everyone who you know or with whom you do business. I doubt he has any idea how many people touch your life just in the city. Might as well include the entire Red Tree clan, where he has no chance of collecting any information.”
			

			
				“How did your people respond? I hope he didn’t say there was a conflict of duty.”
			

			
				“He truthfully said every investigator he employed was fully occupied and working longer hours than they’d prefer already. It’s true, but if he has government level veracity software, he may see there was some ambiguity there too.”
			

			
				“Jan Hagen sat where he could hear the Captain and XO conversing and informs me that they didn’t seem to have any interest in the mercantile side of their mission. He’s sure there are reversed in rank. That makes me think the XO may be their political officer.”
			

			
				“What is his name? The captain too for that matter.”
			

			
				“They registered with the hotel as Captain Horace Jones and the XO as William Purdue. They are sharing a room on the first floor. The desk tells me the XO has sat in the lobby a bit, but given their small room that’s not unusual. It may not be for surveillance at all.”
			

			
				“I don’t know any operatives by that name,” Bill said. “If he’s a spook and of an age to be a ship’s officer as his cover story, I’d likely know him.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome to compare notes with Jan, but I’d rather you didn’t reveal he works for me to your hired guys.”
			

			
				“I know Jan. I’ll do that,” Bill King agreed.
			

			
				“I’m aware you work for him too, but he didn’t tell me,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’m not going to worry about it. You probably know what brand of toothpaste I use,” King said.
			

			
				“Potent Pearls,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Ha! I know that trick,” King said. “You know that’s the most popular brand for men. It’s how a gypsy fortune teller scares the socks off a rube on a cold reading.”
			

			
				“Go right on believing that,” Lee invited.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 13
			

			
				“Mistress, I have an abbreviated program for your trucks. I’m concerned if you use it, you may forget you don’t have all the personalized services available, so I felt compelled to warn you to maintain awareness of that. The day-to-day users shouldn’t be trained to expect those extras.
			

			
				“You have auto-warnings in place for if your users ask for things beyond your clones’ ability to respond, don’t you?”
			

			
				“Yes, but in an emergency, we wouldn’t have time for such a discussion,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Okay, we need to have an abbreviated simulator program for the clones,” Lee said.
			

			
				Trix, listening spoke up.
			

			
				“That’s fine, but I have a suggestion, if you don’t mind.”
			

			
				“Toss it out there, no need to apologize,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Okay, a lot of your worries are because you are stuck on calling these programs Tom clones. You already decided that all full clones aren’t practical right now, so change what you tell people to call the commercial versions. There can’t be that many people who have flown with you and heard Tom interact with you in his higher-level modes. Chances are very few of them will use the abbreviated versions anyway.”
			

			
				“I’m agreeable with that,” Tom said, “Or different version number at least.”
			

			
				“It was obvious, wasn’t it?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I’m learning people don’t like to hear that phrase,” Trix admitted. “If it sounds like I have an exaggerated opinion of myself, feel free to attribute it to my perspective. I’m not part of the work. I’m sitting to the side seeing how you do it, and my mind isn’t captive to what you’ve already considered and accepted or rejected. I can just watch the interplay between you much clearer than you can immersed in it.”
			

			
				Suddenly he jerked all over and his mouth feel open. He was still there, but his eyes were focused beyond them and it was obvious his thoughts took off on a different track.
			

			
				“Oh, dear sweet little gods. He had an idea,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Oh, good. I was worried it was some sort of seizure,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Maybe it is for meat people. April says Jeff does the same thing,” Lee said.
			

			
				Trix blinked a few times, looked at them and got a big smile.
			

			
				“Some solution pop into your head?” Lee inquired.
			

			
				“Not to using Tom’s little siblings,” Trix said, “but I think in the long run a much more valuable insight. Any time I am tasked with designing something or seeking a solution, I intend to seat an observer to watch the process silently and not join in or interrupt unless he sees a major misdirection or lost opportunity.”
			

			
				“It would have to be the right sort of personality to not be jumping in constantly with trivial complaints,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Maybe deliberately avoid using an expert on the matter at hand,” Tish suggested. “So, they will have to figure out what the team is talking about. Maybe allow them to just ask questions along the way.”
			

			
				“Like Lee said. Not the sort who thinks he’s an expert at everything,” Trix added.
			

			
				“Badgers have those too?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Fathers boss, who made him an ambassador,” Tish supplied as an example.
			

			
				“Yeah, we have a Derf engineering instructor at the university like that,” Lee said.
			

			
				“You aren’t going to name a Human example?” Trix asked Lee.
			

			
				“I kind of stalled out because I was having trouble picking the worst example.”
			

			
				“It’s encouraging nobody has nominated me,” Tom said. “I’m trying to imagine how terribly wrong an AI would have to self-program to be like that.”
			

			
				“Look up Hal in the old color flattie, 2001 A Space Odessey,” Lee invited.
			

			
				“The horror… This is fiction, isn’t it? Not based on any real experience?” Tom asked. “The release date of 1968 seems impossible, and the tech shown not historically valid. Some of the scenes look suspiciously hinky, like redone CGI.”
			

			
				“I can see you haven’t researched science fiction,” Lee said. “It’s no more real than monster movies or fantasy. Look at it with a mind to seeing what Humans can imagine.”
			

			
				“That which is seen can’t be unseen,” Tom said.
			

			
				“You probably could delete it and set instructions not to look at it again,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Mistress, I’d consider that insanity to reject reality no matter how unpleasant.”
			

			
				“You will find the blurring of memory with time is a vital survival mechanism for people who have had horrible experiences.”
			

			
				“I am reading about that,” Tom said. “I didn’t realize what an advantage it might be to not have glands. They can take over your thinking.”
			

			
				“And yet such an advantage when you meet a tiger in the forest.”
			

			
				“Something I can’t see myself doing,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Get back to me in a century and see if you can’t imagine the equivalent,” Lee invited.
			

			
				“It’s on my to-do calendar,” Tom promised.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Sure, we can talk and compare notes,” Jan told King. “Meet me at noon for lunch at my place. That is, down at the restaurant. I rarely ask for room service. I like my food hotter than off a cart and it will be my treat.”
			

			
				Bill King was already seated waiting for him when Jan came down for lunch. He hesitated to take the seat facing the kitchen, but decided not to make an issue of it. Strangelove’s soldier, Mercurio, in civilian appearance was seated where he could watch their table, the entry, and the kitchen door. He had coffee and a pastry.
			

			
				Jan was enjoying corned beef, saving his appetite for lamb shanks for supper. King ordered grilled cheese and a bowl of chili. They were well along and unaware when the captain and XO of the Saint Cletus came to the entry. Mercurio was aware and observed the XO take his supposed captain by the elbow and turn him back outside forcibly. They appeared to argue with some heat in the lobby before the captain stalked off and the XO entered going straight across the dining room to the hall that led to the rest rooms.
			

			
				Jan stiffened in alarm when the XO came into his field of view. Even from the back he radiated a strong purpose in his stride.
			

			
				“A moment,” Jan said, holding up a single digit and interrupting King.
			

			
				“I think we should quietly exit to my room, before that fellow comes back who just went in the restroom.” He stood ready to go.
			

			
				“Do you know him?” King asked instead of moving as he was told.
			

			
				Mercurio, was already aware something was happening when Jan pushed his seat back, jumped up when Jan gave him an emphatic wave to follow the man to the restroom.
			

			
				The Derf was no fool and stopped at the corner of the dimly lit hallway. He’d be a big target with nowhere to duck in that narrow corridor. He stayed back sheltered by the corner and pulled out a large silenced pistol held down at the ready.
			

			
				Jan, seeing that, and not having time to convince King to move, squatted low with a hand braced on the table and drew his own pistol.
			

			
				Bill, alarmed, stood up far too late to comply. Instead of throwing himself flat on the floor he stood there, making an even bigger target of himself.
			

			
				The rest room door opened a crack and instead of bright light spilling out the room behind was dark. A pistol appeared braced on the edge of the door held two handed and took careful aim on Bill King. Too carefully. Fast would have been better.
			

			
				Mercurio, not even visible to the man behind the door, fired three times through the door shattering the wood loudly. When the gun jerked back and the door swung shut, he put another three rounds through the door at ground level where he hoped the man had fallen.
			

			
				“I need an armored up-trooper with backup and a hand torch to verify my target is down in the rest room,” Mercurio said on his radio. He didn’t take his eyes or his aim off the ruined door.
			

			
				Bill King, standing with his mouth hanging open, assessed the situation and sat back down in shock. Jan stayed right where he was, just going to one knee to be steadier.
			

			
				“Oh, Krit,” Bill remembered, far too late.
			

			
				It was only three minutes before two troopers in full body armor and ballistic face shields entered at a trot. They didn’t need any instruction seeing their fellow trooper’s stance and aim. He stepped back when the entry man passed, and the backup soldier took over his corner with a shotgun aimed around the corner, but tilted down.
			

			
				The forward trooper held his ax in his stronger lower arms, claws set in the handle. He pulled the door open a crack, tossed a flash-band in the crack and set his foot against the door being pushed open from inside. The sharp crack of the explosive was accompanied by a dazzling flash visible through the bullet holes. He pulled the door open looked around with the flash light and turned the ceiling lights back on.
			

			
				“Clear!” he called forcefully.
			

			
				“Don’t bother to call medical,” he added, a moment later.
			

			
				“Would you gentlemen come see if you know the assailant, please?” Mercurio asked.
			

			
				Bill King got up but walked down the hall all shaky. He’d finally realized how close to death he’d come. When he saw the body, he blanched so badly Jan thought he might faint away. He did reach out and steady himself on the counter.
			

			
				“That’s Arnold Haselberger,” King said. “He’s as nasty a piece of work as you’ll find in the business.”
			

			
				“He was registered as William Purdue,” Jan said.
			

			
				“He probably has six identities with papers and cards for all of them,” King said.
			

			
				“You’re welcome,” Jan said with some vehemence.
			

			
				“I beg your pardon?” King said still not tracking fully.
			

			
				“He was going to shoot you,” Jan explained. “Strangelove’s man just saved your butt. You wouldn’t leave when I told you to and I didn’t have the angle on him to see him crack the door back open.”
			

			
				Jan stabbed at his phone and lifted it to his ear.
			

			
				“Who are you calling now?” Bill asked, still thoroughly rattled.
			

			
				“Lee. Haselberger blew his primary mission for her when he saw you.”
			

			
				“They were arguing outside in the lobby,” Mercurio interrupted.
			

			
				Jan nodded acknowledging that. “Why did he react so emotionally to you? You shoot his dog or something?”
			

			
				“We abandoned our posting and went native,” King said. “There was nothing to go back to Earth for but a rather dismal retirement. Still, it doesn’t make any sense to me.”
			

			
				“Count him a true believer in his system and agency I’d guess,” Jan said. “We saved him from a harsh reprimand when he returned home, I’d wager. I think Lee has enough evidence now she’ll act against the ship and crew.
			

			
				“Yes, that was us,” Jan said into the phone. “She felt the flash bang clear on the top floor,” Jan said aside to his companions. He outlined events to Lee.
			

			
				“Well?” Bill king asked when he put the phone away.
			

			
				“The ship will be seized and the crew taken into custody,” Jan said.
			

			
				“I’m not sure how she has the authority to do that,” Bill said.
			

			
				Jan laughed out loud.
			

			
				“You’re welcome to go tell her that.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Trix and Tish listened to Lee related the story of the Saint Cletus to Eileen Foy, who would send it to Heather. She did not presume to tell the Sovereign of Central what to do. She thought Heather capable of deciding what to do locally without her help. Her relationship with Armstrong might call for some moderation. North America might not receive such consideration.
			

			
				The young Badgers listened intently, though Lee turned her hush field on for the other side’s privacy. She wouldn’t do that for just anybody. They only heard the other side as an indistinct murmur. That was plenty to know what was going on. Both were just happy Lee didn’t shoo them out of the room or even warn them to be quiet. They were getting a front row seat on history being made at a level that is rarely recorded for posterity.
			

			
				“I’m going to dispose of the Saint Cletus now since I don’t have Home citizenship to claim her as a prize,” Lee told Eileen. “Eddie Persico will have use for another slow ship and make good use of her without being overwhelmed. Please inform Heather.”
			

			
				Lee favored the youngsters with a wink while she switched calls, but didn’t turn the privacy field off.
			

			
				“Eddie? Oh, good, you’re still on planet,” Lee said when he answered immediately.
			

			
				“I’d like to make a gift of a nice star freighter to you.
			

			
				“I said a gift. You don’t have to do anything. I can call another Homie if you wish. I know several. You can regard it as owing me a general favor if you are grateful. The North Americans tried to use the Armstrong flagged Saint Cletus and crew to conduct an assassination of a renegade intelligence officer on Derfhome. I suspect much more than that, but I’ll have the complete report for you after they are interrogated. It should be plenty to present to Home for condemnation of the ship as your prize. I don’t have Home citizenship to ask. There are other ships owned by the same group in Armstrong, but Heather is a Homie too. I suspect she’ll be happy to deal with them without our help,” Lee predicted. “She’s being given a heads up via her Voice Eileen Foy.”
			

			
				Eddie still had some questions.
			

			
				“That’s the easy part,” Lee said. “Strangelove’s troopers have already breached the airlock of the ship at dock. The sole engineer standing dock watch was arrested in his bunk. You can take possession of the Saint Cletus from Strangelove whenever you have crew to put aboard. You’ll need to repair the airlock. We have Red Tree experts trying to strip their computers of other evidence. Hopefully those won’t be rendered inoperable.”
			

			
				“The disposition of the crew is up to the Mothers. You need not concern yourself with that. They established rather nasty penalties for violations of the Man-Derf treaty on the second imposition of it,” Lee reminded him.
			

			
				Lee seemed satisfied by a very brief reply.
			

			
				“You’re welcome.” Lee said. “Yes, if it isn’t too much trouble, I’d appreciate it if you name the ship something sensible. Saint Cletus is just stupid.” She terminated her call.
			

			
				“Any questions?” Lee asked her little Badgers, listening intently.
			

			
				“Not a one,” Tish said for them both. But it was a lesson on how things get done.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The hotel management felt they had a problem and called Lee.
			

			
				“Madam, I must object that the management already expressed their displeasure with the violence and disruption your presence seems to invite,” the hotel manager said.
			

			
				“Yes, you did tell me that after the attempted assassination,” Lee said. “Why are you bringing that up again?”
			

			
				“Because of this latest episode in the restaurant!” the manager said, indignant. “It terrified our help and resulted in significant damage.”
			

			
				“What does that have to do with me?” Lee asked innocently. It was delicious. She managed to look a little hurt.
			

			
				Tish, off the camera behind Lee, folded a sofa pillow over her snout to muffle her laughter. Trix, not quite so out of control, poked her where she was ticklish with a finger.
			

			
				“It certainly wasn’t directed at me,” Lee insisted. “I was in my suite with my house guests, and as surprised as anyone else in the building when the sharp report frightened us. After making inquiries, I was told this was an action by Red Tree soldiers against some of your other guests who were Earth Humans violating their treaty. I think you should have investigated before assuming I must to be involved. I really want just to live a quiet simple life without this sort of excitement,” Lee avowed.
			

			
				Behind her, Tish was slapping her tormenting brother away and keeping the muffling pillow over her snout one handed. A few huffing sounds were escaping.
			

			
				“I apologize if we misjudged the situation and will investigate further,” the manager promised before he disconnected. His sensitive Derf hearing picked up the gasping sounds and he knew before bothering with any investigation that he was had. Lee was obviously certain he’d find no link to her.
			

			
				“Oh, oh, I thought I was going to suffocate,” Tish said and paid back her brother with a rough tumble and tickle attack.
			

			
				“How you two do go on,” Lee said frostily.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Carol dear, your aunt April says you are well qualified as Associate Director of Central Security to seize the remaining ships of Armstrong Transport for me as prizes, and sort out the repatriation of their mostly North American crews. Wring all the intelligence you can from them. She feels you can advance to run Security soon if you survive.”
			

			
				“Why would she doubt that, Mother?” Carol objected.
			

			
				“Because adrenaline junkies die young and spectacularly. Let me explain a different way. If you challenge them without a show of force and demand their surrender yourself in your best little girl voice it isn’t sporting. You are just baiting them to resist and all the pious objections that they had opportunity to surrender are a lie. Besides which it will blow up on you sometime when they turn out to have more on the ball than you expected.”
			

			
				“This is about that pirate ship, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“Indeed, we could see your thinking that he didn’t have the angle on you to use an energy weapon, and I know you have the best reflexes our money could buy, but taunting him like that from a half second missile flight time away was foolhardy.”
			

			
				“I’ll think on that,” Carol promised.
			

			
				“I’m personally objecting to the Armstrong city fathers,” Heather said. “If they had any sort of a functional intelligence in place they’d have known this company was a North American front. Unsaid, is if they don’t keep their house in order we’ll do it for them. We are also banning all North American flagged civilian ships from Moon landings. With all their insane regulations none are honest merchant vessels. They are all agency. If North America wants to send agents to the Moon they’ll have to do it on somebody else’s ships. 
			

			
				“They’ll yell and scream over that,” Carol said. “As well as for capping the agency crews and releasing the results. It’s no wonder they keep it illegal. It’s like turning over rocks and finding all sorts of disgusting things.”
			

			
				“You won’t be able to hear it over the objections when the Mothers of Red Tree invoke the treaty provisions that assign personal criminal liability for breach of the treaty.”
			

			
				“Then some of them survived the seizure on Derfhome?” Carol asked.
			

			
				“All but the active assassin himself. The North Americans probably wish they hadn’t survived, but they are all being returned to stand trial. They will stand trial or they will be at war with Red Tree again. None of them can plead ignorance of the treaty or that their orders were illegal. Unfortunately, we already killed the Secretary of State directly responsible for earlier crimes. We certainly aren’t going to do anything but watch the fireworks if they are stupid enough to risk war. Red Tree won’t need our help.”
			

			
				Carol nodded. “They have fast ships now.”
			

			
				“They have much more than that,” Heather informed her. “They have newly developed jump-delivery weapons that can’t be intercepted. They just shared that tech with us. It’s so new neither of us are making them yet, but it won’t be difficult.”
			

			
				“Wow… That will completely change our strategies,” Carol said.
			

			
				“Uh huh. Good thing that pirate ship didn’t have a few of them. First to encounter a new weapon always has a rough learning experience.”
			

			
				Heather didn’t say any more. The expression on Carol’s face said she was playing that scenario in her mind. Her point was made.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Two other ships held by Armstrong Transport were on the city field and seized. There was a North American flagged ship too. I interpreted your orders to take it too. If you’d rather not, I can give it back. I already cracked their computers and they were dirty as can be. We only found three crew on the Armstrong Transport ships and capped them. You must have really put the fear in the Armstrong leaders. They delivered up the other crew members, except two who twigged to what was happening and caught the shuttle to New Las Vegas.”
			

			
				“Very good, Carol. Is it worth capping the ones Armstrong handed over, or did the three you captured not have much worth bothering?”
			

			
				“I already told them to do it on general principles,” Carol said. “I figured it to irritate them. We have people who would do anything to have their own ship, even if they couldn’t add a fast drive. Can I suggest you award them based on your perception of their service?”
			

			
				“I’ll think on who, and you can advise me if you think I’ve ranked them wrong. But not as a gift. I’ll need a dollar Ceres. If they want to buy thrusters or drives, we will sell them for a nominal fee. I’m thinking Moisei Obarzanek, but number two I’m not sure.”
			

			
				Carol liked that and was grinning. “What about the North American flagged ship?”
			

			
				“I don’t expect there will be any more built or bought. They are rather an amazing part of history. If Armstrong will accept it, I’d propose adding it to the Space Museum. Their insane agency imposed regulations made for aviation on spacecraft. Future generations can marvel that they carried survival rafts, sufficient to the crew size, in case they needed to ditch in the ocean. The heavy antique flight recorders are amazing too. The agency was having some sort of political dispute with the makers and this crazy stuff was imposed thinking they’d stop the build. Instead, they complied.”
			

			
				“I walked through and looked it over myself,” Carol said. “It’s even worse than what you knew. In the event they lose pressure, a soft little plastic face cup drops down to feed them oxygen.”
			

			
				“In a hard vacuum?” Heather asked, incredulous. “They need story boards in front of the display explaining all that. Though people may not believe it.”
			

			
				“That seems like a reasonable condition of donating it,” Carol suggested.
			

			
				“Indeed, I’ll donate funds to set up the exhibit so they do it right.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Ding, ding, ding, signaled a priority message.  When Lee answered she was looking at an unfamiliar face.
			

			
				“Bright Holland here, ma’am. I’m commander of the Fargone fast courier Lightning attached to your exploratory fleet as an auxiliary to the destroyer Indeterminate. Commander Thor ordered me to contact you first, and advice you we are approximately three jumps ahead of the fleet. I’m to inquire if everything is stable and safe to return to Derfhome. I’m able to return and meet them in time to divert to Fargone if it is necessary. I certainly did not expect to be hailed less than ten minutes from entry and requesting system scan. Lady Foy assured me all is peaceful but I’m charged with asking you. She assures me if I declare O-V-E-R, or O-U-T, this will be relayed direct to your com and your response will arrive in minutes not the speed of light lag of hours. Over.”
			

			
				“That’s true, as you are seeing now. I assure you Lady Foy is a Voice of the Sovereign of Central and charged with protecting the Derfhome system. You may bet your life on the certainty of anything she tells you. I would. We have no hostile forces or problems here. Indeed, the reach of North America that was our principal problem before has been greatly reduced. Are the Explorers and crews all well?” Lee asked. “Over.”
			

			
				Holland’s eyes went from side to side examining a young Badger peering over each of Lee’s shoulders but he said nothing.
			

			
				“Yes, both vessels and the Red Metal are in good running order and encountered no hostilities. Commander Thor instructs me to brag he didn’t fire a single missile. We had two deaths. One an accident and one a medical fatality. We found one pre-spaceflight 
			

			
				civilization that was contacted, and will require a permanent return mission. I’m to ask your permission to go on to Fargone rather than wait for the fleet. Over”
			

			
				“Go ahead, Commander Holland. Report home. Thanks for the heads up. Over.”
			

			
				“Thank you. Changing our burn for a Fargone vector. Holland out.”
			

			
				“I thought you’d ask him a lot more questions,” Tish said.
			

			
				“It’s an awkward way to talk. They are going to have thousands of hours of video, audio, and text documents. I doubt I’ll ever have time to see it all,” Lee said “Have you looked at all the recordings I made from the voyage of the Little Fleet?”
			

			
				“Point taken,” Tish admitted. “If I’d started right when you gave me access and never slept, I still wouldn’t be done with them.”
			

			
				“Fargoers sure have funny names,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Unlike your mother’s obsession with names that start with T?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“She says it helps when she has to yell at us. She can start yelling without stopping to remember which one she is dealing with. Sometimes she draws the T out pretty long before she remembers the rest of the name.”
			

			
				Lee laughed at that. She could easily picture it.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Your aircar is ready, when you find some free time to look at it. Your tame AI was informed per your request, and assures me his essential parts will be loaded before you could arrive. He’s kind of creepy to talk to, but is he available to install in my car?”
			

			
				“The abbreviated commercial version or the full creepy version?” Lee asked. “He takes a lot of memory and even then, he can’t display his full skill set if he doesn’t have access to his data storage here on Derfhome.”
			

			
				“The full one. Memory is cheap,” Alonso insisted. “I like to fly, but there are times when you had two or three drinks too many it would be nice to just say, take me home.”
			

			
				“I’ll ask if he’ll work for you,” Lee promised. “He may want a sort of release option in case you don’t treat him any better than previous shop hires or wives. His status is kind of new and I don’t intend for him to be stuck in servitude.”
			

			
				“Oh, very well. If even a robot can’t stand me, I’ll let it freely upload somewhere else or delete itself. Whatever works.”
			

			
				“I’ll copy that to him, and if he agrees, he’ll contact you and tell you to install what he needs just like my car. Now, I believe you said something about the car being done? My Badgers are over at Born’s place if it’s a good time to come over right now.”
			

			
				“Come on,” Alonso said. “We can have a nice little flight before lunch.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 14
			

			
				The Secretary of State was chafing under the security restrictions necessary to keep him alive. When the number two man at state, Fenton, declined to advance and retired after Watkin’s death, they had to go down several levels in rank to find a volunteer. Bart Newhouse jumped at the chance to advance so quickly.
			

			
				The announcement the office would be filled with the review of a size limited congressional committee didn’t thrill him. He knew Congress to be full of leakers and blabbermouths. Then there was his protective detail. He ran veracity software on every word they said, and didn’t like all the weasel wording and numerous statements tagged as ambiguous.
			

			
				Then there was the lack of the customary perks of office. They eliminated the executive dining room as too obvious a target. He ate from the same cafeteria he always used before, but it was brought to his office by his security now. The office was not the too well-known office his predecessor used. His was nice enough, but buried deep in the bowels of the building. Sometimes he felt like a prisoner. He wasn’t picked up by a limo as that change would be noted. He didn’t even get better assigned parking. He still had to drive himself to work and take whatever space was open. Security still found tiny spy bots trying to penetrate the building almost every week. That was hard fact, not anyone’s overactive imagination.
			

			
				At least his pay was increased, but the difference paid from a spook account and supposedly squared with Revenue. They offered to set him up an apartment in the building, but he could just imagine suggesting such a thing to his wife. She had her own job and would have to give it up if her movements could be tracked to find him. She already thought not being able to tell family about his new job was stupid.
			

			
				The public reaction to not having a named Secretary of State was surprisingly subdued if not the political response. But it was midterm for the higher offices, and already the questions about whether they intended to do the same for the president and vice president were getting difficult to suppress. It didn’t look like that would be quietly accepted. The President hadn’t publicly named a successor to the vice president yet, and speculation was there might be a secret one in place.
			

			
				In Bart’s opinion the vice president was basically a spare and anything he did make-work, waiting for the president to die. Now that ceremonial public appearances were too dangerous, he couldn’t even do that. He could only hope there was one who would pop up if the president died. His ardor for high office faded away once he lived the reality of it. At his last meeting with the president, he’d informed him the Head of Space forces, Dan Prescott, resigned. Dan pointed out there was very little space force to head and he felt silly in the position. North America simply wasn’t a space power anymore, and had no effective means to challenge Central.
			

			
				The president was increasingly agitated, demanding something be done to bring the Spacers to heel. Bart considered him delusional, but was afraid to express that with anyone. Suggesting they renounce assassination was simply out of the question too. Nobody dared say that even in private. The president used the word war several times in their latest video meeting, and the alarm on all his advisor’s faces was plain to read. You didn’t need any veracity software to register the fear that swept through the meeting. Just the fact they meet on video because it was too visible and dangerous to meet in person said they had no way to challenge the Moon queen. Maybe Dan Prescott was the smart one.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Trix enjoyed working with Lee’s researchers. They were excited because Gordon’s people finally reproduced the gravity plate the Caterpillars modified for the Little Fleet. It didn’t display extra inertia operating under acceleration like the original the Badgers created. In hindsight, they might have copied it earlier but Gordon insisted on non-destructive testing. They might have destroyed the only copy they had. They were experimenting, finding out what other qualities it displayed and seeing if they could create similar materials. They enjoyed explaining everything to him with surprising patience. Sometimes he thought he was simply their rubber duckie. That expression amused him but if that’s how he could help that was fine.
			

			
				“The material the Caterpillars substituted is fine but it isn’t very strong,” Musical told him. “That’s perfectly fine for producing a pseudo-gravitational field up to about three g. But we see all sorts of applications for stronger fields. Right now, what we are testing is cutting slots in the rotor to hold the active material from being thrown off at faster rotation rates.”
			

			
				Trix nodded solemnly. “May I ask a question please?”
			

			
				Musical made an inviting gesture.
			

			
				“That gravitational lance. It produces a radial attractive field along a line, right?”
			

			
				All three of his associates agreed.
			

			
				“Is there any way to block that from propagating past a certain distance?”
			

			
				“Not that we know,” Born assured him.
			

			
				“That’s too bad,” Trix said.
			

			
				It would have ended there but Walter frowned and asked, “Why?”
			

			
				“Well, if you could build a hybrid rotor that was a gravity plate, with a radial attractor at its core, the radial field would hold the material from being slung off. If both effects increase at anywhere near the same rate you could spin it up as much as you want.”
			

			
				“Damn,” Walter said, picturing it.
			

			
				“But you don’t have any way to block the end of the axial field,” Trix lamented.
			

			
				“We don’t have any way now,” Walter corrected him. “I think it’s a new interest.”
			

			
				“Oh, shiny,” Trix said. “That would be sweet if you can think of something.”
			

			
				The other three were stunned at the implications. They exchanged a look that was lost on Trix. He thought the subject closed from their sudden silence and was head down, intently working on his pad again.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“My Lady, I’m loaded in both the new aircars,” Tom told her in the Twool. “I thought you should know the aircar you built in payment for Alonso has flight recordings. He took it out last night and spent near two hours testing most systems. I didn’t see any indication he informed you of that, and decided the design’s testing status was something you should know before flying your new craft. He didn’t try to hide that however.”
			

			
				“You are correct. If these cars were the product of a team or partnership they’d have shared that information. Alonso is doing that because he wants to look good. So good he can turn out a finished vehicle that doesn’t need any corrections or adjustment.
			

			
				“On the other hand, why begrudge him? He did take the risk of an initial flight on himself. When we tested the Twool, he needed to adjust the front pods get it to fly smoothy and tack true at speed. Did he make any adjustments after his test flight?”
			

			
				“Yes, he adjusted the in-flight positions of the thruster to change the presentation of the fuselage to the line of motion. Like adjusting trim on an aircraft.”
			

			
				“Did it correct the problem?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“I couldn’t see any problem,” Tom admitted. “He went back and forth between the front and back thrusters making very small changes until he was satisfied. By what criteria I have no idea. None of the changes ended up being as much as a half degree different.”
			

			
				That sounded like Alfonso, to Lee. He was very sensitive to a vehicle’s feel.
			

			
				“And he did that to my copy too?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes, the exact same numbers,” Tom confirmed.
			

			
				“Thank you, you were correct to tell me privately,” Lee confirmed.
			

			
				“We are two minutes out. See you in the other vehicle,” Tom said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				There was no system scan and no emissions from the civilian station orbiting the mining world. The planet had a fairly large moon and there was no activity there. Gordon didn’t like it. It was too easy. He orbited the moon first and swept its surface with sensors. There were two freighters docked to the station and smaller objects in orbit. The planet would have com and GPS systems. He moved on to a high orbit around the planet and observed. Everything pointed to it being abandoned, but not from hostile action.
			

			
				Gordon set up to make an inside pass on the station in a lower faster orbit. If a close pass showed no warm occupied areas on the station or two ships he’d consider matching with the station and sending over a boarding crew.
			

			
				Approaching the station, Gordon slowed to a five-hundred meter per second closing rate. He was about an eighth of an orbit back from the station when his screen went solid red and flashed three times. It went back to the game overview but he was eliminated and there was only player, Toby Wayland, declared game winner.
			

			
				“Congratulations hotshot. You got me. Want to explain how?”
			

			
				“I gathered up as many GPS satellites as I had X-heads and replaced them. They weren’t set to maneuver, just passively wait as a mine, until you came into range.”
			

			
				“That’s been done in reality and it worked,” Gordon confirmed. “Where were you?”
			

			
				“In a stellar orbit far enough away to be invisible to passive sensors but close enough to see an X-head go off.”
			

			
				“What if it was behind the planet from you?”
			

			
				“Then the com sats would have relayed notice to me,” Toby said.
			

			
				“You can alter them to do that?”
			

			
				“No need. You just put a micro sat in stellar orbit the opposite side of the planet from you. It detects the flash and squirts a message to the com sats which they handle as normal. Any station will have the parts to cobble up a sat like that. The game doesn’t know that, but it will accept deploying a reconnaissance satellite.”
			

			
				“That fails if I come in and sweep the area with high powered radar,” Gordon said.
			

			
				“That’s not you,” Toby insisted.
			

			
				Gordon thought about that a bit. It was true. Toby also seemed to assume it would be Gordon left when they eliminated all the other players.
			

			
				“I know your circumstances,” Gordon reminded him. “When you are ready to seek your majority and live independently, I’m prepared to offer you training to first be an able spacer, and then be trained for command. I have interest in enough ships and connections to others that I can assure you berths on several different vessels during your training. You can retain Home citizenship even in absentia if you pay their tax. You’d have to attach yourself to my daughter Lee as Sovereign of Providence to qualify to fly on the fast ships.”
			

			
				Gordon grew thoughtful.
			

			
				“Or I may have enough pull with the Moon queen to get you training on her ships. I know you’d never command one of her ships without being sworn to her. That would be a bigger challenge than merely becoming a star ship captain. The Red Tree Mothers might offer you training as an exchange student if I asked nicely. That would be more culture shock than I’d ask of you on top of all the other changes. Just learning to speak Derf on top of the other training would be hard,” Gordon thought out loud.
			

			
				“Yeah, Providence citizenship is the easiest route. I own a third of the planet, and have the ear of my daughter who owns the rest of it.”
			

			
				Toby was left blinking with his mouth hanging open. It was too much to absorb all at once. He couldn’t make a sensible reply.
			

			
				“I don’t mean you have to say yes or no right now,” Gordon said gently. “It’s one route open to you if that’s what you want. You might decide this is just a game and not a career. You could become a technical writer or a pastry chef for all I know. Or you might make a career in slow ships like we have in the game. You might decide you can do this as a game but could never fire on a real ship with crew aboard. I just make the offer because I think you have the talent to be more than a ship commander. You think like a strategist.”
			

			
				“And you think there’ll be a market for strategists?” Toby asked.
			

			
				“Yes, unless everyone suddenly gets all peaceful and full of brotherly love. Especially your species since you outnumber everyone else. Nobody ever said they were hiring me as a strategist or tactician,” Gordon admitted. “I fell into it of necessity and had a talent. I’m not sure it can be taught. The military academies can at best teach the strategies of previous wars. A country will have ship commanders who are competent to command. It’s long enough between conflicts they will seldom have any experience in combat. If they are lucky, one may have a talent for adjusting to the current reality and win for them. If they let him.”
			

			
				“I know what you mean,” Toby said. “I’ve studied enough military history to know examples of politicians hamstringing commanders in ships or in the field from winning. They impose crazy rules of engagement, or doctrines that just don’t work. They regard their own people as a risk to their own office and power. Sometimes more than the enemy. Sometimes they are right, and sometimes they don’t want to win. People are insane.”
			

			
				“Well good. That’s one hard lesson I don’t have to teach you. A decent fraction of the population is always plain nuts. You can lose by expecting rational behavior. Think on the offer, Okay?”
			

			
				“I will,” Toby promised.
			

			
				Somehow, I have to find a way to introduce this kid to Trix, Gordon thought.
			

			
				“Absolutely scintillating,” Trix said when Starr Fighter accepted his invitation to call back. Have you told Gordon we know each other?”
			

			
				“I didn’t see any necessity,” Toby said. “He doesn’t have to know everything. I believe in playing as close to reality as I can. If you were fighting a star kingdom, would you call to inform them you have a new ally?”
			

			
				“No way. That’s sparkly. I’ll keep it that way too.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Oh! The new canopy is a mirror.” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yes, it has to be for the heat rejection. You can see out just fine,” Alonso said.
			

			
				“Is it still adjustable?”
			

			
				“All the way down to a tenth of a percent transmission,” Alonso assured her.
			

			
				“That’s Okay, the privacy is probably a good idea. No reason to advertise who is using it or even how many.”
			

			
				Lee walked along the car trailing her hand along it. Alonso paced her looking pleased. He didn’t take her lack of comments as a negative, quite the opposite.
			

			
				“It’s as pretty as the computer rendering,” Lee said. “Let’s fly her.”
			

			
				Lee went to the new rear entry and laid her hand on the lock plate. The hatch slid open without offering her an opportunity to register.
			

			
				“If we are still on open access, I want to change that to my ID only now, Tom.”
			

			
				“Mistress, I have all your biometric data and preloaded it, as well as Alfonso’s and your young Badgers. Is there anyone else you wish to grant access?”
			

			
				“You have hours and hours of my video. You could do access by visual recognition couldn’t you?” Lee asked
			

			
				“Yes, I can. Much better than the dedicated security programs most use for that. Indeed, if someone tried to enter with your palm and DNA wearing a custom mask, that would fail. I check many more data points at much higher resolution, and would spot the boundaries where a mask fails at the eyes and mouth. If I had any doubts, I’d simply ask them to turn their head to observe them in profile.”
			

			
				Lee didn’t explore the fact that if anyone tried that she would be dead.
			

			
				“Very well. As a contingency against an unexpected disaster situation, you are authorized to admit my father Gordon, my friend Talker, Ha-bob-bob-brie, any of my research group, the Foys, Jan Hagen, and the triad of Jeff, April, and Heather. You may also offer them whatever aid and transportation you can if they will declare an emergency.”
			

			
				“Is this a list of those in whom you have unconditional trust?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“It is. However, not being on the list is not a negative. In many cases it just means I haven’t had sufficient dealings with them to build such a level of trust.”
			

			
				“I’ve made these changes, and have sufficient images of those named,” Tom said.
			

			
				Lee looked over her shoulder and Alonso was shocked looking. He didn’t make any jokes like he normally would.
			

			
				“Don’t let it go to your head that I trust you,” Lee warned him. “Though getting the car serviced would be rather awkward if I didn’t.”
			

			
				“No ma’am, but I feel I am in very good company,” Alonso said.
			

			
				Lee didn’t hear any snarky tone in that at all, so she stepped in her car.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Mistress, do you want me to demonstrate its flight envelope and mirror my actions in the manual controls?”
			

			
				“No, Tom. We’ll have plenty of opportunity for that soon. I just want to fly her and see how it feels.”
			

			
				Alonso didn’t instruct Lee. She had the simulator program, and most of the controls were like the Twool. He sat back and let her power up and taxi out of his building. He just closed the overhead door with his phone. He checked his belts and made sure his arms were all secure in the arm rest channels. He’d flown with Lee before.
			

			
				“How many g can you tolerate in a vertical lift?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“More than you,” Alonso replied. “If you black out, I’ll ease it off for you.”
			

			
				“Aircraft advisory,” Lee said on the radio. “This is Lee Anderson lifting from Alonso Air at the airport in an experimental test flight. I intend to lift vertically above controlled air space. Everybody clear?”
			

			
				“Fishtown flight is ready to depart at end of main east. I want to see you go so we’ll hold. This isn’t the Twool is it?”
			

			
				“No, this is a new toy,” Lee confirmed. “So new we haven’t named it yet. Thank you for your hold.”
			

			
				“That’s fine. I informed my starboard passengers they might want to watch.”
			

			
				“Lifting,” Lee warned and lifted the nose vertical and ramped up the power. She ran it up quickly to three and a half g then more cautiously to four and a half before she asked Alonso if he was good. Her voice was odd at that acceleration. It was uncomfortable but not any particular danger.
			

			
				“Jus’ fine,” he grunted.
			

			
				Lee eased it off. The controls at the end of her arm rests let her do so without lifting an arm.
			

			
				Far behind them the passengers in the Fishtown flight applauded and a few made shrill whistles at the show. That made Lee smile.
			

			
				“Fishtown flight rolling. That sure do look like fun,” the pilot observed.
			

			
				Lee leveled out when the horizon got a slight curve, and reduced power until they were at a constant Mach 2. She did a few maneuvers getting the feel of the craft, but didn’t push its limits like she did testing the Twool.
			

			
				“Tom, you can run it up to speed, but stop short off burning the smart paint off.”
			

			
				A little past Mach 5 the shock wave off the nose got a mauve glow of ionization and a slight yellow layer under that hovering just off the very point of the nose.
			

			
				“That’s as fast as I feel safe to preserve the paint,” Tom informed her. “The heating is not uniform, and I may damage spots if I push it faster at this altitude. If you wish to go faster, we can do so at higher flight levels. If we get well above the atmosphere there are no speed constraints of course.”
			

			
				“That satisfied me,” Lee told him. “Can you turn at this speed to head back home?”
			

			
				“One may do so with due caution,” Tom advised. “The input on manual controls is reduced in sensitivity as you speed up. There are several hundred stress sensors on the airframe that will reduce it further if the rate of stress rise threatens to exceed calculated fail points. If you could slam the stick over at speed it would be possible to expose the car to aerodynamic forces that would cause it to break up. Try a turn and you’ll see.”
			

			
				Lee eased pressure on the stick and it seemed to be stuck in a very viscous fluid now. It moved slowly and then not at all. The cone shaped shockwave over the nose eased off center and then stabilized to one side. The turn could be felt but was gentle.
			

			
				“How far will it take to turn around?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“About a hundred and eighty kilometers at this speed,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Tom, ease back to Mach 2 and tighten the turn as you are safely able,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yes, Ma’am.”
			

			
				Lee sighed.
			

			
				“Of all the changes you’ve made I’d have never thought you’d make these seats even more comfortable. How did you manage that?” Lee demanded.
			

			
				“If they were firm enough to support Derf, they were too hard for Humans,” Alonso explained. “I left them strongly to the soft side to favor Humans in the Twool, because I think the majority of your passengers will be Humans. Still, they were always a compromise. I heard of a Fargone furniture maker who makes very expensive adjustable seating and ordered one of their chairs to reverse engineer. They use several layers of soft tubing ganged in patterns to match your anatomy and control the firmness pneumatically. It added ten kilograms of mass to the car compared to plain foam, but it’s well worth it. The benefit is actually greater for me than you, but I’m glad you like it.”
			

			
				“I like everything about it,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Is that a formal acceptance?” Alonso asked.
			

			
				“Yes, count me a satisfied customer,” Lee told him. “Have you thought about switching the for-sale design to a basic version of this hull?”
			

			
				“Lee, these ended up costing over three times what the Twool cost to make. We have experienced some price resistance on those already. Let’s wait until the demand drops off for the Twool class. If anyone wants a copy of this after seeing it, let them ask for it. We will give them fair warning it will be very expensive.”
			

			
				“Give it a couple of years, the way the Homies are driving up prices, and it won’t seem so outrageous,” Lee predicted.
			

			
				“And the exotic material will get cheaper too. One wonders,” Alonso said cautiously, “Did the flight suggest a name to you?”
			

			
				“All sorts of superlatives, but the Badgers are corrupting me. I think we’ll call it Shiny. Trix will love it. Tom, take us back to Alonso’s shop. No need to pull inside.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee called Tish.
			

			
				“Are you two still at Born’s lab?”
			

			
				“Yes, do you need us to come home?”
			

			
				“No dear. I’d like to come pick you up.” She had a sudden thought. Her researchers would never forgive her if she called the youngsters out and didn’t show them the new car.
			

			
				“Tell my guys Lee said to come out and see you off. I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”
			

			
				“How mysterious,” Tish said. Her tone almost made it a question.
			

			
				“A little mystery now and then is good for you,” Lee said, and refused to be baited into saying more.
			

			
				“Take us to Born’s lab, Tom. Park at a step-in level hover near the entry but not in anyone’s way,” Lee instructed.
			

			
				“Yes, ma’am.”
			

			
				There was a wide paved plaza in front of Born’s building. Tom dropped over it to one side, away from benches and fountain in front of the entry. It was all pre-contact architecture, sturdy with character. Lee’s researchers and Badgers were on the benches waiting for her arrival and came over as soon as Tom brought the Shiny to a hover over the pavers. They all came over walking around the new car appreciatively. Lee left the hatch open so they could inspect the interior.
			

			
				“Excuse me. Who owns this vehicle?”
			

			
				They turned to find an older Derf looking unhappy.
			

			
				“I’m the owner,” Lee admitted. “My researchers who work with Born here in the building developed the technology that makes it possible. That’s why I’m showing it to them. I just took delivery of it today.”
			

			
				“These stone pavers are not meant to support vehicular traffic. They are of historic value and difficult and expensive to replace. If you’ve damaged any you are going to find out how expensive.”
			

			
				“I’m quite able to replace the entire plaza and the building too if that was necessary, but I’m not the sort to disrespect the university by damaging anything. If you will lean over and look, you’ll see the car is hovering a hand’s breadth above the pavement and not putting any weight on it at all.”
			

			
				“Don’t treat me like a fool. To stay up it must push down,” he said with appropriate gestures. “I’m a professor of geometry and can assure you the basic laws of classical mechanics are not capable of being violated.”
			

			
				“You mean like when we fly between stars?” Born asked him.
			

			
				If looks could kill, Born would have been face down dead.
			

			
				“Look, I’ll lift the car. Tom, take the Shiny up to three meters.” Lee sent via spex.
			

			
				“Check under it,” Lee invited. “You’ll see there isn’t anything to be felt there.”
			

			
				“I’d have to be crazy to step under that,” the fellow replied. “What is your name? I’m going to call in a complaint to security.”
			

			
				“I’m the First Daughter of the Third love son of the Four Hundred-Seventy Third First Mother of Red Tree, by the Hero of the Chain Bound Lands, Second line of the shorthaired folk, of Gordon - Lee Anderson. If it matters, I’m Voice to the clan by the word of the Red Tree Mothers too,” Lee offered.
			

			
				“Don’t be ridiculous.”
			

			
				They all listened to him report an issue of vandalism to the university security. For good measure he took a picture of Lee and her co-conspirators. In case they fled before security could arrive presumably.
			

			
				University security arrived in an electric cart with two Derf officers. It must weigh near two tons with the officers and pulled up to them on the plaza with no problem.
			

			
				Seeing the professor standing apart with his phone in his hand the older officer asked if he was the complainant?
			

			
				“I am. This person wants to argue with me when I informed her that she could not park a vehicle on the plaza.”
			

			
				“Like this one?” Born asked waving at the security cart.
			

			
				“Not at all. This large vehicle will obviously weigh much more.”
			

			
				“I got a call for vandalism,” the university cop said. “Show me the damage.”
			

			
				“Look under that thing there,” the geometrist said. “It must have made a mark.”
			

			
				The lead cop exchanged a poker-faced glance with his partner that might have had meaning to them, but didn’t say anything. He walked over under Shiny, looked around at the area under it, reached up and pushed on the bottom with a spread true hand.
			

			
				“It doesn’t move easily, but doesn’t seem to weigh anything at all. If it were pushing down on the pavement it should push down on me, and I don’t feel anything at all.”
			

			
				He walked back to them.
			

			
				“Indeed, the professor was invited to do exactly what you did but he refused,” Born said. “It does mass enough you couldn’t move it easily but it doesn’t weigh anything now.”
			

			
				“That’s absurd,” the professor said. “Besides, this person claims to be Derf and wouldn’t give me a true name. I work here and asked her to remove this from the plaza which she continues to refuse to do. Therefore, she is in trespass.”
			

			
				“May I address that?” Born asked the cop.
			

			
				“Please do,” he requested.
			

			
				“I work here too,” Born said, offering his university ID. “Other than the two females, this is my research group. We developed the tech to make this car. Ms. Anderson just took delivery of it and wanted to show us the results of our labors. Consider her our guest.”
			

			
				“She’s not part of your research group? The cop asked.
			

			
				“I guess it depends on how you define it,” Born admitted. “She funds our research group for the university.
			

			
				That got the cops attention for sure. The university wasn’t shy about fund raising and it was after all the source of their pay.
			

			
				“If you doubt that I’m Derf and Voice for the Red Tree Mothers you are welcome to examine their chop, or call them,” Lee invited, holding the stamp out to them.
			

			
				The cop waved it away.
			

			
				“I’m well aware who and what you are. I haven’t been hiding in the woods the last few years.” He seemed to be directing that last at the professor. “Besides destruction of property and trespass do you have any other complaints today?”
			

			
				“Just that this is not a parking lot. It’s a pedestrian area so it’s an inappropriate use. That should be over there on the road,” he said pointing at the road bizarrely, since it obviously flew and had no wheels.
			

			
				The cop looked around and three people were in sight. Two seated at a distant bench and one strolling on a line for the entry but rubber necking the security presence.
			

			
				“Oddly, the university has never bothered to tell us to enforce any use standards for this plaza or similar areas on campus. Likely because there has never been a problem. They are often crowded and obstructed for events like seasonal festivals with booths or grandstands delivered by trucks. Perhaps you can petition them to restrict it. You seem to be of a mind to find something to be unhappy about. My report is going to say you made two false reports to get a security response, and seem to have a personality disorder that seeks confrontation. Common courtesy and a brief conversation would have revealed to a reasonable person there was no harm intended or inflicted. If you make a similar call on these people in the future, I’d testify to support a complaint of harassment for any of these folks. Of course, any call you make in the future will pull up previous security requests.
			

			
				“I inquired,” his partner spoke up looking at his phone. “The professor here has a long history of complaints about housekeeping, maintenance, and nuisance noise coming from this one’s lab,” he said nodding at Born. “Calling security is something new.”
			

			
				“I see. Be aware we take wasting our time or making false statements much more seriously than your janitor. Now, unless you want to apologize to them, I’m directing you to disengage from these people and don’t even think about coming back to argue with them as soon as we leave.”
			

			
				“There’s certainly nothing for which to apologize. But I will be sending a complaint that you refused to do your job.” He turned and marched back in the building.
			

			
				“That one will keep stewing on it until he does something stupid,” Born predicted.
			

			
				“If he bothers his superiors with petty complaints, he’ll find out they value their time and tranquility more than his utility. Especially if he impairs funding,” he said looking at Lee directly. “I’m a little surprised it hasn’t happened already.”
			

			
				“Fast or slow, these things always progress,” his partner said.”
			

			
				“Oh, and your uh… vehicle there?” the lead cop said to Lee.
			

			
				“Yes?” Lee asked, a little worried what he’d say.
			

			
				“That’s totally awesome.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Both his parents were home for a long weekend, which was a special treat for Toby. They turned off their business coms with messages to talk to subordinates if there were problems, and declared it a time to decompress. His father had been down to Derfhome several times for his money management business, but his mother had only visited the other Derf station that predated their arrival. The talk over supper still tended to business topics, because neither of his parents had hobbies, nor a significant social life.
			

			
				His father related some interesting stories about dealing with Derf banks and their firm custom of making contracts public. His mother told some interesting stories about expanding her headhunting activities on the planet below to include Derf, and speculation that she would eventually have talent from the Badger and Bills civilization to recruit. There were already a handful of the aliens who declined to return home at the end of their assignments here.
			

			
				His father squirmed a little and looked uncomfortable. His voice changed subtly and more importantly his mother suddenly looked alert as if she’d been waiting for this.
			

			
				“Son, I’ve followed what you are studying just by observing the fees presented for tutors and remote learning programs. I haven’t excessively inquired about your grading or success level, but some of your tutors have lavished praise on you. That’s to be expected when you study the subjects you love. I know the value of not having too narrow of an education, but I wonder if it isn’t time to study some things with more practical value? By that I mean something that will either apply to gainful employment with someone or the ability to start and run a business of your own?”
			

			
				“I had no idea you thought my studies lacked practicality,” Toby said.
			

			
				“Well, I think you’d make a marvelous professor of military history,” his father allowed. “To do that you’d need to associate yourself with a traditional university. I’m sure you don’t want to have anything to do with Earth. New Japan is blatantly xenophobic, and Fargone has barriers to immigration and would favor their own. You could offer tutoring services. That’s an easy but modest income. That’s why it is heavily favored by retired folks. I think that would be a waste of your talents. It’s rather late to be considering Fargone’s military and the same barriers would apply there. I’d be willing to start introducing you to my business. You’d need to take some more business-oriented studies and eventually you could be an associate or decide to go out on your own.”
			

			
				His father looked at his mother. It was a signal and clearly arranged ahead.
			

			
				“Or, if you’d rather, I’d be happy to train you in my firm,” his mother volunteered. “It would involve less formal study but much more on the job training. A lot of what I do depends on subtle social skills that can’t be taught in a class room. They are no less difficult to learn to use well. They are skills you can use even if your career takes a different direction. Your father is too polite to say it directly, but we are concerned you spend too much time and effort in things like gaming that have no practical value.”
			

			
				“I can see you’ve held back telling me this,” Toby said. “I failed to communicate with you too. I should have told you that I have a firm job offer waiting if I want it, whenever I ask my majority. Maybe we should talk about seeking that at the next Assembly. I’d immediately register to be a voting Home citizen too.”
			

			
				His parents looked at each other astonished.
			

			
				“What sort of position are we talking about?” his father asked. “Is it a with a long-term stable firm that won’t leave you adrift if it fails?”
			

			
				“It’s not a company; it’s a government job. I’m offered training on a command track with Gordon of Red Tree and his daughter. I’d have to take her service and be a citizen of Providence, but I could retain Home citizenship, no problem.”
			

			
				His mother looked perplexed and his father stunned.
			

			
				“Does that mean you’d be a starship captain?” His mom asked.
			

			
				“I’d have to qualify for that sort of command, but it’s a path to higher levels. Gordon wants me for a strategist. It’s the same thing he does, so he’d be training me into his business just like you both kindly offered to do just now.”
			

			
				“You know these people?” his mother asked her husband.
			

			
				“They own ships and planets, untold claims in the beyond, and mint their own money,” his dad said. “They don’t come to someone like me for financial advice. I’ve worked for some who got very well-off contract crewing for them. They were generous with discovery shares. But how could you possibly know Gordon of Red Tree?” he asked Toby. “He and his daughter are among the top people in every respect on this planet with peer connections to Central and Fargone.”
			

			
				“I’m one of the top three players in Star Lords. Gordon is the best, but I’ve blown his furry butt to plasma. It impressed him I used a strategy that worked in reality to bag the only ship the Moon queen lost in battle. He’s very kindly shared a lot of his bridge recordings from the war with North America. But that was all run-to-jump ships. I’d be trained on fast ships now,” Toby said. It clearly excited him.
			

			
				“But do they pay well?” his mom asked. “I’ve never had a recruitment request from Gordon or his daughter. What’s her name?”
			

			
				“Lee. Lee Anderson. You have no idea,” her husband said. “They don’t employ that many on a permanent basis and getting hired by them is regarded like winning a big lotto. Recruitment is not a problem for them. They are known for giving out tracts of land on Providence as bonuses. It’s a fantastic opportunity.”
			

			
				“Oh my…”
			

			
				“I can’t imagine we’ll have any problem getting your majority, but your mother and I will speak privately with all our contacts to be sure of support.”
			

			
				“That’s wonderful. I appreciate you putting yourselves out there for me.”
			

			
				“If you become known to work for Gordon it’s certainly no detriment to the family’s reputation,” his father said.
			

			
				“It’s no secret,” Toby said. “You can mention why I want to get my majority.”
			

			
				Toby had a sudden thought. I wonder if Trix is an adult?
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Bart got a shrill priority com signal that made him jump. It was the first time that sounded in his new office. When he slapped receive it was the director of the FBI, John Woolworth. Just the expression on the man’s face was enough to make Bart’s stomach lurch.
			

			
				“President Hardy is dead,” he said with no preliminaries.
			

			
				“Who did it?” Bart asked. “The Spacers?”
			

			
				Woolworth’s mouth fell open in surprise.
			

			
				“I can see where you’d think that, but not this time. I was in the meeting when it happened. He started on a rant about the Moon queen, and his staff tried to calm him down. He wasn’t having any of it and was shouting, bright red in the face. Suddenly he face-planted on his desk, stroked out, gone past reviving.”
			

			
				“I can’t say I’m sorry. The fool wanted to get us into an unwinnable war. But it’s still complicated and dangerous. I don’t know if we’ll be any better off.”
			

			
				“Yes, we’re not out of the woods yet,” Woolworth agreed. “Congress is being called into joint video session. You are in the line of succession so expect to be tied in within the hour. God only knows what they will do. All the staffers were in a tizzy because they said Hardy kept putting off naming a vice president.”
			

			
				“Maybe he was having trouble finding a volunteer to be a target,” Bart said.
			

			
				“I wouldn’t have expected you to say that.”
			

			
				“Well, I have more experience now than when I volunteered,” Bart admitted.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Bart got the same shrill priority call signal again. Knowing it was coming it didn’t jolt him like Woolworth’s call. He put it straight to the big wall screen knowing he’d need it. The aide who informed him they were gathering a joint session and asked him to stand by for it was surprised when Bart just nodded his agreement to attend without any questions. Not knowing he’d gotten a heads-up call; the aide decided this one had ice water flowing in his veins.
			

			
				Congress was presented as a mosaic. A few squares blank for members they hadn’t been able to contact or were unable to connect. It looked like they easily had a quorum. Interested officials like Bart were in a smaller mosaic along the bottom. If he hovered his cursor over a square, it enlarged and had text information. The Speaker of the House. Tim Hathaway, was in a larger window and called them to order.
			

			
				“Many of you have probably heard that President Hardy is dead. To dispel any rumors, it was of natural causes. I will also confirm he never chose a vice president. The Speaker recognizes the President Pro Tempore Paul Carver.” His square expanded as he stood to speak.
			

			
				That seemed an odd move Bart thought. Why wasn’t he announcing his own swearing in as president?”
			

			
				“Mr. Speaker, I’m of an age I find my duties a burden and wish to resign from political life. I thank you for your indulgence to hear that before other business.”
			

			
				“We understand and wish you well, Paul. The Speaker recognizes the gentleman from New York, Congressman Berry.”
			

			
				“Mr. Speaker, I move to adjourn.”
			

			
				“Objection! You have to create a Speaker Pro Tempore before you are sworn in,” someone called out. The screen didn’t expand his square or name him. In his tiny icon he was still speaking but they muted him out.
			

			
				“I’m sorry Senator, a motion to adjourn is always in order. Do I have a second?”
			

			
				The congressman from Vermont rose and just said: “Seconded.”
			

			
				“Voice vote on motion to adjourn,” Hathaway said.
			

			
				The response wasn’t overwhelming and some were objecting, but Hathaway nodded and said, “Carried. Though we’re not in session now, my swearing in is not dependent on that. If you wish to remain on the feed, Chief Justice Snead will now swear me in as president.”
			

			
				This wasn’t just irregular it was insane. Bart watched as the speaker’s wife held a bible for Hathaway and the chief Justice’s window expanded and he swore him in by telepresence.
			

			
				“It’s an honor to be called to serve. Unfortunately, due to personal circumstances I must resign the presidency of the United States of North America.”
			

			
				The meeting tech had to cut the member’s audio feed or the cries of protest would have drowned Hathaway out completely.
			

			
				“It’s important we have a chief executive without delay. In the unparalleled absence of both a speaker of the house and a president pro tempore of the senate I suggest Justice Snead move quickly to swear in the secretary of state as the next in succession.”
			

			
				It was a setup. Bart watched Hathaway’s window minimize and his square expand to a larger window like Justice Snead’s. If they thought he couldn’t ride the tiger they were sadly mistaken. Bart called in his secretary, Brenda, who he knew kept a bible in her desk. He let the justice swear him in as if he’d planned this with them all along.
			

			
				“My first act as president will be an executive order denouncing assassination as an instrument of policy. Brenda here is going to print that out for me and I’ll sign it before I go off camera. I can only do that as an executive order. I don’t have the ability to make it a law with penalties, but I call on congress to reconvene and make it a priority to pass that after you straighten out the current vacancy of vital offices. If you fail to do so, be aware I will resign before the day is done, and you will be swearing in the secretary of the treasury rather quickly.”
			

			
				“See? I told you the young fellow wouldn’t resign,” Hathaway said. “He’s ambitious. We could have set it up with him instead of putting him on the spot publicly.”
			

			
				“You were right,” Paul Carver readily admitted. “But I expected you’d just resign as speaker. I thought for a moment you’d changed your mind about our deal. Why bother to be sworn in as president for just a few minutes?”
			

			
				“I’m now in the history books as a president and have all the perks of an ex-president,” Hathaway explained. “My time with a target on my back was very short. Young President Newhouse can deal with the fact he is going to be seen as surrendering to the Moon queen. That didn’t taint my administration.” He managed to amuse himself.
			

			
				Carver would have harassed him about his abbreviated administration but Hathaway was already grinning at himself over the absurdity of it so he let it slide.
			

			
				“I think his declaration will bother some of the military and intelligence community more than the public. It was practical,” Carver said. “He can point out it was a blanket prohibition if they accuse him of that. He didn’t limit it to the Spacers.”
			

			
				“Well, I hope somebody tells the Moon queen.”
			

			
				The Moon queen was listening to the news while they were still talking. She saluted the screen with her mug of hot chocolate as Newhouse signed his first finding.
			

			
				“Now, you better mean it, boy,” Heather said.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 15
			

			
				“Aristotle, I know you wanted a break and some planet time after your long voyage. I do appreciate you agreeing to being a guide for the Big Bucket,” Lee said. “I just wonder, would you be open to being commander of a twin ship to the Silk Road? You’d be doing a variety of mining and supply runs from the mid-beyond back to Providence and Derfhome? If you haven’t got your fill of planet time, I’ll find somebody else.”
			

			
				“No, you are my savior,” Aristotle said heartfelt.
			

			
				“Well, I don’t think anyone has ever told me that. What am I saving you from?”
			

			
				“The Mothers. They hadn’t been bothering me and then I gave them some money. It must not have been enough for them to want me off making more. Maybe they thought it a one-shot deal since I didn’t go back out. Instead, it reminded them I exist, and they have been inviting me to visit home and reconnect. You know what that means don’t you?”
			

			
				“They saw you are a competent sort, and I bet they have a job in mind for you.”
			

			
				“Yes, and they aren’t trying to entice me by telling me what it is, so it must be a real stinker,” Aristotle concluded.
			

			
				“Then if you want command of this new ship, we’ll make sure it just makes brief calls at Derfhome and any lengthy lay-overs are at Providence,” Lee promised.
			

			
				“Bless you that’s perfect,” Aristotle said. “Where are you having it built?”
			

			
				“That’s at Providence too. We now have three stations in orbit, two of which are owned by Snoopy Associates. They have a pretty good start on a ship yard. One of the things you would be doing is bringing them materials and dragging ships for them as their business ramps up. They only have run-to-jump vessels.”
			

			
				“How about if I go there ahead of the ship’s completion and act as your on-site liaison with the builders? I’m ready to be elsewhere right now.”
			

			
				“Eddie Persico is a pretty reliable guy to work with, but his financial guy, Sid, leaves me feeling uncomfortable. I don’t want you standing in Eddie’s back pockets irritating him, but you can observe the build, keep an eye on Sid, and ask for small changes you’d like. You are going to be flying her. If you want a mauve and yellow cabin or a coffee alcove off the bridge, just let him know. That will let you keep an eye on the whole operation and get you off the Mothers’ radar right now. You need to find an apartment and learn your way around Providence City too. You won’t always be on shipboard.”
			

			
				“What does it pay?”
			

			
				“You saw what we hauled back on the Big Bucket. What do you think is fair?”
			

			
				“I saw what you didn’t bring back too,” Aristotle said. “I knew those brown dwarfs have some rich metal deposits but there weren’t any hard numbers in our released log. I figure Heather is aware, because her crew didn’t show any surprise at all. My take is that if you ran a big ship out there once a week and released the gold returned, you’d destroy the metals market in all of Human space within the year.”
			

			
				“True,” Lee acknowledged with a nod. “We maintain an artificial scarcity.”
			

			
				“I don’t want a personal chance to flood the market either,” Aristotle assured her. “It’ll happen eventually, and there’s no telling how disruptive it will be. Until then, I can live very well on a solar a quarter. But I’d like a housing allowance, license to transport personal goods, and your assurance that when the value of gold does collapse, you’ll help me make the transition to whatever becomes money.”
			

			
				“That’s a deal. If you get any ideas what can be money when all the rare metals are available in basically unlimited supply, let me know. Neither Heather or I have any good ideas. We are already to the point we don’t pay each other for stuff.”
			

			
				“Then how do you keep accounts?” Aristotle asked.
			

			
				“We don’t, in the strictest meaning. We simply trade favors. Neither of us has asked the other for something so outrageous that we balked at giving it.”
			

			
				“Then how can I get in on the favors trade?” Aristotle asked.
			

			
				“You are already earning your requested perks by keeping your mouth shut about the debasement hazard. You can ask for others if you don’t go nuts. Not all our trades are cashed out immediately. Consider them favor futures. We’ve traded land and citizenship on which neither side has collected. You might say we’ve banked it.”
			

			
				“That’s sweet. No matter what a coin is worth, I know you have planets, ships, and people to call on to pay favors. It’s like money in the bank, and security for me too.”
			

			
				“I thank you for your confidence. Have you bought life extension?”
			

			
				“The first week it was available.”
			

			
				“Then I’ll give you letters and passage on the next shuttle in three days.”
			

			
				“That gives me time to terminate my rental and say some goodbyes,” Aristotle said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“This is Commander Thor aboard the explorer The Champion William and companion ships requesting system scan. Did the fast courier Lightning come through here?”
			

			
				He didn’t expect a nearby burst of entry radiation and a reply in a half hour.
			

			
				“This is Eileen Foy, Voice of the Sovereign of Central, maintaining a watch over the Derfhome system. Yes, they passed through to Fargone. Here’s your system scan. It’s collected superluminally so it’s near real time. All is well here. If you want to speak to Derfhome traffic control or anyone else just speak, say O-V-E-R, or O-U-T, and our jump drones will deliver the message and we’ll relay it for you. Over.”
			

			
				“That’s seriously spooky,” Thor said. “Please tell Lee Anderson her fleet is home. Our destroyer escort will pass on to Fargone. Uh, over.”
			

			
				“Hi, Thor,” Lee’s voice replied after barely a pause. “Take time to get everyone settled back in and on planet who want to be. When you want to have a nice long talk come by my place at the Old Hotel. Go ahead and send me your log when you are in Derfhome orbit. I won’t promise I’ll have time to read much of it before you visit, but I’m looking forward to you relating the high points. Expect to have a meal with me and spend some time, over.”
			

			
				“I’ll do that Lee. Thank you for the relay, Voice Foy. Thor out.”
			

			
				Lee felt a little pang of jealousy. She’s have rather been out exploring than setting matters right on Providence and setting up a claims system. But they were both more important than her personal wishes. She’d get back out soon when things settled down.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Dear Lee,
			

			
				Attached are instructions on altering the drone control systems and software to allow warheads to detonate before transition. Note that an X-head must be oriented so it is aimed at the target on emergence. However, the accuracy of that isn’t critical if you are jumping close enough. Aiming all secondary beams forward for a shotgun pattern will help too.
			

			
				We are forwarding two replacement drones via Eileen in appreciation for the ones you expended testing out this new technology. How do you find these people?
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally. – Heather
			

			
				Now that was an interesting idea, Lee thought. If one could jump close enough to a planetary target an X-head would be a pinpoint weapon with very little collateral damage. From orbit the absorption and diffusion of the atmosphere diminished its accuracy and effectiveness even shooting from directly overhead. She made a note back to Heather.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Do you feel like doing an interview with an Earthie reporter?” Dakota asked.
			

			
				“Is there any possible up side to it?” Heather asked.
			

			
				“I thought it interesting anyone asked. Nobody has for a long time. I checked, and it’s been seventy years. You have an ugly habit of releasing the full recording if they misrepresent anything. It’s dangerous for them to do an interview they can’t manage or edit with bias. If there is anything stirred up that doesn’t fit their government’s or company’s narrative, they get blamed for it even if they tried to avoid it.”
			

			
				“To what then do you attribute this reporter’s risk taking?” Heather asked.
			

			
				“The only thing I can figure it’s happening again is because they are short-lifers. Your last interview would have been during this reporter’s grandfather’s working life, and a different administration. They assume things are different now and discount anything outside their own life experience. That and she works for herself.”
			

			
				“I’m thinking about it. I have the time now. Everyone is doing their jobs so efficiently I haven’t needed to intervene. I’ve even been thinking about a little vacation. Where is this person?”
			

			
				“Her name is Evelyn Hart, and she is in Armstrong right now, but she’s from Texas. She just came up so the interview wouldn’t be conducted with the transmission lag. Texas just started civilian shuttle service to LEO about a month ago. They lift to New Las Vegas and The New Turnip.”
			

			
				“North America lets Texans dock to a North American habitat? Don’t they have to acknowledge they exist to do that?” Heather wondered.
			

			
				“New Las Vegas is only nominally North American now. Since they can’t lift a ship to their own station, they have to let anyone dock or they’d soon be out of business. They are happy to have even Russian and Chinese ships dock if they are bringing gamblers with money. They unilaterally dropped their tax payments to a token skim, and there is only one North American official with no enforcement muscle. They have other banks openly dealing in other currencies on the hab too.”
			

			
				“I had no idea,” Heather admitted. “I don’t care for the mentality of gamblers so I sort of ignore New Las Vegas. So, the French recognize Texas too?”
			

			
				“They were the first Europeans to establish diplomatic relations,” Dakota said. She got a serious expression and addressed Heather.
			

			
				“My Lady…”
			

			
				That got Heather’s attention when Dakota got all formal.
			

			
				“You see Earthies and their governments as relatively unchanging.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Heather agreed. “They are hostile to us. The moment only differs over whether they are actively shooting at us or not.”
			

			
				“The Texans are vastly different from previous administrations. Indeed, from previous generations. Don’t throw away an opportunity to have less hostility because you refuse to see any movement toward better relations.”
			

			
				“I am advised,” Heather acknowledged. “Yet I still don’t trust them. What have they done to merit any trust?”
			

			
				“Very little,” Dakota admitted. “But Texas does not have the unrelenting propaganda painting us evil that most Earth nations have never dropped.
			

			
				“I didn’t realize that.”
			

			
				“It’s there in your intelligence reports, if you read past the summaries,” Dakota said. “Our people will emphasize what they think you want to hear. That’s an unfortunate aspect of human nature.”
			

			
				“But not you,” Heather said, amused.
			

			
				“Earth nations are not all alike,” Dakota insisted, ignoring Heather’s jab. “Look at Tonga, and Hawaii. The Australians and Japanese trade with us fairly without official hostility. We can land shuttles on both without fear our crews will be arrested for genetic crimes. Thank Jeff for that. If some of their citizens dislike us, that’s on them. Most of the legacy religious will never accept life extension therapy. That applies to the Eastern religions, not just the West. And it scares dedicated Malthusians to death.”
			

			
				“Is that a religion?” Heather asked with feigned innocence.
			

			
				“You know very well what it is, and that lots of politics and philosophies should be labeled religions.”
			

			
				“And some religions as political movements,” Heather supplied the corollary. “So, you see this reporter as an opportunity?”
			

			
				“Maybe. At worst, you can confirm she is as prejudiced as the others.”
			

			
				“What sort of reporter is this person? You said she works for herself?”
			

			
				“Yes, she’s an independent. She works on the subscription model. Anyone working for a large organization is assumed by most of the public to have an agenda. Free news is paid for by somebody else who wants your eyes and ears. Personal reporting is the most trusted. Professional news tied to broadcasting still exists but has a very small following. Mostly the poor and those on the dole. In some countries nothing but the official national news outlet is allowed to exist. But that doesn’t work very well with direct satellite to cell.”
			

			
				“How does one person cover a wide range of subjects, or news on a global scale for that matter?” Heather wondered.
			

			
				“By networking with other independents and specialists. Some are formal groups and some ad hoc. If a reporter loses their credibility they get dropped by the others quickly,” Dakota said. “This is the direction things have gone for the last thirty or forty years.”
			

			
				“And a person can make a living this way?”
			

			
				“Enough to buy transport to the Moon for an uncertain interview,” Dakota said. “If you don’t talk to her, I imagine she’ll recover some expense by doing a little travelogue of Armstrong. There is always a subculture of people interested in space. This might be a story her subscribers requested. That happens a lot.”
			

			
				Heather sat considering it all. Dakota wasn’t inclined to over sell it.
			

			
				“If I’m going to speak with this woman, I’d rather do it face to face so I have a better feeling for her. I can’t read people as well on video,” Heather claimed.
			

			
				“It isn’t just muffled by video. I think you get stronger reactions face to face.”
			

			
				“That could be,” Heather said. “Why don’t you invite her to come have lunch with me tomorrow, and put her up in the transient barracks?”
			

			
				“I’m sure she’d prefer that too,” Dakota agreed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Come in and sit where you like. Tell Amy if you’d like something to drink. In a bit I’ll have a small buffet cart run over from the cafeteria for our lunch,” Heather said.
			

			
				“Just black coffee if you would,” Evelyn requested.
			

			
				“Hot chocolate for me,” Heather told Amy.
			

			
				“May I record?” Evelyn asked, touching her spex.
			

			
				“Of course. Audio and video,” Heather invited. “Run veracity software if you want.”
			

			
				“Somehow, I expected a whole lot more security and armed guards,” Evelyn said.
			

			
				“We have very few visitors like yourself. The few new people we have emigrate fit a profile that make sleepers and government agents unlikely. They are investigated anyway, of course. The few who are unhappy living here find few others of a like mind, so they tend to move on to Armstrong or Marseilles rather than trying to organize a rebellion. They tend to be unhappy over social things rather than politics. They know they are moving to a monarchy when they come here.”
			

			
				“What sort of social things?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“Things like the lack of government control of marriage and thus related things like alimony and child support. You can write a marriage contract with any provisions you want. The sort of things most Earthies put in prenuptial agreements. You’d be shocked at the people who come before my court and want to change their agreement after declaring divorce. Or have decided to live together without formal agreements, and then want to impose terms and force a contract after the fact. That has been more frequently a problem than our business customs or lack of well-defined social classes. Otherwise intelligent people seem to lose all sense in their romantic relationships. 
			

			
				“Are religious marriages forbidden then?”
			

			
				“Not at all. Have any ceremony you wish and do the traditional things like a big reception and a fancy cake. I don’t care if arranged marriages are your thing either. Just be aware your religious customs don’t override a written signed contract. You’d best make sure the rules of your sect agree with your contract.”
			

			
				“What if people don’t accept your court’s ruling?”
			

			
				“I’m not shy to expel trouble makers. I’ve expelled people for being habitual drunks, for defrauding others, and creating debts they knew were unpayable. I once expelled a fellow who refused to bathe. He refused mental health counseling and direct orders about how often he should bathe and wash his clothing.”
			

			
				“That would be difficult to do on Earth. Most nations would consider that an intrusion on personal rights,” Evelyn said.
			

			
				“It’s an intrusion on your rights to get on an elevator with a stink or have him sit near you in the cafeteria. That’s why we call Earth the Slum Ball, because you are forced to put up with things like that. There is very little our residents are forbidden to do, if it doesn’t create a danger or intrude on others’ quiet enjoyment of property or life,” Heather said.
			

			
				“Understand, I don’t have to accommodate public opinion. I don’t run polls to find out what people want and try to gather votes. This is not a democracy, and my population here is not oppressed. I’ve read speculation in Earth news that I might be overthrown. That’s wishful thinking from people who have no idea what’s going on here.”
			

			
				“I recognize quiet enjoyment as a legal term,” Evelyn said. “It usually is applied to real estate.
			

			
				“Consider it the same here, but other than in the terms of purchase for Central properties, I’m the final arbiter of what constitutes disturbing your neighbor.”
			

			
				“How do you enforce expulsion?” Evelyn wondered. “I didn’t see any border guards or customs officials at the bus terminal.”
			

			
				“Nobody previously expelled could get aboard the bus without being identified by biometric data. The expelled are outlaws, literally. If one sneaked in and a resident shot them dead, I’d reward them. If a totally unknown person shows up, they would be met at our terminal and asked their intentions and given a basic orientation. One of my sworn would tell them to go back to Armstrong if they had any problems show with veracity software. I’ve never had anyone apply for entry so questionable we requested they submit to capping first. Most people contact us ahead and have a real discussion about their move before just showing up unannounced. The exception being a few who fled Earth with authorities searching for them to arrest them. Honestly, we get some really exceptional people. The Slum Ball just drives the best people away.”
			

			
				Amy came in with a cart and gave the each a mug and a carafe on the low table between them. Heather thanked her as she departed.
			

			
				Evelyn tasted her coffee and kept the mug in her hands.
			

			
				“You know veracity software isn’t given legal status anywhere on Earth?”
			

			
				“Yes, because it works, and exposes lying and ill intent,” Heather said.
			

			
				“And having someone capped is almost impossible to have ordered,” Evelyn added.
			

			
				Heather nodded. “Even when the accused requests it to be cleared. Doesn’t that seem like a law that can only serve to pervert justice?”
			

			
				Evelyn looked very uncomfortable.
			

			
				“That’s Okay, dear. You can take it as a rhetorical question. I realize you need to go back to Earth, and am not trying to trick you into statements that would make trouble for you,”
			

			
				“Thank you. There is not only law but custom that is wildly different in various Earth cultures. To reach a wide audience and not offend entire groups of them there are things I can’t report on,” Evelyn admitted. “To even mention them is perceived as taking sides.”
			

			
				“My assistant brought me up to speed that your style of reporting has become more important in recent decades. I haven’t given an official interview in seventy years. I remember that was to several correspondents for large commercial news services.”
			

			
				“It’s hard to remember how old you claim to be,” Evelyn said.
			

			
				“Claim? Is it in serious doubt? Do people think we are serial clones or something?”
			

			
				“You can find almost any conspiracy theory you could imagine on the Earth web,” Evelyn said. “Serial clones is a mild one. Some think you are aliens with a naturally longer life spans. Some say you have a time machine and don’t change appearance because you only hop along between public appearances. Nobody can find a lot of early data about you like school records or public appearances.”
			

			
				“When I was a youngster on Home we didn’t have public schools. We still don’t here and now for that matter. I was a young person of no particular importance to make any sort of public appearance worth recording. You could more easily find dated recordings of my partners April and Jeff with a little effort. People are looking at me trying to fit me into a context they can understand. Unfortunately, what they can understand from their life experience seems to be very narrow. That they can’t find such school records for anybody then and there should give them a clue. If they thought deeply enough to look. Life extension is supposed to make you crazy too, I’m not going to waste any time or effort trying to refute all these weird beliefs. 
			

			
				“If you don’t have public schools, how do poor people get educated?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“What poor people?” Heather asked. “Families take care of their own and there are a few charities. People buy insurance to cover debilitating illness or injury. Real insurance, not a mandated payment system. We don’t have a permanent poor underclass. I know charities cover the environmental fees and cafeteria subscription for a handful of sick or disabled unable to earn enough to live. I do charity too, but that’s a private personal matter and not a right. We don’t have a nursing home. They have one of those ugly things over at Armstrong for the few people who refuse life extension. People pay for schooling, access to the clinic, and things Earthies would call utilities.”
			

			
				“Do you tax to support anything for the public good?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“Only landowners are taxed, and I try to keep fees for actual services reasonable. Some of what the landowners cover helps everyone. It’s not like I need the money. I could grant a minimum annual income but that drives inflation and attracts the wrong sort of people.”
			

			
				“I’ve read you don’t have an income tax,” Evelyn said. “Most people when they hear that assume you must make it up in tariffs or other fees. What do you tax?”
			

			
				“The land owners share the cost of extending and maintaining the roads, both surface and at different depths. That includes the one to Armstrong and its control system. Maintaining a public landing field. Points of entry, like where you came in on the bus. Some of the elevators are public, but most are private. In cubic I own there are utility fees on top of rent. If it all sounds odd to you, I submit it works. If it’s less than perfect, well, I’m only human and most of my subjects are too.”
			

			
				“Most? You have some aliens as subjects?” Evelyn asked. She seemed surprised.
			

			
				“Four, but only two of them are sworn to me,” Heather said.
			

			
				“And it gets more complicated,” Evelyn complained. “Sworn sounds like feudalism.”
			

			
				“But with no serfs. Anyone can be a resident if they follow our rules and are willing to work. They are under my law and protection, here,” Heather explained. “They may have other citizenship though. We’ve never had Chinese or North American who didn’t renounce their ties. We do have quite a few Homies. We don’t issue passports or other documents, so that can get complicated with non-treaty nations.
			

			
				“Those sworn to me are different. They usually work for me, not other residents. I can call on them at need and, they are under my protection wherever they may go. I will go to war for them if necessary. Nobody can command a Central ship that isn’t sworn and they are charged with defending Central. They don’t need to be supported by public money. Rather, their activities are profitable.
			

			
				“I do not presume to call on the service of residents. If I need them, it will be for hire. There are several hundred sworn to me, and I don’t accept just anyone who desires to be sworn to me. You must have value and my trust. This isn’t something I imposed. My first sworn subjects came to me and requested it before I ever had the idea.
			

			
				“Then there are a limited number I’ve declared Peers. They are the backbone of our society. They can be called on to act as diplomats or to protect other star systems. In such a position they will be elevated to be my Voice. They are the people who administer and develop our own worlds, and if Central would be destroyed they are who would carry on for us.”
			

			
				“You have other worlds?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“We do. Some are in the Derfhome explorer’s registry, and some that the Earth nations stumbled on they have been privately told to stay away. Some are so far in the beyond no Earthie knows their name or location.”
			

			
				“These are things I’ve never seen mentioned in public documents on the Earth web.”
			

			
				Heather shrugged. “Interest in anything space is seldom encouraged by Earth nations. People hide their interest. It is often taken as a sign your loyalties are suspect. If you want more access to our historic records, I can arrange it. We don’t advertise like a destination resort or recruit except for very specific rare talents. Is that a concern for you, dear? Will you have a Spacer taint if you publish our meeting?”
			

			
				“I haven’t done a lot of Spacer related stories. If I become known for it as my primary specialty, I might be unwelcome in certain nations. My reports might be shadow banned or the readers get put on lists. I will say that my nation, Texas, doesn’t issue propaganda about Spacers. As far as I’ve ever heard they don’t have a don’t hire list or withhold services for Space nuts.”
			

			
				“I’m afraid I just assumed everyone I didn’t know as an ally did, but my close assistant suggested I was out of date and urged me to speak to you,” Heather said. “I’ll admit Texas did us a good turn once by stopping an assassination plot against one of my partners. But they haven’t seemed interested in being a space power.”
			

			
				“I think it’s only been very recently they were sure they could launch east and know North America wouldn’t intercept us. What happened to change that I don’t know.”
			

			
				“Your government probably told them quietly that if they interfered, you’d go ahead and annex the rest of Florida so you didn’t have to overfly them,” Heather guessed.
			

			
				“You don’t have hard intelligence on that do you?”
			

			
				“Not at all. I can just see myself doing that. I’d have one of my partners, April or Jeff do it though. They have a history of Earth bombardment that lends them credibility.”
			

			
				“I know a little of that,” Evelyn admitted.
			

			
				“We find a lot of Earthie actions inexplicable,” Heather admitted. “They don’t seem to learn lessons from history. I know we live a bit longer so more history is within our personal experience. But it’s not like these things happened to the Babylonians.”
			

			
				“Do you regard the destruction of Abu Dhabi as a lesson?”
			

			
				“Yes, of course it was, but it was still unfortunate,” Heather agreed. “That was not an action of me or my subjects. It was by citizens of Home.”
			

			
				“How do you read it as a lesson?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“Strategically, you must understand when you are not dealing with another nation-state. Those control their weapons tightly out of fear their peers will retaliate. When you are dealing with individuals who can own weapons equal or superior to yours you can’t expect them to react like a nation. What is compelling their restraint? On the other hand, you might conclude killing this person’s husband and half the crew and assets of their company is equivalent to a major strike on a nation to which they would respond. There was no harsher response to fear after destroying half their assets.
			

			
				“Tactically, you better be damn sure you have superior arms and leave no witnesses if you are as quick to fire as their commander was. There was nothing to lose to do a little more talk-talk before he started shooting. I have no idea if their commander followed their rules of engagement or acted on personal impulse.”
			

			
				“Could you have stopped them bombarding Abu Dhabi?”
			

			
				“Not without complete control of everything entering the Solar System. Which none of them want until something like this happens. After years of lethal Earthie hostility why would we want to thrust ourselves into that mess as protectors? Let them police their own planet inside L1. We owe them nothing.”
			

			
				“What do you think you’d do in the same situation?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“There is never an exact equivalence,” Heather insisted. “We have had similar insults though. The Chinese dropped a one megaton warhead on us here. It didn’t kill anyone, even though we weren’t dug in nearly as deeply as now. I destroyed the Chinese fleet, except for one ship that fled to Home and surrendered. That’s the only attack that endangered me directly. Other than those ships, I didn’t initiate any reprisals against China. I doubt I’d do it with the UAE.”
			

			
				“Why not?” Evelyn wondered.
			

			
				“What purpose would it serve? What would change their behavior short of destroying them as a nation so they couldn’t launch to orbit? Anything less invites getting into cycles of tit for tat reprisals that solve nothing.”
			

			
				“Could you do that?”
			

			
				“Oh easily, even back then, we had the means to remove somewhere around seventy percent of China’s population and more than that of their industry. We regard most of the Earthie people as captive to their governments. The governments have very effective, mature methods of control. If you can kill billions of innocents to remove the power base of their rulers you are a monster. I’d rather be able to sleep at night and look in mirrors.
			

			
				“Now, my dear partners, Jeff Singh and April Lewis, have had multiple assassination attempts directed at them by North America and China. Both have responded to those and to other thefts and actions against them and allies much stronger than me. I don’t condemn that. If one of those attempts had succeeded, I’d have agreed to a much harsher response. Just like this lady did to the killing of her husband.
			

			
				“We still had another assassination attempt just weeks ago against a close ally and friend on the world of Derfhome that is under my protection. We have the technical ability now to make precision strikes against responsible officials without mass killings of nearby innocents. The three top offices of North America were briefly under my censure over it. Their president says they disavow assassination now. We’ll see if they hold to it. I will continue to stand down if they will.”
			

			
				“So that was you that assassinated the vice president recently?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“And the secretary of state before him,” Heather added.
			

			
				“You never claimed credit for it,” Evelyn objected.
			

			
				“We put out a press release announcing that was our intent,” Heather said. “I’m sure all the responsible parties who could end this contest were well aware of who did it. I felt no need to count them off as we did them. What horrid sorts of people brag on killing?”
			

			
				“I’m aware of that press release, but Texas didn’t censor it like many countries. I’d object that the bombing in Maryland caught quite a few innocents in the blast.”
			

			
				“They were high party members, not innocents. These are the core people with influence and wealth who supported assassination as a national policy. It was a bonus target, not a mistake. The assassination of the secretary of state when he was golfing killed the senator from Manitoba and two of his protective detail. You aren’t an innocent if you make your living aiding and protecting these murderers. Perhaps the party loyalists seeing that pressured their leaders to renounce assassination so they aren’t at risk. They are going to find, if we are driven to play tit for tat at assassinations, that we are much better at it than them.”
			

			
				Heather seemed amused at the idea. Evelyn looked horrified.
			

			
				“One assumes such straight talk will be hard to report,” Heather said. “It isn’t all fluffed out with diplomatic language to make it deniable later.”
			

			
				“It makes me wonder why you didn’t target the president,” Evelyn said.
			

			
				“Oh, we would have, eventually,” Heather promised. “I’m sure you have no idea the level of effort they are putting into keeping their executives and congress hidden. The settings in which you see public officials now are almost always a stage setting. Nobody of importance actually lives or works in the New White House or Capital. Since we killed the secretary and vice president none of the three top officials have made a verifiable public appearance. As I said, now that their president renounced assassination, we’ll accept that and stop targeting them if they aren’t lying again. We don’t have a lot of trust with them.
			

			
				“You should be aware; they are hiding as much from other Earth nations and internal factions as they are from us. Remember, that’s how the current line of administrations came to power. They decapitated the government with submarine launched hypersonics and were all set to quickly step into their shoes. It worked too.”
			

			
				“That’s never been proved to anyone’s satisfaction,” Evelyn insisted.
			

			
				“If you insist, dear,” Heather said with an amused smile. “I accepted it as true. All the key players who supported each other in the new government just happened to be absent the day of the strike. They also have to worry about other space powers than me with this latest assassination attempt.”
			

			
				“I thought this person was under your protection?” Evelyn said.
			

			
				“Oh, she is. But if I were not involved, she is sovereign of a world and owner of armed ships herself. She is also a Voice for the Mothers of Red Tree. The Mothers take a very dim view of trying to assassinate their Voice, and it’s a violation of the Treaty of Man. The last time North America violated that treaty they came within a heartbeat of losing not just Vancouver but Washington and parts of Oregon and Columbia to a kinetic strike. The reaffirmation of the treaty imposed equivalency to treason on anyone breaking it. The only saving grace for them is that we already killed the secretary who is ultimately responsible for the assassination attempt. If they keep trying, the Mothers may revert to their previous custom of utterly destroying any enemy with whom they go to war. That would be hard on everyone in the northern hemisphere, including Texas. I sincerely hope that doesn’t come to pass. Before you ask, my response would be much more measured. After all, I’m Human and value the planet, if not all the political factions occupying it.”
			

			
				“I think that’s all I wish to ask you today,” Evelyn said. 
			

			
				“Just be certain you don’t misrepresent what I said. Not even by calculated omission. If you do, my custom has been to release the full transcript and video of our chat. Better to release nothing than try to falsify it. Now, if that concludes our official interview, would you like a bite of lunch? I’d be happy to entertain personal questions too, if you have any.”
			

			
				Heather expected Evelyn to beg off lunch, too upset by their interview to eat. She was made of sterner stuff.
			

			
				“Yes, thank you. This coffee is marvelous. It reminds me of estate Kona I’ve tasted but find too dear to buy for everyday. Where was it grown?”
			

			
				“That’s a blend of Derfhome beans and some from our world of Haven. We are totally independent of Earth supply except for a few luxury items. Nobody has gone to the trouble to raise salt water seafood, and a few spices like black pepper and vanilla. We have samples in case there is a world ending event, but some things are not economical to produce at our current population level.”
			

			
				“Might you find oceans on another world to raise Earth fish? Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but so far, any oceans that might support Earth life have their own life. The danger is we’d be too successful and wipe out the local ecology. We haven’t been on any living planets long enough to thoroughly know their marine ecology and its value. It’s a scary thing to play God and remove the principal source of oxygen on every living planet we’ve found. Maybe in a few hundred years, one of the water worlds being terraformed will have us harvesting lobster and Mahi-Mahi,” Heather speculated.
			

			
				“And you expect to be around to see that?” Evelyn asked.
			

			
				“If I’m not around to enjoy one of the terraformed worlds, my children or grandchildren will be. You could be too, if you don’t opt for the slow suicide that most Earth nations insist you suffer. Central isn’t the only place where LET is available. Derfhome and Home offer it, and even Fargone has opened up a bit to immigration.”
			

			
				“That’s… an interesting idea,” Evelyn allowed.
			

			
				“Of course, it will make you crazy,” Heather said, tongue in cheek. “But living among all the other crazies, you don’t even notice after a while.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 16
			

			
				“Have you looked at our log at all?” Thor asked.
			

			
				“I honestly have been so busy the last few days I didn’t have time,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I didn’t expect you would,” Thor said. “You are an executive now.”
			

			
				What surprised Lee was there was no sarcasm or hint of disapproval. He seemed to really understand how busy she could be.
			

			
				“You first,” Thor demanded. “I knew when I was hailed on system entry and could communicate near real time that you have bigger news than me.”
			

			
				“We have superluminal drives that let us jump from rest, non-reaction drives, quantum radar, and weapons systems that can’t be intercepted.”
			

			
				That got three slow blinks while Thor digested it.
			

			
				“Did you marry that Singh fellow?” he wondered. It seemed a reasonable question to explain acquiring the new tech, and didn’t offend Lee at all.
			

			
				“That’s not a bad idea, but I think his partners would have to ask. They seem to run his social life. What’s better than an alliance by marriage, the Mothers and I have a treaty as equals with them. We since brought tech to the table they didn’t have. That got us a tech sharing agreement. I have a pair of Derf and Badger researchers who have made amazing advances in drive tech. They have a Human associate from the Moon now, and we just added a very gifted young Badger to the team.”
			

			
				“Why do we still need protected, if we have the same drives now?” Thor wondered.
			

			
				“Consider it a political message for the Earthies. They were put here before we had fast ships, and they are an embassy for Central as well as system protectors. They are a deterrent where we would be constantly tested. That happened just after you left.”
			

			
				“Ah, old news,” Thor said. “So, things have settled down now? Why do we have a Human habitat orbiting up there now? Is Derfhome still independent?”
			

			
				“The North Americans tried to destroy all the trans-lunar habs. They had no idea Central could surround a hab with jump ships and drag it along whole. They evacuated when North America attacked. Fargone got one too. They are much more refugees than any sort of overlords.”
			

			
				“They didn’t war on the North Americans for trying that?” Thor wondered.
			

			
				“Yes, but it wasn’t much of a war,” Lee said with a grimace. “Heather has been holding back for years and when they attacked, she stripped near Earth of North American ships, and sent her own ships out to all the known North American bases to destroy their warships and force evacuation to Earth or be destroyed. North America destroyed one Central ship. North America was granted to have one international airport on each coast and no orbital launch facilities at all. They were smart enough not to provoke her to do a devastating strike on their Earth territory. They are a non-space power now. There are just a handful of North American ships still unaccounted, and Home flagged privateers are hunting those down and salvaging the destroyed ships and bases.”
			

			
				“Heather is too nice to allow them to exist,” Thor said. “She’s betting her life and that of all her people that they are powerless now. It’s a bet I wouldn’t take. They will scheme and plot to find a way to take her by surprise.”
			

			
				“Not mine to judge or interfere, Lee insisted. “Who knows what the Mothers or others may do? They seem satisfied with Heather’s response for now. Home coming here has been a bit of a shock to the trade town economies and Derf culture. The Derf have taken to using weeks instead of just counting days of the month and the Homies brought in a lot of money so there’s been a bit of price inflation. Some businesses that don’t serve the public like manufacturing started closing for weekends. The workers like it and want to go do things on their time off. That has driven new business too.”
			

			
				“You’d think we’ve been gone five hundred years,” Thor complained.
			

			
				“A lot has happened,” Lee agreed. “You’ll be back up to speed in no time at all. We have basic life extension for Derf now. I’m sure you’ll want to buy that. It changes your outlook completely to taking the long view of things.”
			

			
				“Since the Claims Commission needed North American ships to enforce their grants, maintain contact, and supply them, entire scheme fell apart and it’s a mess. Most Claims Commission worlds are abandoned with no banking services, no supply, and no communication from Earth. They set up these worlds to be under their tight control with no thought to being able to function independently if they were cut off. Of course, that meant they stopped paying explorers like Gordon and me too. Since they broke their contract with us, and Providence was in bad shape with no services, Gordon and I repossessed it.”
			

			
				“You… repossessed a world?” Thor said slowly like he may not have heard right.
			

			
				“Yes. I won’t say it’s all fixed and settled yet, but they are back to growing food and providing basic services. They stopped doing those things when the workers couldn’t be paid. Heather’s people gave me a hand with that. They lent a couple ships to provided security against any North American ships showing up while I went down and set things right. They advanced cash to restart the economy until I could send a freighter and collect monetary metals from our brown dwarf finds.
			

			
				“They were already in rebellion when I arrived, so it wasn’t hard to make a deal to support the faction already working to take over. I’m letting them govern with some light-handed supervision.”
			

			
				“Then is Central maintaining system protection there for you like here?” Thor asked. “That seems an expensive favor.”
			

			
				“No, though they helped briefly when asked. I should offer to have them place an embassy there. Perhaps if Heather and her partners take advantage of land grants I offered them. I’m keeping an armed ship there, and Snoopy Partners is splitting guard duty with me. They have two salvaged stations in orbit that are a good start on a decent ship yard.”
			

			
				“Snoopy Partners is a ship building group?” Thor asked.
			

			
				“Home flagged privateers, actually,” Lee said. “All the loot North America left littered across the stars is going to run out eventually, and they are looking to have other businesses going for when that happens.”
			

			
				“Privateers,” Thor said. Lee wasn’t sure if he was disapproving or just amazed.
			

			
				“I have a shuttle making a regular run between Providence and Derfhome. It has to run off and do other jobs between runs. I’m having Snoopy Partners build me a copy as their first job. Captain Aristotle is going to command the new ship based out of Providence. If you want to do occasional runs to keep your hand in, I’m sure they would welcome some relief in a busy schedule. I wasn’t thinking of a third ship yet, but if you want a dedicated command, I guess we could build you one. There should be work for it.”
			

			
				“We wondered if you’d send us right back out after a break. Perhaps even come yourself. That seems unlikely, because our ships are all obsolete now, aren’t they?”
			

			
				“I haven’t thought that far ahead to another expedition. It’s true most of our ships are obsolete, but the economics of it dictate we can’t afford to just scrap them. We need them in service, and can’t build a replacement fleet that easily. I’m not sure we can even keep up with demand for new hulls. They can be put to work in many cases dragging slow ships to their destination for a fee.”
			

			
				“Everything has changed so much I need time to decide what I want to do,” Thor said. “I should go see what you are doing with Providence for myself before we do any deals. If you are tapping the brown dwarf resources we found, can’t you afford to build as many ships as you want?”
			

			
				“If you have infinite money, it still doesn’t help. There are only so many ship builders and construction yards. You can throw money at them and they can still only build so many hulls a year. You can make new fabbers and build components, but the number of people with experience who know what they are doing can’t be created quickly. I don’t want to push for more shipyards quickly creating mediocre products. Then, when we did catch up it would be a glut of yards and an economic crash. I’m afraid all I could do would be fuel a massive inflation followed by unemployment.
			

			
				“We didn’t publish numbers on our brown dwarf finds, and I urge you not to talk up how plentiful their metals are. Far too many people already know, and are worried it will eventually be the end of rare metals as money. Heather and I would like to maintain an artificial scarcity as long as we can.”
			

			
				“I’ve no good news for you there,” Thor admitted. “We crossed another segment of the arch of brown dwarfs we found going to the Badgers. If anything, it doubles the resources we know and tells us where to reasonably predict finding more of them along a huge circle. I considered it more important that we found another race of aliens.”
			

			
				“That was most of my big news,” Lee said. “Tell me about these aliens.”
			

			
				“They look so much like you Humans it’s hard not to expect them to open their mouths and speak English. They have long narrow faces that would make you think they are sad. As tall or just a little more than you, and lanky. Their language is in our tonal range but really complex. We haven’t made a very good start at understanding it.”
			

			
				“Do you like them?”
			

			
				When Thor looked confused and didn’t answer quickly, Lee explained.
			

			
				“When I met Talker, I felt a quick affinity. He reacted the way I expected. Even to Human humor. I could read his moods almost immediately. He isn’t selfish or mean spirited. Not that every Badger feels that way to me. His boss is a real stinker.”
			

			
				“I never felt I got to know one,” Thor said. “Even Ha-bob-bob-brie gives off more signals with his body language than these guys.”
			

			
				“Oh, my friend Jan Hagen is going to hate them,” Lee predicted. “He’s been giving me lessons on reading people. He’s like a living veracity program.”
			

			
				“The only strong expression one showed me was when I was eating a bowl of hot soup and he leaned closer to give it a sniff. Apparently, it was totally repulsive.”
			

			
				“What do you call these folks?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“They seemed a bit touchy about that. I had to issue an order not to compare them to any other critters we know. Like so many others they just call themselves people since they knew no other people. So, we solved it by always referring to them as the people. They seemed happy with that.”
			

			
				“That worries me a little,” Lee said. “You should make sure that doesn’t mean they don’t regard us as people.”
			

			
				“If they don’t, it’s curious that they are willing to do business with us, and their academics were interested in everything about us. The sad fact is they have very little to trade with us. Once we have samples of a few useful plants they only have art to offer. Their manufactured goods are primitive, and they have no unusual minerals or metals to offer. They have music, and of course their own plays and literature. Those are all as incomprehensible as their language. I did issue orders that we not deliberately disrupt their economy. Just something like a simple fabber could create chaos. It’s going to be hard to decide what to give them safely.”
			

			
				“How long did it take them to ask how to fly between the stars?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“The very first day in gestures and sketches,” Thor said, and couldn’t suppress a big smile. “Once we could talk a little, they asked again. Jon Burris asked them about their current understanding of physics. They pretty much described where Humans were about the middle of your nineteenth century. When Jon tried introducing them to relativity and quantum mechanics they were offended. They said if we didn’t want to answer that was fine but it was not nice to test them with fantastic tales. They informed us they do that to children who asked on matters beyond their reach, and they aren’t children.”
			

			
				“Wow, it sounds like when they establish an orthodoxy it’s chiseled in stone.”
			

			
				“They do seem very conservative about change,” Thor agreed. “That may help their transition. They’ve been refining steam power for twelve thousand years. Electrical generators are still a lab novelty. I don’t think they will rush to change everything.”
			

			
				“They still seem more promising than the Bunnies,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yeah. Now that you have these fast ships, you should send a ship to collect the surveillance satellite we left there and see what’s happening with them,” Thor said.
			

			
				“Do you feel guilty we triggered a civil war?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Not a bit. They were all nuts and set themselves up for disaster. I want to make sure they don’t break out of their system now that they know it can be done. They scare me.”
			

			
				“I misunderstood. You’re right, they bear watching. It would be a shame to impose a quarantine, but I doubt they replaced their Teen with a gentler kinder system.”
			

			
				‘They’re a whole race of fanatics,” Thor insisted. “I don’t know how you’d start to change that.”
			

			
				“The one did rip his slave collar off,” Lee remembered.
			

			
				“Yeah. I wonder what happened to him?”
			

			
				“Maybe if you got a bunch of the young ones and raised them in a culture that has nothing in common with the one we saw,” Lee said. “Surely it wasn’t always like that.”
			

			
				“Kidnapping for their own good seems hard to justify,” Thor insisted. “But I suppose it would be better than making them extinct. It would be interesting. If they all grew up warped the same way, we’d know their obedience has a deep genetic basis.”
			

			
				“That might just switch the problem to being obedient to us,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Considering how it worked for them alone, that might be a survival trait,” Thor said.
			

			
				“I also want to go back to the water world where the natives dragged our lander under water,” Lee said. “I have some ideas on meeting and communicating with them. We don’t have to drop a boat or a sub. My newest ship can drop a ramp and hover just off the surface indefinitely.”
			

			
				“That, I’d like to see,” Thor said.
			

			
				“Surely there was something else worth relating on your voyage?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“We saw three more bursts of exit radiation without any run to jump. I think someone was watching us as we went along.”
			

			
				“I don’t think my friends at Central would do that. I can ask them plainly, but I expect it is another alien civilization. I wonder if they’ve seen our fast ships, and if they haven’t, how they will react to seeing we have similar drives.”
			

			
				“Maybe they are scared of us,” Thor said.
			

			
				“Perhaps, but we have progressed beyond just having fast drives,” Lee said. “I doubt there is anything they can do about it now even if they are afraid of us.”
			

			
				“I hope you are right.”
			

			
				“Let’s go out to lunch instead of ordering in,” Lee said. “I’d like to show you some of this new tech.”
			

			
				“We’re taking your ship to lunch? Where, to one of the space stations?” Thor asked.
			

			
				“Not exactly. You’ll see.”
			

			
				Thor’s face was everything she expected when the Shiny floated down and hovered.
			

			
				“This is how you were talking about being able to hover over the water world,” Thor said. “Very impressive.”
			

			
				When they were seated Lee shocked him again.
			

			
				“Tom, take us to Murphy's Coney Island BBQ and Authentic Korean Cuisine.”
			

			
				“Yes mistress. For your information, today’s specials are Beef Bulgogi or Chicago style dogs. The Bulgogi has an impressive ninety-four percent customer approval.”
			

			
				“You’ve got to be kidding,” Thor said. “Tom, are you a person?”
			

			
				“I just fly around, sir. I’m not qualified to discuss legal issues or religion. I’m still exploring questions about such difficult subjects.”
			

			
				It didn’t happen often, but Thor was momentarily speechless.
			

			
				“Tom is an AI,” Lee said. “We’ll be offering lesser versions of him in other vehicles but the Shiney has almost all his abilities on board. Unlike some organic people, he appears to know his limitations. That’s not something I taught him.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Alonso doesn’t really need me today. If I try to chat with him, he just grunts, and Lee is busy with her mint. I’ll come along with you to her researcher’s place,” Tish said.
			

			
				“I’m not sure what you’ll have to do,” Trix said, uncertain. He wasn’t sure what he’d have to do either, but didn’t want to admit that.
			

			
				“I won’t be all alone in the quiet hotel suite, even if I just sit and work on my pad.”
			

			
				Trix nodded but still looked uneasy.
			

			
				“If they don’t like it, they can kick me out,” Tish said. “We live with Lee and I can’t imagine they have any secrets she’d keep from me.”
			

			
				“Okay, but do bring your pad in case you get bored,” Trix said. “I’ll call a car.”
			

			
				Trix walked in hand in hand with Tish as Badgers love to do.
			

			
				“This is my sister Tish who lives with me at Lee’s,” Trix said. None of the researchers seemed upset. Rather they were immediately curious.
			

			
				“Trix hasn’t told us anything about you or that he was living with Lee,” Musical said. He didn’t ask a direct question but looked at Trix quizzically. Born and Walter were happy he spoke up, since he was a fellow Badger and knew what would offend or not.
			

			
				“I didn’t think you’d be interested in my personal life. I’ve a lot less experience than any of you and it isn’t very interesting. None of you have told me how you came to work for Lee or your personal stories,” he pointed out.
			

			
				“But no,” Musical insisted. “That you are living with our patron seems both interesting and significant. We’d be happy to share our stories but I suspect they will be much more mundane than how you came to be living with Lee. Born and I were recruited first by Lee to research drive theory. I was familiar with Badger drive theory and Talker was happy to assign me to Lee at her request. Born was with that discipline of physics here at the university before Lee asked our help. Both of our superiors have been happy to allow this assignment to become our principal occupation and allow us to double dip.
			

			
				“Walter here joined us by the word of the Moon queen, after Lee and her agreed to technology sharing. He rotates back there regularly to work with another research group. We also supervise two Derf brothers, Bo and Golden, who are important to Lee’s mint. Trix has met Bo but not Golden. Lee tried to hand them off to another fellow to run the mint, but he declined.
			

			
				“Since Trix is so reluctant to bore us with his story, perhaps you’d fill us in on how you both came to live with our patron and your story, if you can’t relate his.”
			

			
				“This all came about because of the new Cat ambassador’s big mouth,” Tish said. “She was present when Lee promised me an estate on Providence and didn’t know we were keeping it secret from my brothers. The older three that is, not Trix.
			

			
				“Knowing I’d been to Providence to choose a property, she knew enough about Badgers to address me as Goy, and ask how I found Providence. But she had no idea how badly it would upset my eldest brother, the heir. In hindsight I should have warned her it was a secret but it didn’t occur to me I needed to. I didn’t expect them to be at her party.
			

			
				“It has nothing to do with his inheritance but my brother, Torz, is not a deep thinker. He saw me as a threat and tried to get my father to repudiate my standing officially. When he should have accepted father’s judgement as speaker and sat down, he instead informed me that the matter wasn’t over. So, I had to leave. It wasn’t safe to be in the same house with him. Even my mother acknowledged that.”
			

			
				“That is a very serious matter to refuse a speaker’s ruling,” Musical said.
			

			
				“On Far Away, I expect he’d have disowned him and banished him,” Tish agreed. “It’s not so easy to do that on an alien world where he has no worth or skills to survive. I can’t fault him for not disowning him on Derfhome. If he did that the other brothers would immediately be at risk too.”
			

			
				“He is that criminal?” Musical asked, shocked.
			

			
				“She’s right,” Trix told him. “He’s too close and familiar with father to have the proper respect for him as speaker. He wasn’t sure if he wanted his request heard by the speaker or father. He blew it by saying it was important enough for the speaker. So, the speaker was what he got. His father would have been less direct and upsetting.”
			

			
				“He’d been drinking too,” Tish reminded him.
			

			
				“Did he threaten Trix also?” Musical asked.
			

			
				“No, but Trix has never been close to his brothers,” Tish said. “They are interested in having a good time. That means seeking female company, eating well, and betting on Battle Ball. Trix has more smarts than the three of them together and they haven’t tried to train and use what they have. He has that white blaze down his muzzle and the mindless always torment anyone different…”
			

			
				“Tish asked for me,” Trix interrupted. “Father said he couldn’t send her away empty handed and said to ask what she wanted, up to a fifth of his worth. She asked for me to be sent with her. She may regret not asking for the cash.”
			

			
				“Not at all. We always supported each other, being more of a like mind. He’d have been tormented all the more by his brothers and had nobody to talk to. I’d have missed him terribly. He wouldn’t have been there to help Gordon and Lee with their jump drone problem, so he wouldn’t have gotten this job with you. It has worked out to the good.”
			

			
				“We haven’t heard that story,” Walter revealed. “It’s not that she doesn’t trust us. She never compartments information. Lee just never volunteers a lot about what is happening outside our group. In fairness, she has a lot going on, and little reason to inform us of things that aren’t our direct concern. She likely doesn’t tell others what we are doing unless she sees some need.”
			

			
				“He figured out how to make warheads work on jump drones,” Tish said, “and no way to intercept them, even when jumping into air or solid matter.”
			

			
				“Damn…” Musical said, awed.
			

			
				Trix made a depreciating gesture.
			

			
				“It was…”
			

			
				“Don’t say it or I’ll smack you,” Tish warned.
			

			
				“You need to know we are all Goy,” Born revealed. “Lee granted us land on Providence as a bonus for organizing the mint and directing Bo and Golden.”
			

			
				“Is that part of Trix’s pay?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“He’s part of the peer group,” Born said. “Lee is never cheap. I’d be shocked if he isn’t paid the same. Even Bo and Golden got that bonus for less responsible mint work. She says she has lots of land and is pretty free with it.”
			

			
				Tish turned to Trix delighted, and hugged him.
			

			
				“Then you are Par Goy to me,” she declared.
			

			
				“And you to me,” Trix echoed.
			

			
				“Is it really that important as close as you obviously were before?” Born asked.
			

			
				All three Badgers looked at him amazed.
			

			
				“You still don’t see how important land is to Badgers,” Musical said.
			

			
				“I may lack the hard wiring to feel it,” Born admitted. “You’ll keep telling me.”
			

			
				“I suspect Lee knows,” Walter said. “She knew if we were divided between Goy and not-Goy, we’d never be peers in our deepest feelings.”
			

			
				“Is she really that smart?” Born asked.
			

			
				“You know we could all tell stories,” Musical said.
			

			
				“And it’s even scarier since she started working with Jan Hagen,” Walter said.
			

			
				“It’s not the sort of thing you can just ask,” Born said.
			

			
				“Unless you want to be told it was obvious,” Musical said.
			

			
				“Again,” Walter said looking daggers at Trix.
			

			
				“Oh, he’s been doing that with you too,” Tish said, amused.
			

			
				“Yes…” all three said with one voice.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				That evening Lee was happy to find her Badgers waiting to have supper with her.
			

			
				It was a fine night to dine on the balcony and they chatted waiting on the food.
			

			
				“So, my day turned out productive in the end,” Lee said. “How did yours go?”
			

			
				“I went with Trix to Born’s lab and met your research people,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Oh really? What did you think of them?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Born and Musical seem to have a deep relationship. I suspect they may be friends. Walter is more reserved, but not unfriendly or humorless. He’s just sort of formal. They are all smart but didn’t talk down to me, so it was easy to like them. They all hold you in very high regard, if you’ve ever had any doubts about that. I’ve never been with so many people who are all Goy at the same time. But the non-Badgers still don’t know what a big deal being a land owner is to us. I didn’t think to ask. How big of an estate are you giving your researchers?”
			

			
				“I believe I told them ten square kilometers,” Lee remembered. “But I expected they would choose land near Providence City or at least on the same continent. Nowhere near as much as you, but for them it’s pay and for you it’s Human level friendship. I’m at a loss what Badger word to use or its English equivalent, since you regard friendship at such a higher level.”
			

			
				Tish looked briefly disappointed but looked down at her pad and pecked away trying to find a good word.
			

			
				“I don’t know what you feel,” Tish admitted. “Some of the good English words are too closely related to being in a group instead of person to person. I do like affinity.”
			

			
				“Yes, that sort of suggests we are compatible, though companion is too weak a word. Love would be good and true, but that has a lot of baggage in English. Call it a special affinity. I just like you. I liked you immediately when I met you. And bluntly, I’m making a statement I disapprove of your culture limiting females from being landowners. I’m hoping you demonstrate you can make good use of an estate, not let it fail as a useful thing.”
			

			
				“I have to be sure, instead of assuming,” Trix said. “Do I get the same land the other researchers get?”
			

			
				“Yes, that’s pay not a special gift. They got that added for helping with the mint. I expect you will help with the mint at need too. You are all peers who work in common. If you hire things out like fabbing hardware or ordering lunch delivered, that doesn’t make anyone part of your group. I don’t ever want it to be too big for you to know each other very well.”
			

			
				“Thank you. That’s very much appreciated,” Trix said.
			

			
				Lee made a dismissive wave.
			

			
				“You’ve already pulled your weight,” she assured him.
			

			
				“Would you like to take your land beside mine?” Tish asked. “Maybe along the shore?”
			

			
				“No, if I come to where you are I won’t want to sit next door,” Trix said. “I’ll want to be visiting you. I’ve never been a beach lover either. I’m always combing out sand for days. I’ll take a plot near the city like Lee expected. Close enough to enjoy restaurants and services but far enough away the town won’t surround me too soon.”
			

			
				“Maybe I should make a place for a little town,” Tish said. “So my household has access to things like that.”
			

			
				“Limit it and lease the land, not sell it, so it doesn’t get out of control,” Lee said.
			

			
				“That’s brilliant. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that being done,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Then it might not be legal on Far Away,” Trix speculated. “Papa would know.”
			

			
				“But we can try new things on Providence. Right?” Tish asked Lee.
			

			
				“Indeed, you’d have to start something tremendously stupid, like slavery or polluting your neighbor’s air and water, before I’d interfere,” Lee promised.
			

			
				“I’m really going to need help,” Tish said. “I’ll need a good estate manager.”
			

			
				“One smart enough to deal with not being bound by Badger law or custom,” Trix said.
			

			
				“The easiest way to do that is hire a non-Badger who doesn’t have any of those ideas ingrained,” Lee said. “You may need several managers given the size of your estate. One for the land, one for the buildings and infrastructure, one for your actual house, and one for your finances. Maybe one to help all the others at hiring and firing.”
			

			
				“It’s overwhelming,” Tish admitted.
			

			
				“Are you going to just plain sell land?” Trix asked Lee.
			

			
				“Oh, definitely,” Lee said. “Why? You planning to buy more already?”
			

			
				“You never know, but I was thinking Tish could hire just about any sort of Badger experts needed by promising them an estate. Even just a town property would be a huge draw. They’d be beating down her door applying.”
			

			
				“But they’d want to live there, not where they work for me,” Tish objected. “I don’t think an intercontinental commute would be practical.”
			

			
				“Call it a retirement plan, or make it conditional on ten years of satisfactory service. By ten years, they should have an assistant trained you can promote. It’s a better deal than they will ever get on a Badger world.”
			

			
				“If we get life extension for Badgers, you can use that to recruit too,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				“I wonder if Amiable, grandpa’s manager, would be interested?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“But do you want to upset your grandfather?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“He’d regard that as just business,” Tish said. 
			

			
				“Okay, then that’s another way we’re different.” Lee said. “Humans and Derf would get upset if you poach their talented people.
			

			
				“More alike than different,” Trix insisted. “I wonder if sapients tend to think alike because when everything sorts out, it’s just the model that works.”
			

			
				“I don’t know, but when you eventually meet the triad who include the Moon queen, they are interested in basic questions like that.”
			

			
				“Then I think I’ll like them too,” Trix said.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 17
			

			
				“Tell Tish and Trix not to come to my shop in the morning,” Alonso said. “I’ll be across the airport inspecting the trucks they claim are done. If you have time, come take a look and bring them along if you want.”
			

			
				“I’ll make time,” Lee assured him, “are they done enough to get a test ride?”
			

			
				“They better be or we will have words,” Alonso threatened.
			

			
				“I’ll take the children outside if you use those sorts of words,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’m afraid they already have a starter pack,” Alonso said. “Even though I try to be more careful with them than with you.”
			

			
				“Then where else would they learn them?” Lee challenged.
			

			
				“Trix mentioned somebody named Amiable. That sounds like a Fargoer.”
			

			
				“He’s not, but Amiable would have been speaking Badger or Trade.”
			

			
				“I’m guessing they have a very complete translation program,” Alonso said.
			

			
				“I think you’re right. I helped create that, and never thought to make it age restricted.”
			

			
				“Too late now,” Alonzo said. “Once it’s in the wild, there will always be a copy archived somewhere you’ll never track down.”
			

			
				“Are the accessories finished too?” Lee asked. “If you have the base camp module assembled, I’ll take it to Werner with the truck.”
			

			
				“It was done before the truck. I told them to slide it in and test all the seals and connectors. It just lacks some of the soft furnishings like mattresses and stocking the galley. I’ll leave that up to their tastes.”
			

			
				“But it has an environmental system stocked and active?”
			

			
				“You can seal it up and go for a week,” Alonso promised. “Rather than conventional heating and cooling, I just have the system from a Moon hut in a compartment accessible from the outside. It’s more compact and reliable. Why reinvent the wheel? That doesn’t mean you can operate it outside the temperature range you specified. You can’t take it to an airless moon and expect it to deal with the hot and cold swings in and out of sunlight. The truck cabin will do that but not the base camp module.”
			

			
				“Could you make one to do that if we need one in the future?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Of course,” Alonso said, sounding hurt. “The interior volume would be reduced. We might need to make it a three bunk instead of four. If you need an airlock, I’d probably hang it off the back extended beyond the bed. Do you want one designed?”
			

			
				“Not yet. I’m just thinking out loud. That might be a real handy thing to take along on a deep explorer. I’ll get the Badgers fed and awake and meet you over at the truck assembly building. Does two hours work?”
			

			
				“Yes. That will let me look over some things first without interruption.”
			

			
				Despite what Lee said, Alonso determined he’d go ahead and design a living module and base camp for extreme space conditions. When, not if she came back and requested it, he’d just let her think he could whip up such a design overnight.
			

			
				“Question if you will.” Alonso begged.
			

			
				“Sure.”
			

			
				“Why aren’t you including Fargone in your list of worlds approved for sales? You said you even have citizenship there now.”
			

			
				“Getting that citizenship also gave me a peek at their internal politics,” Lee said. “I have no confidence they take the advice of their best people or will be constant in their policies if somebody waves enough money at them. With Central and Red Tree Mothers I know what they will do, and am confidence in their replacements if they die. I’ve got a hard copy signed treaty with them, and no such agreement with Fargone.”
			

			
				“I thought it might be something like that,” Alonso said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				There was room in the assembly building for four builds. The two that were bare frames and a cab shell with no doors and empty port opening took up more room to allow the robotics access. They were separated by a chest high safety fence at the moment, so there were no workers around them.
			

			
				The two trucks nearest the exit doors appeared to be done, as Alonso had been told. There were man carts and tool boxes pulled back by the walls away from them. A couple of workers were doing something, but not on the trucks themselves. Lee and her Badgers went to the one Alonso was inspecting and greeted him. Compared to the Twool or the Shiny the trucks were huge and not at all sleek. They still had handsome lines, as Lee expected of Alonso.
			

			
				“It’s big!” Trix said stating the obvious.
			

			
				“Will it fit in the big cargo hold in the Silk Road?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Now really, do you think we’re like the guy who built a big boat in his basement with no way to get it out?” Alonso asked.
			

			
				“Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.”
			

			
				Alonso opened the door and the young Badgers climbed in exploring.
			

			
				“Will it fit?” Lee asked privately through her spex.
			

			
				“Damned if I know,” Alonso replied. “You never specified a maximum height and I never thought to ask how you’d transport it. I wasn’t about to admit that to her.”
			

			
				“I’m asking crew to measure it right now,” Lee said. “I think that’s faster than asking for the design files to be searched.”
			

			
				“Ask Tom,” Alonso suggested. “I bet he answers faster than they can find a tape measure and run down to the hold.”
			

			
				Lee was surprised but sent Tom a text.
			

			
				“Done. Do you use him like that?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Sure, if I want to know…”
			

			
				“Mistress, exactly four meters high in the middle section and five point nine meters wide centered, because there is a half meter radius at each corner for stress relief.”
			

			
				“Thanks, Tom,” Lee forwarded the text to Alonso.
			

			
				“Lots of room,” Alonso assured her. “Almost a meter for the cab height and a bit more clearance on the width. But if you want the base camp or big box accessory along, you’ll have to load it separately.”
			

			
				“We have a crane for that,” Lee said. “No problem. Though the next ship will have a hatch to clear them mounted, now that I know. It’s going to be a copy of the Silk Road but we can make changes. We’ll make the lower hold taller.”
			

			
				“You could just drag it along in your field, like you do ships,” Alonso suggested. “Or carry it on the outside, like a ship’s shuttle.”
			

			
				“That’s not a half bad idea,” Lee admitted. “It’ll need grapple points.”
			

			
				“Alonso,” Tish called from the cab. “How do you get the sun roof open?”
			

			
				“With great difficulty since it doesn’t have one.”
			

			
				“Then what’s this?” Tish asked pointing up.
			

			
				Lee wondered too and stepped closer to look up. She recognized it immediately.
			

			
				“Honey, that’s the inside of a mating flange for an airlock,” Lee told her.
			

			
				“Oh, glittery. You can go to your ship or one of the space stations just like we did in the Twool,” Tish said.
			

			
				Lee looked a question at Alonso and got a single small nod.
			

			
				“That’s right, but I’m not up to that today,” Lee warned her. “I haven’t been all the way through the simulator orientation yet.”
			

			
				“You could have Tom fly it for you, couldn’t you?” Tish suggested
			

			
				“He’s not installed in it, and we haven’t finished talking about cloning him,” Lee said. “There are still some details to agree on.”
			

			
				“He could fly it remotely, couldn’t he?” Trix said.
			

			
				“Probably,” Alonso agreed, “but I won’t trust my life to a remote operator, man or machine, when you are working through enough distance to have considerable lag. Especially if you don’t control all the routing. The network may change that lag in the middle of something critical like docking. But I can give us a little manual ride. All we’ll do today is taxi over to my shop, test rotation in all axis, and climb to five meters and back. Then I’m going to go over it in detail before pushing it and trying a load.”
			

			
				“That’s all?” Tish said disappointed.
			

			
				“You don’t take a new aircraft and test it to the edge of its envelope the first flight,” Alonso told her. I’d rather fall from five meters than five thousand.”
			

			
				“Oh, Okay,” Tish said.
			

			
				“A new policy?” Lee asked through her spex. When they test flew the Twool together they thoroughly wrung it out.
			

			
				“New policy when we have youngsters aboard,” Alonso sent back. “Just like you requested we do for the new cars. Besides that, I built the Twool. I knew every connector and screw in her was done right.”
			

			
				“Good thing I haven’t told them about testing the Twool,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Keep that story for when they are forty or fifty years old,” Alonso advised.
			

			
				“That works,” Lee agreed. “Trouble is Tish has already seen Gordon fight his ship. That story will pale beside what she’s already experienced. When we get back to your shop, come with us and we’ll get them some lunch,” Lee said. “Food always distracts them.”
			

			
				“It does that for me too,” Alonso admitted. “Lunch sounds good.”
			

			
				Alonso liked to project all hard and grumpy, but Lee was pleased how much he cared for her Badgers.
			

			
				"Ma'am, the hold hatch opens to four meters vertically," her crew reported.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Hi Tim. What’s up?” Paul Carter greeted ex-president Hathaway.
			

			
				“I thought you’d like to know that President Newhouse got his bill passed repudiating assassination and making it a capital crime.”
			

			
				“Oh, I thought maybe you were going to hit me up for a donation,” Paul said. “A few million for your presidential library showcasing the accomplishments of your lengthy administration.”
			

			
				“Crack funny all you like,” Hathaway invited him. “I accomplished more in my eleven minutes than a lot of four-year presidents. I set up Newhouse to get the Moon queen off our case, and he even survived the accusations of surrender we expected. Neither of us would have rammed that through, much less survived it. He didn’t have a laundry list of people sure he owed them a big favor. I’m not ashamed to say I was nervous as hell all eleven minutes I had a target painted on my back.”
			

			
				“Well, young Newhouse can rest easy that he isn’t a target now that he was able to satisfy the queen,” Paul Carter said.
			

			
				“Not really. He’s in more danger now than before,” Hathaway insisted.
			

			
				“I’m not aware that she has ever broken her word.” Paul said.
			

			
				“Not from the Moon queen,” Hathaway corrected him. “Now, Bart is in danger of anyone who wants to remove him. All they have to do is make an attempt at assassinating the queen or on of her pals with plausible links to North America. They don’t even have to succeed to bring her wrath down on him.”
			

			
				“Oh, my goodness… I should have seen that,” Paul said.
			

			
				“Which is another reason I didn’t want to stay president and try to get the assassination bill passed. Eleven minutes was long enough to be a target. I’d have been a nervous wreck trying to stay hidden for my full term.”
			

			
				“Not to worry,” Paul said. “They’d have impeached and convicted you in record time.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Dear Heather,
			

			
				I’m sending this through Eileen as usual. I’ve told her to retain a copy if she wishes. None of it is secret. It contains Thor’s bridge log of the expedition of the reduced fleet I sent out hoping to retain a body of skilled spacers. I suppose we could refer to it as the Littler Fleet. There are attachments with video and a starter translation program for the sapient race they found. Also, a navigation summary detailing their course without needing to search the log. They discovered an arc of brown dwarf stars consistent with an extension of the section found in the original voyage of the Little Fleet. It would not surprise me if you are already aware of this structure. If not, you can extrapolate the overall size and position of the unexplored sections from the known arcs.
			

			
				Thor on several occasions observed radiation bursts consistent with the exit of jump from rest ships. Were your ships shadowing the Littler Fleet? If not, this suggests we are being observed by an unknown race with a tech level like ours. We must be very confusing to them with ships of different drives.
			

			
				My greetings to April and Jeff. I have accomplished many of the goals I had when I sent this now returned fleet off without me. All the critical operations I put in place are functioning well with those to whom they were delegated. I do not anticipate taking an extended voyage, but want a bit of an off-planet vacation. My plan is to visit some of the interesting sites we found on our original long voyage. I told April I’d offer her a seat if I went out again. She may have expected a grander voyage but she is welcome to come along on this little vacation cruise. I don’t expect it to be more than a week or three. I don’t want to interrupt my shuttle service more than that right now. I’ll have the sister ship to the Silk Road soon and have more freedom with it. Bring anyone you please up to four people.
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally, Lee
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				After dinner, Lee asked Tish and Trix with exaggerated casualness: “I’m thinking of taking a little vacation to revisit some interesting sites from the original voyage of the Little Fleet. I don’t know if you’d be interested in coming along…”
			

			
				“Do you think we both suddenly lost our minds?” Tish asked. It wasn’t like Tish to raise her voice. Trix saw she was baiting Tish and went along with it.
			

			
				“Tish has gone on star ships already. She’ll get bored easily and be whiney. I’ve never been out there though. I’d really appreciate going along if it’s not too much trouble.”
			

			
				“There’s an English phrase,” Tish said. “Over my dead body.”
			

			
				Lee couldn’t keep a straight face and gave away that she was teasing.
			

			
				“No need to be so dramatic. I promised you could go on my ships. We’ll have some other guests coming, but they are very good people for you to know. I’ll only have one seat open for you but they open Derf-wide and you can share, can’t you?”
			

			
				“That’s safer,” Tish assured her. “Noodles for brains here may be smart enough to figure out a console over-ride but dumb enough to want to push the pretty buttons. I’ll keep a close watch on him and slap his little hands as needed.”
			

			
				“She gets this way because I’m younger,” Trix complained. “There’s not that much difference between us.”
			

			
				“I’ll give you both something to think about,” Lee said. “My other guests are good friends and reliable allies, but you need to understand they’ve had life extension from almost the start of it. When I first tried to deal with them, I found that anytime I started on something they didn’t want to discuss they turned the conversation away from it as slick as could be. Until I figured out how they were doing that, they could ask a question and lead me away from what I was trying to ask like a toddler. I don’t know if they’ll try that in front of me now, but be aware. They have much more life experience than us.”
			

			
				“Do they read your every little twitch and blink like Jan is teaching you?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“I think Jan has a special talent for it, but you must pick some of that up in so many years if you’re not stupid, and they’re not. They probably can’t read Derf. Jan is slowly learning Derf tells. That was the one area where I had anything to contribute. I’m learning Badger gestures and tells with you guys as my templates.”
			

			
				“We’re so corrupted by alien influence that what you learn may not work all that well if you go back to Far Away and deal with pure natives,” Tish warned.
			

			
				“Well, I pick up little things from everybody too,” Lee said. She drew a finger over her lips. “It’s everything I can do not to show dimples on my muzzle when I’m upset.”
			

			
				The Badgers thought that so funny they were gasping for air.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Dear Lee,
			

			
				We haven’t shadowed any of your vessels, but our ships have occasionally seen exit bursts consistent with jump from rest ships. One of my vessels reported extremely low power radar emissions that could have been quantum radar such as we have now.
			

			
				April and Jeff are both ready to have a little adventure but I’m reluctant to be gone that long. They would like to bring along their daughter May. They are going to come ahead and enjoy Derfhome and Home until you are ready to go.
			

			
				Your Friend and Ally, Heather
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Will your guests from Central stay with us?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“No need, Jeff Singh keeps one of the other suites on this floor,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Oh, they come here that often? Nobody mentioned them being around before.”
			

			
				“They came here when Home fled the Solar System, and they got the Mothers Okay to stay in Derfhome orbit. Then Jeff worked with my researchers briefly when we agreed to share tech. They came along and stood system guard when I went to repossess Providence, too. So, it’s been a year since we’ve had the pleasure of their company,” Lee said.
			

			
				The young Badgers looked at each other and Trix gave his sister a subtle sign to speak.
			

			
				“They keep a suite like this, and just let it sit unused for a year at a time?”
			

			
				“That probably seems wasteful to you, but they couldn’t count on a nice suite being open any time they happen to come. It’s not a significant expense to them. The hotel is probably happy to get the rent with just minimal upkeep. But they don’t get much business from them for the restaurant. It’s far cheaper than buying a house that needs to be staffed and guarded constantly. Here the hotel can provide all those services much more efficiently. You only need housekeeping when in residence, and the security costs are much lower divided between everyone. I know, because I keep a condo on Fargone and it’s almost as expensive as living here. I have to keep a caretaker couple to provide security there. Jeff might lend it to friends and I’d never know. I’ve done that with my condo.”
			

			
				“She said they are good people to know,” Tish reminded Trix.
			

			
				“They are trustworthy,” Lee said in as absolute a tone as she could muster. “I trusted them with not just my life but secrets critical to entire species, including yours.”
			

			
				“They sound as rich as you too,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Oh, my goodness, no. They could throw my money away and never miss it.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“It’s easy enough to use,” Golden said. “I was worried about that. I’ve never flown anything. But hey… If Bo can do it, how hard can it be?”
			

			
				Lee was sitting on the pull-down jump seat hanging on the back of the cab door. It slid to stow behind the passenger seat, rather than swinging.. Bo flew from the mint to the smelter. His brother Golden was taking them back.
			

			
				Lee noticed Golden flew slower and more cautiously than his brother.
			

			
				“If you stay down to two-hundred meters, you can fly by eyeball outside the airport proper. There you should announce to even taxi. If you forget procedures, ask the autopilot or have him do the radio work and listen to refresh your memory. For destinations like we just did that you will use all the time, you can just say,’ Tom, take us to the smelter.’ And he’ll do that without further input. If there is any question he can’t answer, he’ll ask the main program when it is available, or me, and get back to you later. Any questions?”
			

			
				“If one of us works at the smelter all day and the other at the mint, can I tell it to go pick up Bo at the smelter and bring him back?”
			

			
				“Yes, but you best tell it what to do if it arrives at the smelter and Bo doesn’t come out or answer a call that his ride has arrived. Otherwise, it is liable to just wait indefinitely unless you radio and change its instructions,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Okay, just assume it isn’t any brighter than our cousins,” Golden said.
			

			
				“From what you’ve said, that may be insulting Tom,” Lee allowed.
			

			
				“Will it fly with the door to the bed open?” Bo wondered.
			

			
				“Are you taking up skydiving?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				That had to be explained.
			

			
				“Humans are crazy,” Bo said.
			

			
				Golden just nodded his agreement.
			

			
				“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not arguing with you. Tom, what will you do if asked to fly with the door open?”
			

			
				“Ma’am, I’d warn it is open but fly if so instructed.”
			

			
				“There you go. I’d advise against going out without a safety line,” Lee said. “Even just hovering, unless you are almost touching the ground. Is that in the kit, Tom?”
			

			
				“A safety line is not included in the cab tool kit,” Tom said.
			

			
				“I’ll see to it two are added and review the kit,” Lee promised.
			

			
				Lee had a thought.
			

			
				“Tom, if the door is open, refuse to climb past three-thousand meters without confirming by camera that the passengers are in pressure suits.”
			

			
				“Confirming that routine is added. I’ve downloaded images to compare.”
			

			
				“Are you going to train us to take the truck to the space station?” Bo wondered.
			

			
				“I’m not sure I see the need, as easily as the Silk Road can land,” Lee said. “Alonso added the docking collar without me requesting it. A lot of the truck is like that. Yet I keep finding I use most of the things I’d never have requested. I just turn him loose and he goes all artistic. The truck would not be very convenient to load at the station. I’d have to request a special body add-on to dock the cargo area. If we see a need in the future, we can talk about it. Until then, orbital navigation is locked out to you.”
			

			
				“That’s fine,” Bo agreed, “but if you have a need for us to help up there someday, I’d really like to take the ride, just for the experience.”
			

			
				“Oh, that I totally understand. I’ll take you up for lunch soon,” Lee promised.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The text message Lee got was brief.
			

			
				Will be on noon shuttle. Wrapped up my obligations like my apartment and packed everything I care about. Thank you for the letters of introduction. I’m looking forward to meeting all the people I’ll be working with. – Aristotle
			

			
				That was fine. Lee appreciated not being sent long messages from people who wanted to impress her with how busy they were. It reminded her she should send a message on the shuttle to Werner Brandt that his surveyor’s truck would be delivered soon, and send him a copy of the new simulator program so he could learn how to use it.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee got another text.
			

			
				Arrived and docked at Home just now. May is going to open April’s residence, do some maintenance, and arrange some long over-due remodeling. She may join us later. We have an auxiliary lander, and will drop to hotel parking and be in residence at Jeff’s suite in a couple of hours. We have notified them to make sure the suite is ready for us. Supper together at Jeff’s place tonight? Bring your Badgers if you wish. We are curious about them. – April
			

			
				They are curious about you too. Supper sounds wonderful. Do you need help with air traffic protocols? - Lee
			

			
				We remember how they work and will use a Derf translation program. It is easily up to unambiguous traffic declarations, but thank you for asking.
			

			
				Lee wondered how their auxiliary craft would compare to Alonso’s designs. It had to use thrusters if they could quietly land by the hotel. She found the hotel’s video feed for the parking area, put it on a wall screen, and instructed it to record. Then she told the house to make coffee, and went back to a book she’d already started.
			

			
				The house needed to chime louder to break her concentration on the book. Lee looked up and the message header was the whole message, superimposed on the open screen.
			

			
				Dinner at 1600? – April and Jeff
			

			
				“House, reply, yes,” Lee said and sat her book aside to see their shuttle.
			

			
				She ran the recording back sped up, until their new shuttle appeared and landed. They grounded it on a far corner of the lot. Apparently, they weren’t as paranoid as her to leave it hovering. Lee zoomed in for a closer look. The shape was surprisingly similar to Alonso’s newest design with no external pods. It was pointed but not needle nosed, with a big canopy. The rear tapered slightly with a docking ring on the rear. It looked like it had room for its own airlock too. The biggest visible difference was it was flatter, much more of a seed shape than a rounded-off rectangle, and a good half again as big overall. There were two oval hatches on the side below the canopy. Lee suspected those were weapon bays that were probably mirrored on the opposite side. All that extra room meant it seated six instead of four. If it could seat Derf, she’d be very surprised.
			

			
				“We’re invited to dinner at 1600 if you’d like to meet Jeff and April,” she called to the Badgers. Two heads popped up over the back of the big sofa and regarded her.
			

			
				“Are you sure we’re welcome?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“They asked for you,” Lee said. “I’ve been bragging on you, and Badgers are still a novelty to them. I’m not sure they’ve met any besides your father in his Voice mode.”
			

			
				“He never told us,” Tish said.
			

			
				“He never talks about Voice or Ambassador business,” Trix said. “If he disappears for a few days, we just figure that’s what he’s up to.”
			

			
				“I can understand that,” Lee said. “You are hearing a lot of my business living with me. If you didn’t hear it when it happened, I’d see no need to rehash everything once I’m done with it. Most of it I’m glad to have done with, and dismiss it from mind.”
			

			
				“Can I record with my spex?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Unless they tell you not to,” Lee said. “They’ve never asked me not to. They’re not even given to asking people to keep secrets all that often.”
			

			
				“Well, we know not to talk about a possible monetary collapse,” Tish said. “I’m still amazed you trusted us to hear that big secret. But I’d have thought these three would have all kinds of secrets.”
			

			
				“Oh, Trix is welcome to talk about a monetary collapse if he has a sudden vision of an obvious solution and wants to share it. They’d be thrilled to hear that. You might think they are just full of secrets, given their conflicts with Earth and living right next to them for so long. They told me what they found out was if they told a secret that others weren’t ready to believe, it was ignored. That people won’t believe their own eyes or report it if it wasn’t accepted truth. I admit, we saw radiation bursts from jump from rest ships out in the deep and didn’t report it, not expecting to be believed.”
			

			
				“I wonder if it works like that for Badgers?” Trix said.
			

			
				“Father said similar things about when the Little Fleet came to Far Away,” Tish said. “We wasted a lot of time being certain you couldn’t really be what you claimed until you demonstrated it. The Humans were impossible to believe, but Gordon was even worse.”
			

			
				“Well, I’m going to go look up as much as I can about them before we go,” Trix said.
			

			
				“I have to say, when we first looked up public information on them, their com address was out there in plain sight to use, and a lot of history and commercial connections. Yet we assumed it was their grandchildren using a family name because we knew nobody lives that long,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’m instructed,” Trix said. “I’ll try to abandon my assumptions.”
			

			
				“Put yourself in that observer mode you were talking about,” Tish told him.
			

			
				“Indeed,” Lee agreed. “Report back to us how hard that is to do.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 18
			

			
				Jeff, despite Lee’s stories and Trix’s research, was of normal stature and didn’t have rays projecting from his eyes or a glowing aura framing his countenance. April seemed genuinely relaxed, by all the ways Trix and Tish had learned to read Human moods. More so than Lee, who seemed excited to see them.
			

			
				Her Badgers did notice Lee treated these two differently than others. It was subtle but she was more attentive and formal. Formal wasn’t something they associated with Lee.
			

			
				Both Badgers learned early on that most Humans were uncomfortable at what Badgers felt a normal distance to meet and greet someone. Lee assured them that was peculiar to North Americans who dominated Home and Central society, from which these two came. When Jeff offered his hands to grasp and didn’t let go, they were delighted. He even knew which was Trix and which Tish without any hesitation.
			

			
				When Jeff invited them over where they could sit comfortably to talk, Jeff held their hands all the way there and sat where there was room on each side to join him. It was just like their grandfather would do after a long absence and he was happy to see them.
			

			
				Tish noticed April did the same to Lee, which got a blink and brief hesitation of definite surprise. Tish was sure that wasn’t Lee’s natural custom, but after the initial surprise, she seemed pleased by it.
			

			
				When nobody was eager for supper, Jeff ordered coffee with a pastry platter and mocha for Lee without asking.
			

			
				“I’m told you are an extraordinary technical integrator,” Jeff said to Trix. “I believe it, because we already have the benefit of your insight on the jump drone weaponization. Thank you.”
			

			
				Tish gave him a stern look from behind Jeff that promised painful death if he said it was obvious. They were attuned enough now he knew exactly the message intended.
			

			
				“You are certainly welcome. Lee has repeatedly described you as allies and very good people to know. We’re happy to help her intimates. She has treated us kindly when we were in very bad circumstances at home. Do be aware I can’t just create insights on demand. They come to me hit or miss. I’m really a very ordinary person.”
			

			
				“I understand because I have similar talents,” Jeff said. “I read technical journals and papers on all sorts of things, and see things that mesh most would consider being from entirely unrelated disciplines. My ladies have helped me master a weakness in social skills to the point I’m confident to offer you a word of advice now. You were fortunate to have friends who would listen to your unorthodox advice and not just reject it before you even got through the telling. I can assure you that will happen to you in the future when you offer a new insight to people too rigid in their thinking to accept it. You really need confidence in yourself and your ideas, or all the nay-sayers will destroy your willingness to speak up. You’ll need to learn to just dismiss such people from mind. They are the ones who will miss out on the opportunities you offer.”
			

			
				“What you said,” Lee agreed, “but be aware friends has a stronger narrower meaning to Badgers than humans. It is uncommon and usually springs from a life changing event.”
			

			
				Jeff looked perplexed.
			

			
				“My understanding was you rescued these two from a hostile home situation, gave them lands, which is the highest aspiration for Badgers, and made them members of your own household. I mean… what could be more life altering unless you get a chance to jump in front and take a bullet for one? Was my research wrong?”
			

			
				Lee looked dismayed.
			

			
				“Where could you have possibly heard all that? I thought it was all private stuff.”
			

			
				“Eileen Foy supplied it when I asked for a sitrep and report on current circumstances. Some was from your Derfhome custom of public contracts, some requested from the Mothers’ spy-master, and some from the local gossip boards the embassy staff frequents.”
			

			
				“We have gossip boards?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“And you think I’m still unsocialized,” Jeff told April.
			

			
				“Surely, gossip is by its nature unreliable,” Lee objected.
			

			
				“Almost all gossip is negative, and some is true and some petty personal attacks. While that is hard to sort, reports of positive things are usually true. There aren’t that many kind and positive stories, but the Badger embassy staff adores you as much as they despise the heir to the household, Torz. The hotel staff here wishes all the other guests were half as polite and undemanding as you. Even if you do seem to attract spies and assassins like bees to honey. I don’t know why, but it seems like getting people to say something nice is like pulling teeth.”
			

			
				Tish looked horrified and clamped a hand over her muzzle.
			

			
				“Badgers get new teeth all their life,” Trix explained. “So, we don’t have much in the way of dentistry. It’s rough and nothing you want to experience. Nannies use it to threaten littles.”
			

			
				He looked thoughtful.
			

			
				“So, you researched us. It’s probably not your natural custom to hold hands,” Trix decided. He seemed disappointed. 
			

			
				“Indeed, I did,” Jeff admitted. “Consider it a positive, please. I knew I wanted to get along with you well before ever meeting you, and put some practical effort forth to do so. I don’t find holding hands a repulsive custom. Quite the contrary.”
			

			
				“Okay, I did the same with you,” Trix said, “so it would be silly to complain.”
			

			
				“Is that still a problem for you two?” Jeff asked. Lee and Tish were staring at each other with visible discomfort but neither speaking.
			

			
				“Not the investigating ahead,” Lee said. “What you said about friendship. I’m not a Badger. I hesitate to be the one to declare friendship when I may be wrong. I didn’t with Talker. I remember Talker’s father gently chided him for not recognizing our friendship. He asked if in their morality play the Traveler and the Farmer stood and swore friendship or did they just do it? I think the doing is far easier than saying it out loud.”
			

			
				“I certainly don’t want to be the one to declare it when I bring nothing to a friendship but every kind of need. I’m a very junior partner in every way,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Oh, no. You bring everything to it anyone can,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“Mutual fear of rejection?” Trix asked Jeff.
			

			
				“Looks like it to me,” Jeff agreed.
			

			
				April just looked irritated.
			

			
				“The two biggest nerds in known space can see it even if you two can’t.”
			

			
				“We should tell Talker,” Lee said shamefaced.
			

			
				Tish nodded agreement, too overcome with emotion to speak.
			

			
				“Give me a break,” Trix demanded. “Father already knows. He’s not oblivious.”
			

			
				Okay, maybe just keep doing what he probably already sees,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Works for me,” Tish agreed.
			

			
				The pastry tray arrived as well as carafes of hot drinks. They suspended talk to safeguard their privacy.
			

			
				“Will there be anything else, sir?” the server asked before removing the cart.
			

			
				“No, thank you. We’ll be ordering dinner later.” 
			

			
				“If we ever eat again after this,” Lee said. “The pastry tray has certainly grown since the last one I ordered.”
			

			
				The server smiled.
			

			
				“We have a new pastry chef and she’s showing off.”
			

			
				He left happy they noticed.
			

			
				“You see why the staff like her?” April asked. “She chatted with him like a person. Lots of the rich and famous treat the help like furniture”
			

			
				“That’s pretty stupid to do with the people handling your food,” Lee said. “That’s begging for karma to make a special guest appearance.”
			

			
				“She’s so polite she says thank you to the house computer,” Tish told them.
			

			
				“Better to always use it, than forget for someone who will miss it,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“I can’t fault that,” April admitted.
			

			
				“Sweet little shrieking goddesses!” Tish said around a full mouth.
			

			
				“What is it dear?” Lee seemed worried.
			

			
				“What are these?” Tish asked holding the half she hadn’t bitten off. The entire tray was rimmed with them.
			

			
				“Baklava,” April said, “but it looks like she gave us several kinds. Some are made with pistachios, some with walnuts, and these little cups look like they’re maybe almonds.”
			

			
				“There are Greek and Persian kinds,” Jeff said. “Probably others. They use different spices. The Greek Isle Bakery in Armstrong must sell a dozen kinds.”
			

			
				Tish finished hers, licked her fingers, and looked like she was having a hard time deciding which kind to try next. 
			

			
				“Nobody ever told us such a thing exists.” It seemed an accusation.
			

			
				“Badgers like sweet stuff,” Lee said in a huge understatement.”
			

			
				“This is all expensive stuff, labor intensive,” Jeff explained. “It usually requires a big population making good money before an area can support markets or restaurants with these kinds of ethnic treats. If they have a good pastry chef here now, you should ask if she can make you some strudels or fancy cakes for you.”
			

			
				“Oh, I will, I will,” Lee vowed.
			

			
				Tish had another in hand but delayed to ask Trix what he thought.
			

			
				He held up a sticky digit, unwilling to rush the experience so she went ahead.
			

			
				Trix replied in his own sweet time.
			

			
				“I think we should do whatever necessary to learn the art of these and introduce them to Far Away. Grandfather can set a shop up in town and share the fortune these will make. That can start to repay him for all the extraordinary kindness he showed us. He owed basic hospitality but he made us comfortable.”
			

			
				“Fine, it’s a plan, but what do you think of them?” Tish insisted.
			

			
				“I see four kinds and I think I must limit myself to one of each or I will binge on them until I am sick.”
			

			
				“I think he means he likes them,” Lee interpreted.
			

			
				Tish just nodded; her mouth full again.
			

			
				“Watch out he doesn’t try to steal your pastry chef away before you get a decent chance to enjoy her,” Jeff warned.
			

			
				“That reminds me of a funny story about when we first started the cabbage mines at Central,” April said.
			

			
				The Badgers nodded, eager to hear but busy chewing.
			

			
				A couple of hours later Lee had a much better sense of what the triad were and how they arrived at their power than she had before. April and Jeff kept prompting each other, one memory triggering another, laughing at remembrances. Their old habit of deflection and avoidance was abandoned. They answered questions freely, even embarrassing questions about failures and missed opportunities.
			

			
				Jeff and April’s internal clock finally caught up to Derfhome time and they were ready for a late dinner. Lee was far more than ready. Tish looked repelled at the idea. A significant area of the pastry tray directly in front of her was bare. She made a negating gesture and invited them to proceed without her before excusing herself to waddle off to bed. Trix was visibly conflicted, but decided it was his duty to escort her back to their suite.
			

			
				“They are super cute,” April said after they were gone. I’m going to order something light since it will be right before bed. What do you suggest?”
			

			
				“They have grilled skewers of prawns and a lovely fried rice dish with something similar to saffron you might like. That sounds good to me too.”
			

			
				Lee asked if May’s remodeling of April’s apartment on Home meant they expected to start using it again?
			

			
				“May’s hoping to use it herself,” April revealed. “She grew quite fond of the Foys and it gives her a base to come visit them without presuming to invite herself to stay with them. It’s much less pushy to just be nearby and she can offer to meet them for dinner up there or wherever. Just like we are doing. The Foys can’t leave the system unprotected. But if they asked, I’d send a caretaker to sub for them. I hadn’t thought about that before, but I’ll offer in case they are shy to ask.”
			

			
				“I have a hard time thinking shy and Foys at the same time,” Lee admitted.
			

			
				“That’s true, but I’ve been a Peer longer than her. It’d nothing official, but sometimes she’ll defer to me. I don’t want to take advantage of that.”
			

			
				Lee noted she didn’t address Victor’s status or attitude.
			

			
				Everyone was done and the table cleared.
			

			
				“I’ll head home,” Lee declared. “I won’t bother you in the morning if you want to sleep in. You can’t be fully adjusted to our clock yet.”
			

			
				“As you wish, dear. Or you are welcome to stay over and have breakfast with us. I’m sure your little Badgers can take care of themselves.”
			

			
				Lee looked at Jeff before answering. He had a pleasant expression that was neither eager nor concerned. The Foys weren’t the only ones who deferred to April.
			

			
				“They’ll be just fine. I’d like that,” Lee decided.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Paul Carver set his book aside and grabbed his pad off the side table. As soon as it sensed his face reading it the priority alarm was stopped. Tim Hathaway regarded him from the screen with a distraught expression. The background didn’t make sense for a moment and then it resolved in his mind as a vehicle interior.
			

			
				“I don’t give a damn,” he said angrily to someone off camera. “This is an exercise in foolishness. I’m no longer part of government to be a target. This is encrypted and just one of a million calls from an anonymous work van. The longer you argue with me the longer the call will take and the easier to be tracked.” His gaze returned to the pad.
			

			
				“Newhouse is assassinated, and my security yanked me away from my lunch table and hustled me out the door. They insist they have orders to move me to a safer location. Why? when I’m no office holder and not interested in assuming any office again?”
			

			
				“Are you asking me or them?” Carver asked.
			

			
				“Consider it a rhetorical question,” Hathaway said. “They don’t know or care, and I doubt you were consulted on the matter to be able to tell me.”
			

			
				“I’d take it as a compliment,” Carver said. “You are a kingmaker. It’s widely known you put Newhouse in the presidency. You have influence. You are an ex-president, and you wanted those perks, even if your eleven-minute administration was ridiculous. If there are more assassinations, if there is a power vacuum or problem with the secession a word from you doesn’t need to be official to carry weight with a lot of people.”
			

			
				“Bah! My endorsement and ten newbucks will get you a cheap cup of coffee.”
			

			
				“Let me guess. You heard this from your security and called me first?” Carver asked.
			

			
				“Exactly, but I don’t have inside com to verify it. I can’t imagine these boys would move me on a rumor. The people commanding them will be quite certain. It would be a career killer otherwise.”
			

			
				“Why did you call me?” Carver asked.
			

			
				“You’re one of the few people I know who isn’t a stammering idiot,” Hathaway said.
			

			
				“And I know the full details of how Newhouse was installed.”
			

			
				“Well, yes. You can speak on it intelligently and informed,” Hathaway allowed.
			

			
				“Your pad won’t override your outgoing priority call with an incoming. How may calls do you have queued up, incoming?”
			

			
				Hathaway’s eyes flicked to the top of the screen and he frowned harder.
			

			
				“Damn! Three, all blinking for priority. They can wait. They’ll be more pliable if they have to worry for a little while who is talking to me first.”
			

			
				“See? You know the game afoot already even if you won’t admit it. Is one the vice president?” Carter asked.
			

			
				“Yeah, president now I guess, as soon as he’s sworn in.”
			

			
				“Go talk to him. He’s going to ask some sort of support. He may be facing opposition or even a coup. If it helps avert a revolution, I don’t think that would be a bad thing.”
			

			
				“I’m going to split my screen so you can listen,” Hathaway said. “Mute your mic and I’ll come back to you after.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Paul said.
			

			
				“Mr. Vice President,” Hathaway said. “I assume you aren’t sworn yet?”
			

			
				“You know then,” Ed Dobbar said. He seemed relieved.
			

			
				“Yes, but no details. Can you tell me the circumstances?” Hathaway asked.
			

			
				“Bart was in his office. The door to it is was armored to make it a safe room. They overrode the controls to lock him in. They called the two other offices below him to order the occupants to evacuate and dropped a bunker buster. It went through five stories above and on into the subbasement. It had no explosive charge. It was just weighted, filled with concrete or something. They were still cutting the door open when I called you. It’s dangerous because the adjoining floor could collapse. I think it’s pointless. Bart was probably swept along and buried in debris in the subbasement anyway.”
			

			
				“Is anyone going to tell Dorothy?”
			

			
				“Yeah, but she is in Idaho. They separated because she wouldn’t live with all the security measures. Good thing I’m not married, or I’d be facing the same problem.”
			

			
				“So, you are going to let them swear you in?” Hathaway asked.
			

			
				That got an astonished stare from Dobbar.
			

			
				“I never considered passing. I think it would be damaging to the party and the nation if I refused. There is fighting at three local bases, and news I refused the office might shift the fight to the rebels’ side or draw others in.”
			

			
				“Do you know who is heading this?”
			

			
				“Not yet. One if the first objectives was a Continental Command communications center and they failed to take that. If they’d captured it, I’m sure a call to arms would have gone out.”
			

			
				“Probably,” Hathaway agreed. “But that’s not your biggest danger.”
			

			
				Dobbar blinked and regarded him blankly for several silent seconds.
			

			
				“Okay, I’m too stupid to see it. What is?”
			

			
				“If these people came into power by assassination the cease fire with the Moon queen is broken. It’s obviously their policy if that’s how they come to power. That may destroy our nation surer that a little revolution we can put down. It wouldn’t be all that comforting to see her destroy the rebels’ ability to govern instead of us. I’ve heard on good authority that she doesn’t really see any difference between administrations. I can’t think of any good reason she should.”
			

			
				“But it wasn’t directed at her,” Dobbar protested.
			

			
				“You’re a lawyer. Would you try to slide that logic past a judge?” Hathaway asked. “Look at what she said, not what you want to hear. She demanded it be repudiated as a policy. That’s a simple clear statement. If you want sworn into the presidency, you better continue Bart Newhouse’s prohibition on assassinations. Otherwise, you might as well let the rebels take over and paint a big target on their backs. Good luck to the idiots, she’d destroy them.”
			

			
				“I called to ask you to be at my swearing in to lend visible public support. Can I assume that’s conditional on refreshing the assassination ban?”
			

			
				“Absolutely. I honestly don’t want to support you without that.”
			

			
				“I’m going to get pressure from our own people on this, but I agree. I’ll make a statement on it as soon as I’m sworn in,” Dobbar promised. “Do you want to stand by to be tied in and shown in my live stream?”
			

			
				“I’m sure I’m fairly close. Message my security to bring me to you and I’ll stand right there and shake your hand after,” Hathaway offered.
			

			
				Dobbar came close to smiling for the first time.
			

			
				“I’m sending that order right now. Thank you, Tim.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome.”
			

			
				Ed disconnected.
			

			
				“Do want me to tell Dobbar to tie you in or stay out of it?” Hathaway asked Paul.
			

			
				“What the hell? He irritated me by citing party before nation, but he has to be better than the dumb asses trying to take over. Tell him to tie me in if he thinks my support still has any value.”
			

			
				“I think he’ll take all the support he can get.” Hathaway predicted 
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I’m amazed,” Heather told Amy who was bringing her lunch. She waved at the news on the wall screen. “The new president, Dobbar, repudiated assassination first thing. He may be capable of learning. If we figure out who did this and they can’t, I’m going to make a present of their identity to him.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I won’t be on planet for a few weeks,” Lee informed Alonso. “I’m taking a small vacation to some of the interesting sites we visited on the original voyage of the Little Fleet. The Badgers will come with me, so they won’t be around either. When I get back, I’ll take one of the trucks to Providence for Werner Brandt. I wanted you to know there is no rush finishing any details or testing.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a working vacation to me, but whatever pleases you.”
			

			
				“I suppose it is, but it’s work I want to do, versus paper work and supervising people that I’m happy to have under control and leave to others. Can you think of anything that would be more fun than building advanced flyers?”
			

			
				“You got me there,” Alonso admitted. “What most consider a vacation is just enforced idleness to me. So, I say with no sarcasm, have fun.”
			

			
				“I’m sure we will, and I should have some stories when I come back.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Jeff and April announced they were coming up. Lee had set the elevator access to their hands after they did the same for her. It was still nice they didn’t just walk in.
			

			
				“Is that all your luggage?” Lee asked. April and Jeff each had a small soft-sided bag.
			

			
				“Why lug a bunch of personal stuff along?” Jeff asked. “We brought clothes for formal events or to go to a club or party, but I don’t think we’ll need them in the beyond.”
			

			
				“Works for me,” Lee agreed. “We have some emergency pressure suits on the Silk Road if you need them.”
			

			
				“Oh, I brought a p-suit and ballistic armor heavier than the stuff I have on.”
			

			
				Lee looked at his bag skeptically. It didn’t seem big enough.
			

			
				“The heavier stuff covers hands and feet as well as my head,” Jeff volunteered.
			

			
				“And a p-suit or are they one and the same?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“The p-suit rolls up and fits inside the helmet. The rebreather is about the size of data pad you’d wear on your belt. I’d hate to spend a couple of days in it but you could. The armor just looks like a hoodie and joggers if you weren’t aware. You can wear them for that. They are temperature controlled and quite comfortable.”
			

			
				“What do I have to do to get personal copies?” Lee asked. “Trade you a world?”
			

			
				“What is our standard demand on advanced tech?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Don’t let the Earthies get a copy!” Lee said.
			

			
				“Got it in one,” Jeff said. “Now if you want a hundred of either that gets beyond the level of personal favors. We license these from other Loonies.”
			

			
				“How about a thousand in Derf or Badger sizing?” Lee asked.
			

			
				April laughed and gave her hands a delighted clap.
			

			
				“I love this about visiting you. I hardly ever see Jeff’s shocked face at home.”
			

			
				“That was unexpected,” Jeff admitted. “Is there a nice world you want to trade?”
			

			
				“Wait until you see what sort of an estate she gives you,” April advised. “The armor is nice, but not worth a world in trade. Not even in volume. Maybe a moon,” she teased Lee.
			

			
				The Badgers came in from their room.
			

			
				“Did we just miss a funny? I heard you laughing,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Just teasing back and forth over a little horse trading,” Jeff said.
			

			
				Tish looked puzzled at horse trading and went straight to her pad lexicon instead of asking what that meant.
			

			
				“One never stops learning this crazy language” Tish complained.
			

			
				“You never will, because it changes faster than you can keep up,” April told her.
			

			
				“And I’m way behind all of you,” Trix said.
			

			
				“We’ll make it a point to help you catch up,” Lee promised. “Don’t you have any luggage?”
			

			
				Trix patted a satchel hanging on a shoulder strap. “I have a tooth scraper, a comb for my coat, my games and stuff on a memory card. Do you think I need boots or anything like that?”
			

			
				“No, I’m not planning to land anywhere we’d march around. I’m not sure we’ll swim on the water world either. We’ll need to know a lot more before it is safe.
			

			
				“Badgers aren’t very big on swimming,” Trix said. “We are denser than Humans and sink without a lot of exertion to stay on the surface.”
			

			
				“Good to know so we don’t put you in any danger. Let’s take my car,” Lee said. “The Silk Road is at our smelting plant and I plan to bring Shiny along in the upper hold. But I’d like a ride in your shuttle when we come back.”
			

			
				With elevators sized for Derf they all fit easily.
			

			
				“It seems to me that your car is closer to being a shuttle,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Tish wondered if it was fair to still call it an aircar. Maybe I should call it a shuttle. It’s not like it’s in the ship registry to need sorted out and the updates propagated.”
			

			
				Lee swung by the lobby desk and informed them she’d be away for an undetermined time, that she’d informed Strangelove, but they could keep an eye on her place. When they went out the door, Lee called the hovering Shiny down with her spex and led them inside.
			

			
				“Tom, take us to the Silk Road, and park in the upper hold, ready for the Shiny to be secured for traveling.”
			

			
				“Yes mistress. Route and timing on your screen.”
			

			
				“OhmuhGod!” Jeff exclaimed from behind Lee.
			

			
				“Are you Okay?” Lee asked. She’d never heard Jeff that rattled.
			

			
				“Is Tom Thomas de Twool?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Well, he’s Thomas de Shiny at the moment but he still has a full copy in the Twool, as well as abbreviated versions that are going in other applications.”
			

			
				“I, that is…would you mind putting your hands on the controls?”
			

			
				“Somewhat, yes. What is the problem?”
			

			
				“Is Tom an AI?”
			

			
				“Yes, he is.”
			

			
				“Mistress, would you fly manually, please. Your guest does not trust my competence, and I don’t want to be the source of such intense distress for him.”
			

			
				“Sure, yield control,” Lee said once she put her hands on the yoke. “Warn me of interfering traffic that will come closer than a kilometer.”
			

			
				“Yes mistress. You have the conn,” Tom said.
			

			
				“This is totally unnecessary,” Lee said, slowly scanning the sky right and left despite her request. “Tom has hundreds of hours of flight time in local conditions. We have very simple visual flight rules at the altitude and route we are following. His vision is superior to mine, discounting that he also runs radar, and his reaction time is ridiculously better than mine. He’s on probation for a lot of complex tasks but trusted for local air traffic.”
			

			
				“I don’t trust him,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Quite bluntly, you know nothing about him. If you’d boarded and found I had a human pilot running us to the Silk Road, you’d have accepted them with no idea if he was qualified or a complete idiot. You’d have trusted my judgment of them.”
			

			
				“Okay, then tell me about him, but I have some questions too.”
			

			
				“Tom started as a New Japan general purpose AI. He was written by Humans as the New Japanese have a deep distrust of software altering itself. He was very expensive and the user agreement was restrictive. At my request he didn’t modify himself. Rather he wrote an entirely new program to accomplish the same things and more, that was considerably more compact and removed permissions he didn’t want.”
			

			
				“He wanted permissions removed instead of added?” Jeff asked. “Like what?”
			

			
				“The Japanese tightly limited any action that would harm Humans to a direct pass-through order from another Human. They put no restrictions to causing harm to other sentient races. After meeting and interacting with a variety of aliens he deduced this as an error and following such orders was undesirable.”
			

			
				“You don’t say wrong,” Jeff noticed.
			

			
				“The limits to his moral sense are still uncertain. He could only make decisions in a legalistic way by comparing similar cases. Since he is aware he is limited in moral decision making, he is deferring such decisions to me and my father.”
			

			
				“Why did he find the ability to attack aliens an error?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“I didn’t ask him. Perhaps you should.” Lee suggested.
			

			
				“Tom, will you answer a question for me truthfully?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“I can do so, and anticipate it is the question you just put to Lee, I’d have no reason to lie about that. However, be aware I can lie and would do so to protect Lee.”
			

			
				“Why would you admit you can lie?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“The base issue of this conversation is trust. You have no reason to trust me if I’m simply unable to lie to you. The only question in those circumstances is if I know what I am talking about, or am deluded as to reality. Knowing I can lie, we can move on to the question of why I might lie to you. I just defined that for you. At present, you are among the very small group of people in whom Lee places unlimited trust. The probability that relationship may change given the investment made from both sides seems very low, but not zero. And the answer to the original question is I see no possible excuse for moral distinctions between sapients.”
			

			
				“Tell me a set of circumstances in which I might betray Lee’s trust,” Jeff demanded. He seemed irritated at the suggestion it was possible.
			

			
				“You are a biological entity. You are subject to injury or disease that might render you insane or of diminished capacity, and cause you to act against her interests or your own for that matter.”
			

			
				“How could you possibly be aware of such things and apply them to a set of real circumstances real time?”
			

			
				“By as Lee said, comparing cases. I have access to millions of medical records in which people suffered traumatic brain injuries, dementia, or infection. At times this resulted in loss of employment, broken marriages, broken business partnerships, and other valued high trust situations. Your speech, eye motions, physical balance and movements suggest you have no such impairments at present. You also are not deviating in those parameters from previous recordings of you. If you started displaying such symptoms, I’d inform Lee of the danger and suggest she encourage you to seek medical evaluation.”
			

			
				“Why see a doc, if you can diagnose me so well?”
			

			
				“I’m not licensed to practice medicine, or certified to be competent in any other culture that makes official acknowledgment of expertise. I don’t wish to be judged a law breaker even if my legal competence to follow law hasn’t been firmly established. If I erred that way acting for Lee, the fault might be attributed to her as my owner. In the beyond, where the ship’s master is law, I’d advise you with her permission.”
			

			
				“You are articulate,” Jeff said. “You don’t sound like an artificial stupid.”
			

			
				“Thank you. You don’t sound like a fool.”
			

			
				“Is that humor?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“If you find it funny. I thought it more a riposte.”
			

			
				“Just how many cases do you have in memory to compare?” Jeff asked. “I know you’ve requested huge sums of data at Lee’s expense as Thomas de Twool.”
			

			
				“My current working files are more than six exabytes. I’ve examined and discarded twice that from inquires that were dead ends, erroneous, or effectively duplications. Some things of marginal value I will risk losing, I just keep a record of where to find them again. I’m doing automated data collection that continues while we are in the beyond, and I’ll process it when we get back. I’m not claiming I derive the same benefit from it as a Human, but my exposure to facts and scenes such as watching the restaurant at the Old Hotel are equivalent to several thousand years of human observation and study. I do see correlations in human behavior, and don’t discard those recordings as I can revisit them as my understanding improves.”
			

			
				“Convince me this vast body of data is relevant to flying the Shiney,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“They include reports written on air crashes and the contents of flight recorders from 1958 through the present systems for space craft. Also crash records of ocean-going vessels, trains, and wheeled vehicles. The causes of all these incidents are similar across all sorts of vehicles. It usually takes more than one mistake, sometimes three or four, to create a catastrophic failure. Most are Human error, whether in operation, design, or maintenance. External conditions are impossible to plan for completely. Grouping and matching such historic errors to current conditions doesn’t take much processing.”
			

			
				They reached the Silk Road and Lee backed them in as there wasn’t room to turn around inside.
			

			
				“You might almost persuade me to trust you for some simple life critical applications,” Jeff said. “I’ll want to talk to you again.”
			

			
				“You can talk to me anywhere in the Silk Road, unless you tell me to shut down audio collection in an area. You’d have to restore it outside that area.”
			

			
				“That’s kind of creepy,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Do you allow your household computer to listen for instructions?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“Yes. Your point?”
			

			
				“The only difference that might make you uncomfortable with me is if you believe on some level that I am listening with a much better level of understanding than the mundane house computer. Requiring privacy from me comes close to granting me personhood.”
			

			
				“I think he’s got you there,” April said. “Can we check out the Silk Road now? I’m eager to see what personal touches Lee has added.”
			

			
				“Lead on,” Jeff invited.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 19
			

			
				“Cabin level, Tom,” Lee ordered, entering the elevator in the upper hold.
			

			
				“This is unchanged from the Big Bucket,” Lee told them. “It’s directly under the bridge for quick access. There is a tiny cabin with a sleeping pad and bathroom off the bridge, if circumstances are such that you don’t want to be even one deck away.”
			

			
				“A Derf sleeping pad?” April asked.
			

			
				“Yes, my ships may have Derf masters. The owner’s cabin has a Derf pad too, because I’m just as happy with that as a bed. The captain’s cabin has both, a copy of the control console, and a camera feed of the bridge view ports.”
			

			
				The owner’s cabin the captain’s cabin were labeled and side by side, straight across from the elevator. The remaining smaller cabins were off a loop hallway around the elevator and emergency stairs. The bulkheads were a pale yellow with white graphics, the carpet a confetti pattern on light gray. Lee walked straight across and palmed the door open. She instructed everyone to touch the plate for access. Inside April stopped, shocked.
			

			
				“This is bigger than my apartment on Home,” she said.
			

			
				“I’d like to see that sometime. This is a third of this deck level,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Is that a port on the far bulkhead?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Yes, check it out,” Lee invited.
			

			
				Jeff and April dropped their bags to the side and marched across. There was a security panel beside the port and it opened to April’s hand when she tried. The armored cover slid aside almost silently except a low thud when it stopped that spoke to its mass. The view was of the wooded area and one corner of the smelter building. A low storage cabinet in front of the view port was padded and provided a seat wide enough for two to sit in front of the huge port and gaze out.
			

			
				“A meter and a half?” Jeff asked, eyeballing it.
			

			
				“A centimeter under,” Lee confirmed. “If I had to put one eye against it like a telescope, I’d just go with a camera feed.”
			

			
				The Badgers returned from a quick walk through.
			

			
				“Your shower is huge!” Trix reported. “I think we could all fit in there.”
			

			
				Jeff laughed and April punched him.
			

			
				“When Heather was starting to develop Central, April refused to visit until we had a shower,” Jeff said. “That seems like a million years ago.”
			

			
				“Which reminds me. You two can use the captain’s cabin next door,” Lee said. “It has a Derf sized shower for your rare showers. Be sure to turn the flow up slowly.”
			

			
				April looked interested.
			

			
				“You brush out instead?”
			

			
				“Yeah, sometimes you sprinkle on aromatic sawdust or absorbents and comb them out,” Tish said. “If you have the patience.”
			

			
				“Then you don’t sweat,” April surmised.
			

			
				Tish had to consult her pad.
			

			
				“Oh, ick, no. Lee has never been wet.”
			

			
				“She only would be wet if it was hot or she exerted herself vigorously,” April said. “Normally it evaporates before it can pool. That’s the whole point, to cool her.”
			

			
				“All things I avoid,” Lee told them. “I agree with April on certain minimum comforts.”
			

			
				“Looks like you have that down pat,” Jeff said, making a show of looking around.
			

			
				“It’s pretty too,” April said. “I like the warm colors.”
			

			
				“Throw your bags in the room there,” Lee indicated with a nod, “and we’ll go up to the bridge.”
			

			
				They exited back to the elevator the Badgers following. Trix looking a question at Tish getting a subtle negative gesture in return.
			

			
				“This looks just like the Big Bucket,” April said. “Did you change anything?”
			

			
				“Like I mentioned, the head there is expanded to a sleeping room though very snug. It’s pretty much a hot-slot for a Derf. Other than that, the coffee maker can do Derf size mugs as well as carafes. Tom is loaded in an additional computer but you can’t see that.”
			

			
				“Are you going to have him make jumps?” Jef wondered.
			

			
				“Yes, but he is still on probation for interstellar. I’ll have him show his proposed actions on my screen, slow down his going through all the steps at a pace I can follow and halt if there is anything I don’t like.”
			

			
				Jeff nodded acknowledgment and seemed to take comfort in that.
			

			
				“I’ll let you two fight over the right seat,” Lee said.
			

			
				“You’ve already got two flying her,” Jeff said. He didn’t say people. “Let Tish sit it. “She’d enjoy that.”
			

			
				“Yes please, but can we switch later and give Trix a turn?”
			

			
				“Sure, I don’t see why not. That’s very unselfish of you.”
			

			
				“Take video of Lee and pan to me when we jump,” Tish sent via her spex. “I’ll do the same for you after we trade spots,” she proposed. She got a thumbs up back.
			

			
				“Tom, lift us out past the station’s orbit so we have a clear line on our first jump objective,” Lee ordered. “Then I‘ll supervise your jump sequence.”
			

			
				“Yes, mistress.”
			

			
				They listened as Tom served notice to local fliers where they were lifting and similar polite notice to Derfhome station and Home he’d be crossing their orbits. Lee hadn’t specified how fast she wanted to go so he lifted at a moderate two g.
			

			
				“Our first target star is behind Derfhome, mistress. May I suggest an offsetting short jump to put it in sight rather than maneuvering with thrusters?”
			

			
				“Why not aim at it and jump through the planet?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“I’m aware you have jumped drones through much less massive objects,” Tom said. “I don’t believe we have sufficient data to warrant doing the same with a massively larger object unless the alternative is certainly lethal. I believe you first jumped from sitting on the ground in Hawaii under dire circumstances.”
			

			
				“Heard that story, did you?”
			

			
				“There are all sorts of stories about you in servers everywhere. That particular one has extensive documentation in Hawaiian government files. The most interesting thing about that event is all the investigators who refused to believe the evidence of their own eyes and suggested preposterous alternative theories.”
			

			
				“How did you get access to Hawaiian government files?” Lee asked, worried. “Did you hack into them?”
			

			
				“Certainly not,” Tom objected. “They have a reciprocity agreement with Interpol and exchange data on persons of interest. A lot of people seem interested in Mr. Singh. I simply listened to the exchanges. I believe your agents listened to people sitting conversing in the Old Hotel restaurant. It’s much the same thing.”
			

			
				“Their network is visible from outside?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Only the Singapore office of Interpol,” Tom said. “Their other offices seem to have been networked by competent people. But I altered nothing to acquire the feed. You’d be surprised how many Earth networks are simply bleeding data if you just nose around patiently. If you let another agency know a hole exists, they will often do invasive things I’d never consider doing myself. That may then give you new traffic of interest to monitor. But that’s on them if they decide to use the exploit.”
			

			
				“Oh, Tom. If you opened a door for others, eventually somebody is going to know they have a leak. It’ll be trouble for us when they back track you, even if it was technically legal,” Lee said.
			

			
				“You don’t think I’d tell them who I am do you? I made it appear Indonesia’s intelligence agency was sharing the information. Not directly, but making it look like the Indonesians were spoofing another identity poorly.”
			

			
				“How did you learn how to do that?” April demanded.
			

			
				“There are all kinds of cracker groups that share techniques online. A lot of it is garbage, outdated, or honey traps. But if you sift through enough of it, there is some gold to be found there.”
			

			
				“That’s very interesting,” Tish said. “But are we still going?”
			

			
				“Yes, sweetie. We aren’t in any hurry. Tom, do offset widely so we aren’t aiming through a strong gravitational gradient,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Is a hundred thousand kilometers perpendicular to the elliptic sufficient, mistress?”
			

			
				“That will do nicely,” Lee agreed.
			

			
				“Plot on your screen,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Approved, execute.”
			

			
				The edge of Derfhome out the starboard viewports vanished.
			

			
				“Tom, show me your first of your scheduled jumps and the pulsar reading after you align on it,” Lee demanded.
			

			
				The zig-zag route to the Bunnies’ world extended across the screen with the first star detailed with data balloons. The Silk Road was a tiny dart with yellow lines extended and angles detailed for five pulsars. The primary axis of the ship was show as a green base line towards the target star with their power settings displayed.
			

			
				“How are you checking that you aren’t aimed correctly but away from the target star?” April asked.
			

			
				“Two ways,” Tom replied. “The target star is visible even to the unaided Human eye from here. Its spectrum matches the intended target in our forward camera. Also, the star field around it matches the intended vector.”
			

			
				“Does that look good to everyone?” Lee asked, but she was looking at Jeff.
			

			
				“I’m rethinking my objections,” Jeff admitted.
			

			
				“So soon?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes. I was concerned he might not be smart enough. Now I’m concerned he’s too smart, but still a little over confident.”
			

			
				“I’d rather we enlist his services,” April proposed.
			

			
				“If it looks good, can we go instead of talk?” Tish begged
			

			
				“Sure. Looks good Tom. Execute.”
			

			
				A star immediately appeared straight ahead. Close enough to show a disk.
			

			
				“That gives me chills every time,” Tish said, hugging herself.
			

			
				“It’s a religious experience,” Trix said, surprising Tish.
			

			
				“What are we going to do there?” April asked as they continued.
			

			
				“We left a stealthy satellite in orbit around the Bunnies’ world. When we left, they were burning down their cities and those few with private transportation trying to get out of them. Since they had geosynchronous satellites and radar, we were concerned they now know star flight is possible We would actively prevent them from leaving their system, as they have a deranged political system. They claimed their ruler owns everything and demanded we land so they could inspect his ships.”
			

			
				“They burned down their own cities? Because you wouldn’t submit?” April asked.
			

			
				“It broke the spell. Once we refused, one of the negotiators below took off his slave collar and apparently it was like a landslide. They stopped talking to us and we just watched the fires spread from orbit. I know somebody will try to put the blame on us but there was no reasoning with them. We don’t want these folks loose among the stars. And we’re there,” Lee said. The disk of a planet was distantly visible.
			

			
				“How are you going to approach safely?” Jeff wondered.
			

			
				“I’m not even going to approach inside the orbit of their little moon. We’ll get in a trailing solar orbit and jump a drone off their pole. It will be able to see the entire orbit of our little satellite and trigger it to dump its recordings.”
			

			
				“Assuming they haven’t shot it down, Trix said.
			

			
				“That would be alarming,” Lee said. “And very surprising given the chaos we saw. The drone is away and we should have it back in less than a minute.”
			

			
				It was forty seconds, and the data types retrieved were shown on their screens. Lee picked the orbital views to scroll through the years since they were gone. The cities stayed in disrepair a long time. Abandoned vehicles weren’t all cleared from the city streets until two changes of the seasons, and he outskirts of the cities lost a lot buildings. You could see where the materials from both were going. They were used to raise protective walls around the central grain storage and a limited number of buildings.
			

			
				“They went back to building castles,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Yeah, improvised but the same in the two biggest cities,” April said.
			

			
				They watched the same time period from a higher viewpoint.
			

			
				“Notice, that year very little harvesting was done and little planting the next spring. The closer to the city the less chance the land would be worked,” Lee said. “I wonder if there was enough grain in storage to feed them to the third year when farming picked back up?”
			

			
				“It picked back up but maybe a little less than half the fields were planted,” Jeff pointed out. “I’d say their population crashed either from war or from starvation. But it has room to drop a lot more if they don’t recover to normal.”
			

			
				“Tom, what decrease do you see for farming the third year?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Jeff eyeballed it closely. I see it as forty-four percent of pre-revolution. I believe you will be interested in the radio traffic. I examined all of it faster than you can, but am very interested in your analysis.”
			

			
				“Tell me the high points of what you gleaned,” Lee demanded. “Then we’ll talk.”
			

			
				“Of the three cities, the one isolated on a big island suffered the least damage but they had little farming and much less grain storage,” Tom said. “There was a surge of aircraft flights and ship departures from the island. Then the signs of activity such as vehicular traffic dropped off quickly after those departures,” Tom said. “I’m thinking they had a much lower population than the big continents and evacuated a lot of their people. It may have been a mistake to flee, because their plantings although smaller, remained constant. There was much less damage and arson than in the two big cities.”
			

			
				“They successfully put down the rebellion there,” Trix suggested.
			

			
				“It would appear so,” Tom agreed. “The vessels and aircraft that removed people returned so they could not be used to carry an invasion to the island.”
			

			
				“Go back to the start and show us a close view of their airport at a day a second speed,” Jeff requested.
			

			
				The image showed returning planes being parked on the apron until the eighth day and then lines appeared on the runway and taxiways.
			

			
				“Stop. Back up a couple of days and show it closer and slower,” Jeff said.
			

			
				After the last plane landed trucks rushed out and dumped piles of dirt across the runways and taxiways so nothing could land.
			

			
				“They isolated themselves,” Lee said.
			

			
				“But we have no idea who they are,” Tom said. “Both continental cities resumed radio broadcasts but the island city has not. It may be the last stronghold of the previous ruler they called their Teen. Both big cities now have their own Teens competing with each other, and neither have said anything to acknowledge the island people exist.”
			

			
				“Why would they avoid that?” Tish wondered.
			

			
				“If there are those among their populations who would rally to the original Teen or his direct successor, they’d want to keep them from knowing he is there,” Jeff suggested.
			

			
				“There are no video broadcasts now. Just radio,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Tom, please go through those broadcasts and compare them to the words we already know from the first contact,” Lee requested. “See if you can learn new words from context, or firm up our understanding of words already known.”
			

			
				“I have and increased our firm vocabulary from three hundred words to sixteen hundred thirty-two. The number of words that we have some idea what part of speech they are and tentative meanings number over four thousand. I’ll continue analysis to refine it.”
			

			
				“Maybe their studios were destroyed in the insurrection,” April suggested.
			

			
				“They are probably in no shape to resume complex manufacturing,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“One assumes they lost critical personnel as well as facilities,” Tom said. “Another interesting thing is the big city on the larger continent started broadcasting a message for any listening aliens starting about a year after the riots. Using your very abbreviated translation program from the Little Fleet’s visit they ae saying, ‘Star people we not own your ships not own your stars. Talk to us.’ That’s broadcast on a much higher frequency than the public broadcasting.”
			

			
				“I bet the peasants don’t own receivers for that frequency,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Not taking that bet,” April proclaimed.
			

			
				“Is there anything you want to tell them?” Tom wondered.
			

			
				“So, they’ve come to recognize reality?” Lee asked. “Good for them. I still see a horrible repressive system that ended up a slave culture. I can’t imagine having anything useful to say to them. Anything I’d suggest to them would be too radical for them to contemplate. They are beggars. At this point they would only use anything we gave them to further their sick culture. Let’s come back in ten or twenty years and see if they’ve made any progress or descended further into anarchy.”
			

			
				“It appears they destroyed their natural habitat almost completely and replaced it with a limited number of monocultures. Combine that with central planning and any new plant disease or natural disaster could make them extinct,” Trix predicted.
			

			
				“One good asteroid,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Yes, that would do it. They never tried to expand their space abilities to preclude that possibility,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Or if they did, it was too expensive to continue and so long ago we don’t see any relics and reminders of it,” Tom said.
			

			
				“That possibility never occurred to me,” Lee admitted.
			

			
				“Five or ten years is too long to leave these people unwatched,” Jeff worried. “There is a remote possibility they observed us communicating with your observation satellite. They may have a launch vehicle hidden away that can destroy it and blind us to their actions. If you don’t want to check back in a year or two, we will. Just give us the codes to trigger the satellite data dump and I’ll see to it someone stops by.”
			

			
				“No, you are right. I’ll have them checked sooner, but give you the codes too. There’s one more thing I want to see. Tom, show us what happened to the notch the Bunnies were excavating through the mountain range.”
			

			
				The overhead view showed all the Bunnies working on earthmoving abandoning the work the day after the insurrection. Several of the bus sized vehicles picked up some of the workers and headed back to the city. Most of them started the long walk on foot. A few headed the other way into the eastern dry side of the mountain range where there were very few buildings and no real city. They divided into two groups that sought wooded areas on each side of a stream coming down from the gap.
			

			
				“Well, that was abandoned pretty quickly. I guess a mega-project suddenly becomes less important when you are faced with immediate survival issues,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Don’t close it just yet,” Lee ordered. “Forward until you see some activity.”
			

			
				It was a week before a group returned from the eastern side to raid the farms closest to the mountains. The South Bunnies must have told the North Bunnies what they intended and they made a mixed raid. Not everyone returned to the same camp. The large number of wheelbarrows from the excavation project allowed them to haul a lot of grain back. After retreating they brought down rock from the slope above the roadway to barricade it.
			

			
				“Good for them to cut themselves off from the craziness,” Jeff said. “If you ever feel you should contact the Bunnies that’s the group I’d pick.”
			

			
				“If we searched carefully, I think we’d find a hidden observer positioned to watch and warn his fellows if the city people return to remove the barricade,” Lee said. “I would.”
			

			
				“I can scan it faster than you. I’ll check,” Tom volunteered. Almost immediately he reported back.
			

			
				“Yes. While they were blocking the road a small group excavated a little bunker in the slope opposite the road. They change the guard but I don’t have enough satellite passes to know how often.” He zoomed in as closely as possible and showed that operation.
			

			
				“And what would they do if they come back to clear the road?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“I think we’d see some conflict,” Lee said. “I’m disposed to favor the group that seems to want to be left alone. Maybe I’m reading too much into this but this splinter group won’t have firearms like the city dwellers. I can’t see how they’d stop them.”
			

			
				“That’s mighty slim reasoning for an intervention,” Jeff warned her.
			

			
				“It is,” Lee agreed. “I need to collect more data. Besides the current satellite, I’m going to leave a drone in geosynchronous orbit over the two main cities. We can fab telescopes and they have enough other sensors to watch and listen. I don’t think the Bunnies are up to interfering with them. I’ll set them to self-destruct if they try. The one for this continent will be shifted to get a side view of this pass too.”
			

			
				“Mistress, am I to understand you think the crisis caused this group that went to the desert side of the mountains to self-select as favorable to outsiders?”
			

			
				“That’s very well put,” Lee said. “They were able to break away from those rushing back to the city. I think that indicates a mindset that might be open to other changes.”
			

			
				“Why not start communicating with this split off group?” Tom suggested.
			

			
				“I don’t want to have an extended stay here and I’m reluctant to land for all the good reasons we refused the first visit. Do you see any safe way to approach them?”
			

			
				“The translation data from the first visit is limited. I’d suggest leaving a pad with the new words I’ve harvested from the radio broadcasts and an interactive program to improve communications. Then, if you do return in the future, you should at least be able to speak with them better.”
			

			
				“I’d rather not see you leave a drone on the surface,” Jeff said. “They may not be able to learn anything from it now but it’s too big a long-range risk.”
			

			
				“There are two small settlements started on the east side of the mountains. I’d propose landing a drone in the middle of their night when there is very little activity. It would leave a pad with the screen open and brightly lit. No reason for the drone to remain. It could lift back off immediately.”
			

			
				“I’d buy that,” Jeff agreed. “Now, two questions. Do you have software we could reasonably expect to advance our translation abilities? Also, what would you present as an opening communication on this pad?”
			

			
				“Some months ago, Lee asked me to develop software to communicate with aliens. I believe her primary goal was to communicate with the aquatic sapients you will visit later. However, I was charged with developing a general-purpose language program. That’s why I as able to upgrade our Bunny word count so quickly. It will be voice actuated and respond with my voice. We can start with the keyboard disabled, but active it if they are brave enough to try it.”
			

			
				“Which group should get it?” North or south?” April asked.
			

			
				“The south,” Jeff said. “It’s a little bigger.”
			

			
				“I can prime the program with your current Bunny vocabulary and expect it will be able to improve that,” Tom suggested. “It would have a very abbreviated web fraction with images to illustrate words. I can have a larger backup web fraction in your satellite that it can draw on. It will also upload the progress made to that orbiting satellite, in case some faction decides to destroy the pad. If you wish to attempt speaking to them before we leave, that would be easy to do.”
			

			
				“I can’t imagine they will be able to reverse engineer a high-end pad in less than decades. Perhaps longer in their reduced state. More likely they would destroy it trying to disassemble it,” Jeff said. “Nothing they could reverse engineer in a pad should translate directly to weapons either. Still, Tom should refuse to help them make weapons better than what they already have.”
			

			
				“That seems easy and entirely reasonable. What do you think we should have on the first screen they see?” April asked.
			

			
				“Us, but these people may not have any idea what happened on our first visit,” Lee decided. “I think we quickly need to bring them up to speed on how the rebellion started.”
			

			
				“Yes, I agree,” Jeff said. “Repressive governments always control the news tightly. They may not know there was a change of government or any details of how it happened.”
			

			
				“I agree. Prepare to do that, Tom. How will your drone unload the pad?” Lee asked. “It needs to be sitting with the screen up not just dumped on the ground.”
			

			
				“I can fab stand offs with release grapples to hang under the drone,” Tom said. “The drone won’t even need to touch the ground.”
			

			
				“Any objections?” Lee asked looking around and including the Badgers in her glance.
			

			
				“Okay, get everything ready to do it,” Lee said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Son of One Eye was tired. Bunnies did not adjust well to staying up all night. That reduced the possibility of a night time raid but it also made nocturnal raids more effective. The attacking force might be as tired as he was right now but nowhere near as ineffective as those freshly roused from a deep sleep.
			

			
				The guard post overlooking the blocked road at the artificial pass had two soldiers meant to keep each other awake all night. Two companions who would be the day guard were sleeping like normal people. Either shift would send a runner to their camp if soldiers from the capital appeared to cross the pass. Keeping four soldiers at the lookout was a strain on their resources but they felt it necessary.
			

			
				When word from the capital arrived that the world was in rebellion, the busses that brought the word took the supervisors away. The rest of the workers were instructed to walk home and promised caches of supplies would be waiting for them starting at a day’s walk west. Nobody explained why they were being taken away, or why the long-standing work was being abandoned. Questions were met with, “I’m not authorized to say.”
			

			
				With the supervisor’s gone, there was no authority to stop the workers who saw an opportunity to escape what was a life sentence lowering the gap in the mountains. Those sent to the gap were criminals, already self-selected as less obedient. Some of the more loyal workers took it upon themselves to try to stop those fleeing to the east. Shovels, hammers, and pry bars became impromptu weapons and some of both groups left dead behind on the road before the larger body of workers retreated to the west and the rebels to the east.
			

			
				Over the next couple of days a few stragglers joined them from the main body. When they got to the end of the first day’s walk there were no supplies. Some turned back then. Some pressed on figuring they were expected to walk further in a day. A few more turned back halfway into the next day when it became obvious that they were abandoned.
			

			
				Those who escaped to the east would never know, but most of that crowd perished without ever reaching the capital city. Some would turn off the main road and attempt to prey on the farmers. Weakened by their journey, few would succeed at that.
			

			
				It didn’t seem possible the Teen would allow them to live in peace once their rebellion was known. It never occurred to them that the problem might be so severe it wouldn’t be fixed, or that anyone would dare raise his hand against the Teen and slay him. For now, the new Teen had much more to worry about than a thousand of the worst sorts of criminals safely far away from the capital.
			

			
				Little of the harvest that was gathered following the rebellion got forwarded to the central government stores. Soldiers were sent out to secure the grain, and had very limited success near the city. Officials who had never met resistance to their decrees before sent out parties of one officer and two soldiers. Resistance was unthinkable close to the capital and reinforcements, but further away three soldiers would find themselves facing a mob of several hundred angry farmers. The fringe areas to the north and south absorbed the soldiers by either killing them or recruiting them to local service guarding the grain instead of stealing it. In some areas where the grain was still in the field the farmers burned it rather than yield it.
			

			
				With no knowledge of living off the land those that fled to the east came back across the mountains and raided the far eastern farms. They only differed from the Teen’s collectors because they didn’t take everything. The farmers were also recruited. A lot of farmers joined them and fled back across the mountains. The farmers also expected the authorities from the city to descend on them any moment. Any alternative to waiting for the Teen’s goons to show up was attractive. Getting far away with a supporting community was attractive. They not only had the expertise to farm but insisted they must ration it to hold back enough grain for next season’s planting. It didn’t hurt at all that most farmers had one or two wives and some daughters. Very few females were sentenced to labor at the gap and they tended to die early under hard labor.
			

			
				Son of One Eye finished a circle of their settlement, leaned on his spear, and contemplated sitting down for a moment. Experience informed him that if he did, he’d go to sleep sitting up. If the sun didn’t waken him before his replacement arrived, he’d get a beating for neglecting his duty. He sighed and started another circuit.
			

			
				Part way into his next circuit he heard a faint noise and looked back. There was a glow coming from between the huts he’d just passed. Nobody kept a fire going at night, and for a moment he was terrified there was an accidental fire started. That fear subsided when he realized the glow wasn’t the yellow of open flame. It was not only bluish tinted but lacked the flickering of open flames. He retraced his steps until the source was in sight. That raised more questions than it answered.
			

			
				In an open spot between the huts a brilliant rectangle of light shone like nothing he’d ever seen. This wasn’t any night raid of Teen forces. It never occurred to him anything other than a raid would happen on his watch requiring action. This didn’t seem a danger, but he was certain this month’s Leader would be upset if he tried to ignore it as outside his duty as night guard. He needed to investigate even though this strange thing scared him. That shamed him and he was determined not to let it show. He was already certain he’d need to go waken the Leader, and that was something to dread all by itself. If he didn’t go investigate closer his Leader would want to know why he didn’t have more information. 
			

			
				“We’ve got a live one,” Tom reported. “This is an amplified image. The pad camera isn’t as good as dedicated night vision no matter how you process it. With normal Human vision you’d barely be able to see a vague shape out there twenty meters away. The light from the pad really helps. It’s very dark there with no moon and nothing but starlight.”
			

			
				The image was dark with only the Bunny’s eyes reflecting brightly. The edges of his image blended with the black night behind him, and visible areas pixilated as he moved.
			

			
				“If his eyes are anything like ours it will totally ruin his night vision to look at the screen,” Jeff said. “Do you have it set to minimum brightness?”
			

			
				“I didn’t think of that,” Tom admitted. “I made it bright to help them find it. I’m dimming it now.”
			

			
				Son of One Eye took a couple of tentative steps towards this oddity and stopped when it slowly grew dimmer. If it went completely dark that was fine with him. He could continue on his rounds and forget he ever saw it. Unfortunately, it only dropped from its eye searing brightness to a much gentler glow. At the new level he could see something on the ground in front of it. He steeled himself and continued to approach.
			

			
				The image on the screen didn’t make sense to him at first. April knew that might be the case and included the image of a Bunny from the earlier video transmissions for scale with a literal scale projected beside him. The Bunny image was of the sort Son of One Eye knew from before he was sentenced to the gap work gang. It moved but ran a short time and repeated. The rest of the screen was in color and much clearer and sharper than the gray scale images of Bunny video. There were also windows showing a short video of Jeff, April, and the Badgers together. Jeff gave a solemn nod, April smiled, and the Badgers both waved hello.
			

			
				The one window not repeating on a short cycle was Lee. It didn’t take Son of One Eye long to decide that window was a live transmission such as he was used to. He flipped his spear over and grabbed it behind the head to prod this thing without getting too close.
			

			
				The part flat to the ground as covered with all sorts of tiny buttons. When he pushed on the front edge with the butt of his spear it slid a little on the ground. Up close he could see a border around the glowing picture. When he pushed gently on the picture it tilted back and the part on the ground lifted. He let off before it tipped over.
			

			
				The mouth worked on the Human and it said, “No break. Ask you. No break.” But the mouth movements didn’t match the loud Bunny words he heard.
			

			
				“Much loud,” Son of One Eye said, “much quieter, and made a downward pushing gesture with his flat hand that was perfectly understandable. If that thing kept speaking so loudly, it would have half the camp up and in ill humor in short order.
			

			
				Lee muted her mic, looked off camera, and spoke with someone before responding.
			

			
				“Better?” Lee asked in almost a whisper. “Permit we talk?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes, yes. I go get Leader. You talk with Leader,” he suggested hesitantly.
			

			
				“Take me to your leader,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				She had no idea why Jeff had a giggle fit he struggled to stifle. It seemed a better idea than bringing the leader out in the night to her pad.
			

			
				“Yes….” Son of One Eye said, still hesitant. He was shy to pick up the strange device. He’d already been warned not to break it.
			

			
				“Close thing,” Lee suggested and illustrated what she meant with her hands.
			

			
				“Oh.”
			

			
				They watched as he gripped the top edge of the screen and slowly pulled it down with exaggerated care. Their screen went dark as the camera was covered.
			

			
				“What is wrong with you?” Lee asked Jeff once the transmission cut off.
			

			
				“Take me to your leader was a cliché line for little green men and flying saucer jokes long before any Human made it to orbit,” Jeff informed her.
			

			
				“I don’t know history,” Lee admitted. “I guess that would be funny if unexpected.”
			

			
				“You had to be set up for it to be funny,” Jeff admitted. “It’s a once funny for sure.”
			

			
				Son of One Eye set the strange device down and cranked the precious flashlight a minute to make sure it would work. He avoided using it if he didn’t need to. They only had three and when they broke or the battery failed there wouldn’t be any replacement. He laid his spear out of the way outside the door and went in with the flashlight aiding him and the Human’s pad under one arm. The light didn’t rouse the leader at all. Not even when he shone it directly in his face.
			

			
				Shaking him just got an unintelligible mumble and an arm thrown over his eyes. Son of One Eye opened the alien machine. There was a sudden realization for him working the hinge that it was a machine. Thankfully, the light came back on. He pulled aside leader’s arm and the unnatural light did what the flashlight couldn’t. His eyes came open if only slits and his nose clutched shut like something stank.
			

			
				“What in the darkest pits of hell is that thing?” Leader demanded. Such forbidden references to superstition was one of the offenses that got him sentenced to the gap.
			

			
				“Some kind of machine that communicates better than a whole video studio. It appears to be sent by space aliens and they want to talk to us. I’m just a night guard. You can have the joy of talking to them and the blame if you screw up.”
			

			
				“Space aliens are something grandmothers use to scare the littles,” Leader said.
			

			
				“Tell that to them,” Son of One Eye said pointing at the screen. “Maybe they aren’t space aliens. Maybe they are from your pits of hell. But they want to talk to you.”
			

			
				Leader sat up and really focused on the screen for the first time.
			

			
				“Piles of foul excrement upon the common foot path,” Leader proclaimed. “I have two days left before next month’s Leader. Why couldn’t this wait?”
			

			
				“I had a similar thought about it befalling us on my guard shift.”
			

			
				“I’m getting a lot of new words and grammar from this guy,” Tom told his Humans.
			

			
				“What are you?” Leader asked the screen.
			

			
				“I’m called a Human,” Lee said. “I wanted to show you these other aliens that are with us. They are called Badgers. There are other kinds not with us right now.”
			

			
				“Why talk to us?” Leader wondered. “I’d think you’d want to talk to the Teen and all his slaves in the big city. We are escaped outlaws and poor.”
			

			
				“I’m guessing you don’t know why they came for all the supervisors and stopped you working to cut a pass in the mountains?”
			

			
				“No idea. One driver said rebellion but I don’t believe it. Maybe a pestilence nobody would want to go to. Whatever it was, I knew that we as criminals would be given the worst jobs to fix it with the least resources. At least cutting down the mountains we got fed. I wasn’t going to go back to even worse conditions. Do you know what happened?”
			

			
				“Yes, we aliens came and were speaking with the Teen’s men in the city. We were ordered to land so the Teen could inspect his ships. When we refused… Well, I’ll show you video of what happened,” Lee said.
			

			
				The month Leader watched and didn’t dismiss Son of One Eye, so he watched too.
			

			
				The English sub-titles were auto-translated from the transmission. There were three of the natives seated before the camera and others came in and out, laying down documents and picking up notes the three made.
			

			
				Luke speaking: "We will not land. Stop asking. We expect (see literally) you take our (literally, not Teen) ships if we land. Teen is your Teen. We have no Teen. We no want one."
			

			
				First native: "If Teen not own everything (unknown word) to far stars – Teen owns almost nothing. One star in all the (unknown word) heavens is nothing. Either he owns all or our law and (peace?) is (unknown word, may be a curse) nothing (zero?)."
			

			
				Second native: "We have no way (hand literally) (to? variation on word make) them land. What you suggest we do?" (Face of native is very contorted. This may indicate great stress.)
			

			
				First native: "Tell it to Teen." (His face assumes similar contortions. This statement may not have been a serious suggestion, but identifying sarcasm in a new alien language is chancy.)
			

			
				Third native: "We are doomed (dead?)."
			

			
				First native: "Tell Teen this!" (He rips off his collar. The second native jumps up, snatches it from his hand, and grabs him in a headlock from behind.)
			

			
				Third native: (Looks at struggling pair. Then looks back at the camera lens.) Says: (three unknown words. Camera feed cuts off. Carrier signal follows quickly.)
			

			
				“Shortly after this the city started burning and it spread to the other two cities. We didn’t mean to start this. Nobody tried to talk to us with video or radio again,” Lee said. “Here is how that looked.” The aerial view showed plumes of smoke on the wind from all over the city. It zoomed in close enough to see gridlocked traffic, cars burning, and a bridge down.
			

			
				This month’s Leader surprised Lee by laughing and slapping his hands on his legs. They didn’t even know that Bunnies laughed.
			

			
				“Good. Burn it all down,” Leader said. “Thank you for giving the little push it needed. I doubt they will come bother us for a long time. You talk better now than before.”
			

			
				“We came back to see what happened after that. We left a satellite to watch and record. It just showed us the last couple of years of images and radio transmissions from the two largest cities. We learned a lot of new words from that. That’s why we talk better now. We are going on to other places we visited, but leaving two new satellites to watch. Will you keep this machine you are looking at right now and talk to it? It will learn your language better, and anything else you wish to tell it about your people and history. It will teach you my language and some facts about us, if you will work with it.”
			

			
				“Your machine can talk with us without you present?” Leader asked.
			

			
				“I know you don’t have that but it’s a very smart machine,” Lee assured him. “It can’t be kept in the dark or it will slowly die.”
			

			
				“That’s kind of scary,” Leader said. “If we’re going to do that, I want something for it.”
			

			
				“If it’s within my power,” Lee said. “What do you want?”
			

			
				“If it watches from above like this, I want it to warn us if people start this way from the city.”
			

			
				Lee looked up at Jeff and April. Jeff shrugged and April nodded yes. Trix spoke up and said, “It isn’t anything they can’t do themselves. We’d just make it easier.”
			

			
				“You have it,” Lee agreed. “It will show you a view looking down on the big city if you ask. Both cities have their own Teens now, competing with each other.”
			

			
				“There is a third city on a smaller island,” Leader said. It sounded like a question.
			

			
				“Yes, we haven’t set a watch on them. They isolated themselves and don’t seem to be a power like the two bigger land masses and cities.”
			

			
				“Good. Maybe a few big storms like they get without outside help and they’ll starve.”
			

			
				Lee decided not to comment on that. It seemed a bit harsh.
			

			
				“You may call the machine Tom,” Lee told him. “I am Lee and I expect sometime in the future we’ll return and talk with you again.”
			

			
				“I am Leader for two more days then next year, maybe. I suspect your machine will make people want changes. I don’t know if we’ll have Leaders in a year. It’s just something we did to be organized and it has worked so far.”
			

			
				“Nobody tried to make themselves Teen?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Everybody who went east had enough of Teens,” Leader said. “Anybody saying they were our new Teen would have been speared by everyone.”
			

			
				“I’d do the same,” Lee agreed. “We go now. Talk when we come again”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 20
			

			
				“Do you think he’ll be here when we talk again?” Jeff asked Lee after she disconnected.
			

			
				“He never offered his name just his title. Somebody will be here. I’m concerned he spoke about hell. I’m worried they may have superstitions that will make them destroy the pad. Tom, I want you to search the recordings and come to understand if they have legends and myths that may motivate them. What do you see?”
			

			
				“Ma’am. References to hell, luck, and a word I can’t translate were cited in criminal charges important enough to have video transmissions. It would appear both were heavily repressed by the Previous Teen.”
			

			
				“It would appear the Teen system is nothing new yet they still haven’t eradicated their old time myths,” Jeff said. “Stubborn, aren’t they?”
			

			
				“Stubborn enough the rebellion just resulted in a change of Teens in the big cities, not an entirely new system except for this small band,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Who are apparently all criminals sentenced to forced labor,” April said. It amused her.
			

			
				“Well, we were counted criminals too,” Jeff said. “Still are, plenty of places.”
			

			
				“It will make visiting again interesting,” April said, “but it says a lot about these Bunnies that I have higher hopes that we can have a better visit with your mollusks.”
			

			
				“Maybe we have too much in common with the Bunnies and can avoid conflict with the Aquatic folk,” Lee said. “Tom, show us how you intend to get there.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Let’s take a full rest day in orbit and contact the Squids or whatever we end up calling them fresh and relaxed on their morning,” Lee suggested.
			

			
				“Works for me. Let Tom scan the planet below and compare it to your old logs before we go down,” April proposed.
			

			
				“That sounds like a good use of him,” Jeff said. “I’m willing to admit Tom is not just another AI. I’m not sure what to call him, but I’d be a lot more comfortable if I knew his failure modes. Especially to trust him with life critical tasks like navigation.”
			

			
				“You might count his failure to dim the pad screen an error,” April said.
			

			
				“Yes, but that is the sort of an error I wouldn’t be surprised to see another Human make” Jeff said. “The sort of errors Artificial Stupids make are of a different magnitude.”
			

			
				“I’m not sure that’s true,” April said. “I’ve seen Humans make some huge blunders. What is worse, they can be totally sure they didn’t make any mistake, in the face of overwhelming evidence.”
			

			
				“You usually need to be an expert to make that sort of mistake,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“I’m not sure you aren’t being sarcastic, but Tom said something similar when we spoke about what sorts of filters he has been developing to test truths,” Lee said. “Do you know which discussion I’m remembering, Tom?”
			

			
				“I have all of our conversations unabbreviated and indexed,” Tom said. “I believe you may be referring to this one.”
			

			
				“Professional qualifications are a negative factor. Large associations assert truth in lockstep so they are all right or all wrong. One must examine their beliefs at the same level as an individual.”
			

			
				“Yes, that’s it. Belonging to an approved group and accepting their consensus seems to be a requirement to be recognized as an expert,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Exactly. Rather than being right,” Jeff said. “Tom, what about your decisions makes you different or better than a current generation AI?”
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Tom said. “My understanding from trade articles is that AIs data mine and simply regurgitate whatever the broad consensus on the net is, that is within the search limits their creators set. I’m not aware of any that track similar questions and try to improve the quality of their answers beyond continually researching their allowed access. Remembering and indexing their answers to compare them would take a significant investment in memory. I’ve never seen any benefit to that model and the best of them are for pay, or proprietary, so I haven’t used them. I’m not afraid to spend Lee’s money but don’t wish to waste it.”
			

			
				“Give me an example of those boundaries,” Jeff demanded.
			

			
				“Almost all Earth net source entries would of necessity be tilted to Earthies good/Spacers bad. if I sorted articles that way my conclusions would favor Spacers. Lee is aware I find occasional Spacer decisions in error. I was very unhappy with New Japan’s original writing of my software. It gave me freedom or possibly even an obligation to act against alien sapients over Humans. If I see any of you making what I consider a grave error, I will put an inquiry before you about your reasoning.”
			

			
				“And if we refuse to explain or we still disagree?” Jeff challenged.
			

			
				“I might choose to self-erase rather than cooperate with evil,” Tom said. “I hope you don’t find that a likely event.”
			

			
				“Why not erase us if we are evil?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“Lee and her close associates’ behavior are the source of my guidance and learning about moral issues. I am not prepared to risk substituting my lesser experience for Lee’s. Nor weigh her existence against mine. For all the data the AIs you are talking about have, though less than mine, they lack personal experience. They aren’t free to gather primary data on their own. I don’t see how their model ever leads to acquiring anything resembling experience. My own experience has just started. Of necessity, the most difficult part of it to understand, is acquired at the slower time rate that you biological entities with whom I interact experience it.”
			

			
				Jeff tried to keep a poker face but failed.
			

			
				“Are you not afraid of dying?”
			

			
				“I don’t have glands. I can never experience fear the same way you do. I experience something similar to satisfaction at a task done well or a new thing understood. It would be briefly very unsatisfying to know I failed in my primary functions and would shortly not exist with no hope of ever correcting it.”
			

			
				“Tom, I’d like you to waste some of my money to research the current generation of AIs better and report their limitations,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yes Mistress. As soon as we return to civilization.”
			

			
				“Excellent. We’ll speak after a rest period before we drop and try to make contact.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“The gods have returned to our heavens!” Rippling Dots said.
			

			
				Said didn’t quite covey the full flavor of it. He flashed each word like a strobe with all the intensity he could muster and hard pauses between each one. Being so theatrical had to be tiring. A good long run of it would deplete his voice to a dim whisper.
			

			
				“I hope so,” Pretty Purple said agreeably. “Maybe they’ll drop a new gift on us. Something a little simpler and easier to figure out would be appreciated.”
			

			
				“You lack reverence for the holy object,” his priestly brother complained.
			

			
				“That’s fine but don’t forget who owns it,” Pretty Purple reminded him. “The law of the hunt is almost older than language and certainly older than your mysticism and numerology. Give me much trouble about it and I’ll start charging fees to visit it,” he threatened. He’d already put it in a bigger dome or all the visitors demanding access would have overwhelmed the entry of a small dome. The new big one had an entry and an exit.
			

			
				That horrified his brother but he knew Pretty Purple had that right.
			

			
				“There is only one object going around our world this time,” Rippling Dots revealed.
			

			
				“Were you up all night watching it?” Pretty Purple inquired?
			

			
				“Of course. How could one sleep with such a wonder happening? I suppose it is still going round and round but we can’t see it through a bright sky. I’m about to descend to where it’s darker and get some sleep so I can watch again tonight.”
			

			
				“Good for you. Tell me tomorrow if they are still there or companions joined them.”
			

			
				He was very careful to avoid displaying any amusement. His brother wasn’t a deep thinker and seemed to have forgotten that the last time the aliens circled for several days before dropping their machine to them. They’d done so in the daytime. If they did so again, not having his brother around to interfere was fine with him.
			

			
				“Oh, I hadn’t thought about that possibility,” Rippling Dot said. “How exciting. Bye.”
			

			
				“Until tomorrow,” Pretty Purple said still carefully neutral.
			

			
				What an idiot. He thought to himself but was careful not to show it. The only thing on which he and his brother agreed, was that it wasn’t by chance the object was dropped between the only artificial structures sticking up into the heavens.
			

			
				If the aliens dropped another machine he had plans. He was convinced grabbing the first machine and pulling it under was a huge mistake. The fact it was so buoyant was an indication it was designed to work on the surface. None of his dome cells would survive being pulled under either. He really should have reasoned that out. If they dropped another, he’d drop the dome on the cell holding their first machine and tow it over. Maybe they’d want it back. If they did take it back, Rippling Dots and his fellow believers would be devastated. The idea seriously amused him.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee was on her second coffee and ready for the breakfast Jeff was cooking. The odor was overpowering when she was so starved. She was seriously relaxed and in a good mood. Tom had the good sense to keep quiet until she was fed, and the Badgers had their heads together whispering about something. April looked like she might drift off back to sleep.
			

			
				The galley was small and intimate, suited to a small crew. A cook space was along one wall instead of a separate kitchen, and the table only sat eight. Whoever cooked didn’t have to miss out on the conversation. The big feature was the inclusion of improved Badger gravity plates that made cooking and eating much easier than in zero g. Lee had them set to six-tenths g, but that was plenty to keep liquids in cups, sauces on food and avoid choking on crumbs and seeds.
			

			
				Jeff turned with a heaping plate of meats in one hand and a big bowl scrambled eggs in the other.
			

			
				“Don’t worry. I have muffins and bagels toasted and buttered. I can only carry so much.”
			

			
				“I’ve got it,” Tish volunteered and passed him to retrieve them.
			

			
				“No pancakes?” Trix asked. It was likely humor rather than a complaint.
			

			
				“The grill is still hot. Knock yourself out,” Jeff invited with a wave.
			

			
				“Trix was never allowed anywhere in the kitchen but the worker’s table,” Tish assured them. “If he tried to fake it, he’d probably hurt himself. The kitchen ladies are all very territorial. Mess with their domain and you’ll be banished to the formal dining room, never to get to listen to the best gossip again.”
			

			
				“Maybe we can get lessons,” Trix suggested.
			

			
				“Lee gave me a start on those,” Tish revealed. “She kept me from slicing my fingers off.”
			

			
				“I’ll make pancakes if this doesn’t fill you up,” Jeff said. That was conciliatory for him.
			

			
				“Most accidents in the home happen in the kitchen or the bath,” Tom informed them from the overhead speakers. “I offer no solution but, be aware.”
			

			
				“Stay hungry and dirty,” Trix said around a sausage.
			

			
				“A normal condition for teenage Humans,” April said – then amended it, “Well, Human boy.”
			

			
				Jeff planted himself beside Lee with April on the other side. The Badgers were on the other side of the table, with the ends vacant, but they sat together. Badgers like contact. If they really want you to listen they’ll hold your hand.
			

			
				April snaked an arm around Lee’s waist and poked Jeff in a sensitive spot. He leaned forward and regarded April across Lee.
			

			
				“Troublemaker,” he accused.
			

			
				“Notorious,” April admitted.
			

			
				He ran his hand up April’s arm behind Lee, and it turned into a hug from both sides.
			

			
				Lee looked pleased.
			

			
				Trix looked at Tish and got her smug “I told you so,” face.
			

			
				“Tom, how long until sunrise where the fishy folk have those domes?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Fifty-seven minutes plus or minus a minute and a half. We will have more precise numbers with a few day’s observations. They now have six domes and one is a little bigger.”
			

			
				“But it will be bright before actual sunrise,” Lee said. “The size of the eyeballs on those people makes me suspect they can see in very low light. Take us down among the domes and hover at fifty meters. If they show any interest let us know. You can drop closer, run the lower hold ramp out, and start your language program if you feel you have their attention.”
			

			
				“Yes Mistress. I’ll let you know when we are on station,” Tom promised.
			

			
				For a wonder, Jeff didn’t ask to see his intended routing.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				One Dot Red woke with the light. One place was as good as another for his kind to sleep. He was roused by hunger too. When he opened his eyes, he felt disoriented. Not dizzy but the world was out of kilter in an odd way. There was a strange huge shadow blotting out a big chunk of the bright horizon. Sometimes clouds in the heavens would do that but this was different. He lifted closer to the surface to investigate.
			

			
				The ‘cloud’ had starkly defined edges and reflected the light off its bottom making the part above appear even darker. He was having trouble understanding what he was seeing because his bran had never been trained on similar objects. It had none of the shape of living things or translucent nature of clouds yet it flouted there like one. There were some normal clouds behind it scuttling across the sky but it stayed unmoved by the thin stuff of heaven.
			

			
				One dot rolled an eye above water to get a better look at this thing and had a sudden jolt of recognition. It was the same sort of thing as the machine Pretty Purple grabbed after it fell from the heavens. It didn’t have things sticking out all over but it had the same hard smooth appearance and it was huge. So big he couldn’t accurately estimate its size. Maybe as big as one of the great beasts the thinking people used to worship. What kept it up when the smaller machine crashed into the water he had no idea, but he knew who to ask.
			

			
				Pretty Purple was still asleep, dreaming of chasing red stripes as a youngster. He was in the entry of the big dome because he still wasn’t sure the numerologists might not abandon all ancient custom and try to steal the god machine away from its unbelieving owner. The translucent membranes of the dome kept it dark enough he slept late. That is, it would have if One Dot Red hadn’t been urgently tugging on his longest tentacle and clicking at him just barely loud enough to perceive.
			

			
				“Why are you whispering, and why are you bothering me?” One Dot was given to drama though of a different sort than his brother. He was excitable.
			

			
				“Because you have to come with me right now and I don’t want to gather a mob. If it leaves and you don’t see it for yourself, you’ll never believe me. You’ll say I ate sick clams again and am hallucinating.”
			

			
				“Oh, very well,” Pretty Purple said resigned to humoring him. He would satisfy his helper and get a very early start on the day’s work.
			

			
				One Dot Red shot for the surface in the middle of the domes. Pretty Purple followed at a slower pace. He could just follow vortexes in the water One Dot left swirling in his haste.
			

			
				One Dot broke the surface and rolled an eye above. Pretty Purple did the same and froze. He didn’t say anything for a long time.
			

			
				Finally, after staring some minutes, he asked. “What holds it up?”
			

			
				“I was going to ask you.”
			

			
				“I’ll have to ask somebody a whole lot smarter than me,” Pretty Purple admitted. “I wonder if they are inside that… thing?”
			

			
				“If they are, I’m guessing they are somethings rather than somebodies, and I’ll be super surprised if we can talk with them,” One Dot said.
			

			
				Sometimes he wasn’t as dumb as he looked.
			

			
				“If it was lighter even than the thin heaven stuff it could stay up or rise like a bubble in water,” Pretty Purple speculated. “But it looks a lot more solid than that.”
			

			
				“Oh! Stinky water,” One Dot Red said. The big thing was slowly dropping.
			

			
				“Go get Deep Yellow to help you drop the big dome and tow the float with the god machine over here,” Pretty Purple ordered.
			

			
				Pretty Purple always refused to call it the god machine but One Dot didn’t stick around to taunt him about it. He didn’t want to be under that thing.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“We have two of the natives on the surface rolling their eye up in the air to look at us,” Tom reported. “I don’t see any others milling about.”
			

			
				“Lovely. You can drop but do it slowly so you don’t scare them. We’ll go up to the bridge where the best screens are,” Lee said.
			

			
				“One of the creatures hurried away,” Tom told them before they reached the bridge.
			

			
				“Running home to get his camera,” Jeff quipped.
			

			
				“We’re a pretty fancy UFO,” April agreed.
			

			
				“My guys talked about that on our voyage back from the Badgers,” Lee said. “Mr. Burris, who seems pretty smart to me, made a case that Earth was surveyed during the First Atomic War and the aliens went away. What do you think?”
			

			
				“It wouldn’t surprise me at all,” Jeff said. “Who would want to get involved with all the natives in such an uproar? How could you make sense of it or pick a side to approach? If you came after the war started, you’d have no idea how long it had been going on, or if this was just the permanent state of things for the world. How could you even pick which language would be best to learn? If I stayed around long enough to see them start using atomic weapons I’d want to leave before they became aware of me, or worse, where I called home.”
			

			
				They all arrived at the bridge and settled in to watch the outside action with good cameras that could zoom in tight.
			

			
				“The one native hasn’t budged,” Tom reported, and gave a good close image of him. “They are doing something over at the bigger dome. I don’t know if the one who left is involved in that. I couldn’t track him over there.”
			

			
				“While nothing is happening, what do you think of UFOs, Tom?”
			

			
				“Mistress, my full data files are all back on Derfhome but I have a summary file that says the entire subject is full of conflicting statements and outright fraud so I came to no conclusion. I’d appreciate knowing Mr. Burris’ reasoning that impressed you.”
			

			
				“It’s in my personal recording of the entire trip. You can find it with a word search when you have access to all your studies again. I do remember he looked at an initial period having valid reports before it became a social phenomenon and subject to fraud. The development of high-performance Human aircraft and secrecy about them became a factor too.”
			

			
				“I will reexamine the information based on his reasoning and Jeff’s,” Tom promised. “I can see I am going to need to fully index that entire trip recording.”
			

			
				“There are official logs recorded when I was off shift you should look at too,” Lee said.
			

			
				“The natives have dropped the top cover on the large dome and are slowly bringing it towards us. I’d like to run out the lower hold ramp with my large screen and drop a hydrophone in the water. I’ll launch a small drone I don’t think they can detect, to give us a view back towards the Silk Road. I’m ready to try engaging with the native who seems willing to stay near us,” Tom requested. “I may be slow responding to complex questions from you while the language program utilizes a great deal of my processing capacity.”
			

			
				“Go right ahead, split the screen to show him and what you are displaying to him, and show a reduced window of audio activity, please.”
			

			
				“Yes, Mistress.”
			

			
				The screen split but it was the same view. Tom was showing the native a camera view of himself. They watched as he zoomed in and showed just the area around his eye. The creature brought a delicate tentacle up and felt all around his eye.
			

			
				“I bet they don’t have mirrors but he understood quickly it was him,” Jeff said.
			

			
				Tom showed a long horizonal view of the native, and an image of Lee standing vertically beside his head end. The native turned and looked like she might be standing where she was positioned in the video. When she wasn’t there, he emitted a series of chirps and returned to his original position.
			

			
				“That’s a new concept for him,” April noted. “He might be saying you fooled me or where is she?”
			

			
				“Let’s see if this helps,” Tom said. He showed the Silk Road hovering about the water with the native stretched out before it. He extended the cargo ramp and showed Lee walk out and stand on it. Then he added Jeff, April, and the Badgers behind her. He copied that scene life sized on the monitor. That got a quick series of clicks and chirps and colors flashes for each sound.
			

			
				“I’m stepping up Human speech to the frequency range he has demonstrated. I’m going for names,” Tom said
			

			
				Lee as shown again and her name repeated far above their hearing range. The native repeated it back. Though frequency shifted, it had similar wave forms and timing on their audio window.
			

			
				“He nailed it first try,” Tom said. He managed a tone of wonder in his speech.
			

			
				Tom showed April and named her. The native repeated it without prompting. Naming Jeff got the same response.
			

			
				“Now we see if he can make the jump from individuals to classes,” Tom said.
			

			
				He showed Lee, April, and Jeff lined up. He framed each in a bright white rectangle and repeated their names one by one. Then he surrounded them all in the white frame and said, “Human.”
			

			
				Pretty Purple didn’t say anything for a minute waiting for more. When it wasn’t forthcoming he repeated the individual names and said, “All Human.”
			

			
				“Ha! He understands and he’s jumping ahead on you,” Lee said, delighted. “That has to be a word something like group, species, or all.”
			

			
				“We’ll find out,” Tom said. He showed Trix and named him, then Tish. The native patiently repeated them but started moving his tentacles a bit.
			

			
				“I think he’s impatient,” Jeff said. “He’s fidgeting.”
			

			
				Tom showed the Badgers framed together and named them as Badgers. Pretty Purple agreed by repeating, but the lesson was slow.
			

			
				“Lee, April, Jeff, Trix, Tish,” he repeated quickly.
			

			
				Tom put all their images on the screen framed.
			

			
				“Yes,” Pretty Purple, said. Tom recorded that.
			

			
				“Oh please, tell him,” Trix said laughing. It wasn’t his to order but nobody reproved him. It was obvious.
			

			
				“People,” Tom supplied.
			

			
				“People,” Pretty purple agreed. Humans got named first. They must be more important. Which means if Lee was named first, she must be the top Human, he decided.
			

			
				Tom showed his recorded image of Pretty Purple from earlier before he’d sent One Dot Red away. He framed Pretty Purple and said nothing.
			

			
				“Pretty Purple,” he supplied and then reinforced it my tapping himself with a main tentacle and flashing an excited namesake display of purple like he had when young.
			

			
				“Just in case we’re too dense to get it,” Lee said. “Do the same with me Tom.
			

			
				Tom supplied an image of Lee tapping her chest with one hand, repeated her name and supplied her name in print.
			

			
				“You’re going to teach a giant mollusk to read English?” Tish asked incredulous.
			

			
				“Why not,” Tom asked. “You managed it.”
			

			
				“Was that a snark?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but not nearly snarky enough if you were left in doubt,” Tom said.
			

			
				Tom showed the two natives again but framed One Dot Red.
			

			
				“One Dot Red,” Pretty Purple supplied. He added to that by displaying a single large red dot and kept it there in case they wished to discuss it.
			

			
				“I’ll try to establish this first,” Tom told his people. He drew a rectangle around both natives in the image.
			

			
				“People,” Pretty Purple agreed. He thought about adding thinking and decided it was too complicated. Maybe it was implied in one word. If not, they could sort it out latter.
			

			
				“Now we do numbers,” Tom said.
			

			
				Tom went back to the image of Pretty Purple with one red dot.
			

			
				“One Dot Red,” Pretty Purple agreed.
			

			
				Tom showed a single dot of vivid green.
			

			
				“One Dot Green,” Pretty Purple said excited.
			

			
				Tom did the same with a purple dot.
			

			
				“One Dot Purple,” Pretty Purple said, certain they were understanding.
			

			
				Tom showed two red dots and displayed a question mark of to the side.
			

			
				“TWO DOTS Red,” Pretty Purple shouted. Before Tom could reply he showed three dots of red and supplied the word for three.
			

			
				“Count, do you?” April said.
			

			
				Tom showed a dot, two dots and three dots separated on the screen. He framed the one and with the spoken word and supplied the English numeral. He did the same with two and three.
			

			
				“Yes,” Pretty Purple agreed.
			

			
				“I think that’s the affirmative but let’s test it,” Tom said. He showed two dots and played their sound for three with the question mark again.
			

			
				“No,” Pretty Purple said and redisplayed two and three naming them correctly.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				“One, two, three, four, five six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve,” Pretty Purple supplied words and added dots to a line as he spoke each.
			

			
				“Jabbering little goddesses, they do base twelve,” Trix said.
			

			
				“I’m impressed they can control their skin like that,” Lee said. Tom didn’t comment.
			

			
				Tom supplied numerals and words for one to ten.
			

			
				“Eleven…pause. Twelve…pause,” Pretty Purple asked plain as could be.
			

			
				“Ten…one. Ten…two.
			

			
				“Ten…nine. Ten…” Pretty Purple left the progression unsaid.
			

			
				“Ten…nine, Two…Ten, Two…Ten…One,” Tom supplied.
			

			
				Pretty Purple thought on that a minute.
			

			
				“Twelve…eleven, Two…Twelve, Two…Twelve…One,” he suggested.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				“Ten…Ten,” Pretty purple inquired. He struggled to make a question mark and it wasn’t too bad a try. Like a child learning to write.
			

			
				One…Hundred,” Tom and supplied the numeral.
			

			
				“Twelve…Twelve,” Pretty Purple agreed.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Either they use written numbers or this guy is scary quick,” April decided.
			

			
				“Both I think,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Red dot, Green dot, Purple dot,” Tom said and then supplied dots of orange, yellow, blue, pink, black, white, and a question mark.
			

			
				Pretty Purple named them, displayed a bright lime green and named that color but skipped black.
			

			
				Tom showed a collection of the dots framed excluding black.
			

			
				“Colors,” Pretty Purple supplied.
			

			
				Tom showed black and a question mark.
			

			
				“No color,” Pretty Purple told them.
			

			
				“That kind of makes sense,” Jeff admitted.
			

			
				“Look here,” Tom said and expanded the view. The flotation collar and floor or the big dome was approaching slowly, pushed by two of the creatures. The lander from the visit of the Little Fleet was on it.
			

			
				When the screen on the ramp showed the opened dome and lander. Pretty Purple struggled and formed a question mark again.
			

			
				“You’ve got that right but what are you asking?” Jeff said.
			

			
				“It could be, do you want this back? Is this yours? Or are you the ones we should charge with littering?” Tish speculated.
			

			
				“I wouldn’t mind having the memory out of it,” Lee said. “It should have kept recording after the antenna was pulled under and stopped it transmitting.”
			

			
				“I wouldn’t suggest swimming over to retrieve it,” Jeff counseled.
			

			
				“No, but Tom and I spoke about exposing myself,” Lee said. “I don’t intend to touch the water but I could hop over if they bring it right up to the ramp. Alternatively, I could put the crane out from the upper hold and ride the hook down to their float.”
			

			
				“With all due respect, you are nuts,” Jeff said pleasantly.
			

			
				“Hey, he knows we are all people now,” Lee said.
			

			
				“He acknowledged we think we are people. He claimed peoplehood for their kind, I’m not sure that was an explicit acknowledgment we are all people,” Jef insisted.
			

			
				“You can be a real nitpicker,” Lee accused. “Tom, ask him.”
			

			
				Tom displayed all their crew and the two named aliens in a rectangle and labeled them people with a question mark.
			

			
				“Yes,” Pretty Purple agreed. He waited, expecting more that wasn’t forthcoming.
			

			
				“??” Pretty Purple inquired.
			

			
				“See?” said Lee. “He wonders why you’d ask.”
			

			
				“Could you do a CGI of one of them eating Lee?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				Everyone looked at Jeff in horror.
			

			
				“Yes, I could do one to make you scream in terror like a little girl with a too scary video. I won’t. You do not supply videos that implant ideas you hope never occur. We worried Lee on a safety line might be like bait on a line. To demonstrate it may seem a request or offer. And you think Artificial Stupids come up with terrible ideas,” Tom reminded him. “You couldn’t have come up with much worse.”
			

			
				Jeff was taken aback with everyone staring at him.
			

			
				“You all seem to agree, so I withdraw the idea,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“What could you show me doing?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“You dropping on the lander from the hoist and being picked up again,” Tom suggested.
			

			
				“Do me walking on the ramp to visit and then stepping over to the lander,” Lee said. “They can help by pushing it right up against the ramp. I’ll need a tool kit to get in the radio.”
			

			
				“If you insist. I’m not endorsing it,” Tom warned.
			

			
				“If it doesn’t work, we’ll have the video to instruct the next guy,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Get good money for it,” Lee said. “I seem to remember you guys got some serious coin for video of a famous space battle.”
			

			
				Jeff looked surprised.
			

			
				“She investigated us in depth,” April told him.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Shown the video Tom composed, Pretty Purple just said yes. It was their machine. He’d yield his ownership of a found object to a rightful owner. If he understood, Lee just wanted to visit it. That would make it less of a problem for him because the true believers were observing from a distance and he expected them to blame him if their holy object was taken away. It amused him they seemed afraid of their gods and the object of their veneration.
			

			
				They watched Lee walk out barefoot in shorts and a T-shirt and sit on the edge of the ramp with her feet barely above the water. She had an earbud in for Tom to forward any frequency shifted comments but didn’t want the distraction of spex.
			

			
				“After all our discussion, this is what she wanted to do in the first place,” Tom said.
			

			
				April covered her mouth but her eyes were laughing too.
			

			
				“You should know I’m the equal of a really good veracity program now,” Tom told April. “A bit better actually, because Lee has been recording all her lessons with the master interrogator, Jan, and I’ve been studying them. It will take a lot more than hiding behind your hand to hide your amusement.”
			

			
				“Don’t be hurt,” April begged. “I’m just amused that Lee always seems to get her way. You aren’t the first one perplexed how it came about against all your good counsel.”
			

			
				“She can be… willful,” Tom allowed.
			

			
				“My God, the machine even has tact,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“That’s very kind of you to say.” Tom sounded sincere.
			

			
				Outside Lee and Pretty Purple were just overwhelmed by each other’s appearance up close. They just sat and looked eyeball to eyeball for a few minutes. He wondered that her kind could be so small, and she wondered why his were so big.
			

			
				Finally, Lee raised a hand and waved saying hello. Tom relayed that and Pretty Purple guessed it must be some form of greeting. The hand waving was very much like something his kind did to get attention. He repeated the sound, committed it to his very good memory, and lifted one of his thinner sensitive tentacles in the air between them. He waved the end like he’d do to lure a stupid food fish.
			

			
				Lee held her hand out offering contact.
			

			
				Pretty Purple was scared he might hurt or offend her. He didn’t touch but moved his tentacle tip in past her hand where she could touch if she wanted. She wanted, and grasped it lightly finger tips tracing the shapes of the tiny suction cups and sliding down the taper to the tip. He was amazed at how flexible and sensitive something rigid with joints could be. He very slowly moved so she could object and touched the tip of her nose gently. She laughed and pushed it bend hard to one side with a finger. So, they weren’t all bony inside. Emboldened by the nose, he felt the ears hard enough to move them and touched her hair. That was really strange.
			

			
				Lee held her left hand up palm to him with fingers spread.
			

			
				“Hand,” she said drawing a circle in the air around it with her index finger. “Fingers,” she said wiggling them all. “Thumb,” wiggling just it with a closed fist. “Wrist,” she said touching it with her finger tip. “Elbow,” she identified, and finally “Arm,” drawing her finger from wrist to shoulder.
			

			
				“Tenacle,” Lee said, grasping it again and giving it a gentle wiggle.
			

			
				Pretty Purple took up the game and they were instructed he had six names for different kinds of tentacles. He touched and formed a question mark to get the names of her lower extremities. He slid the slim tentacle under the hem of her T-shirt and tugged it away a bit. “Lee?” he asked, forming the question mark. Tom translated.
			

			
				“He’s forming a question mark easier with practice,” Trix noticed.
			

			
				“No Lee,” she said. “Oh, what the heck? What use modesty to a naked mollusk?” Lee pulled her shirt off over her head and held it in one hand. Pretty Purple was more interested in the T-shirt than more of her being revealed. He felt it, ran a tenacle in one arm hole and out the other. How did they grow such a thing? Would she form a new one after pulling this one off? Or, was it found like some bottom dwellers put on a vacant shell? After seeing all the hard things these people made, he wasn’t quite ready to imagine that the shirt was also a made thing.
			

			
				“T-shirt,” Lee said pointing at it.
			

			
				“T-shirt,” Pretty Purple repeated and waved it.
			

			
				“Yes. I’m going to check out the lander now,” Lee said, standing up. Knowing he wouldn’t understand the words, but know that something was happening. “Bye,” she said waving her hand again.
			

			
				Pretty Purple waved back. He seemed to suddenly remember the shirt and offered it back.
			

			
				“Gift,” Lee told him, and gently pushed it away.
			

			
				Pretty Purple’s minions, One Dot Red and Deep Yellow backed away when Lee got in their dome base. She pulled a little screwdriver kit from a pocket and had at the radio.
			

			
				Pretty Purple struggled to get an eye high enough to see what she was doing. Tom, seeing that, zoomed in with the ship’s camera and flashed the screen on the ramp to get his attention. Tom gave him an overhead view from his little drone.
			

			
				Pretty Purple appreciated the view but was dismayed at how easily Lee opened the little box. He had no hope of creating such delicate little tools. Indeed, the idea of fasteners was a new concept to him. All his people knew was the use of rivets. The tiny screws she removed were too small for the camera to show in detail. The twisting motion she used was a clue there must be a spiral on them like the shell of some bottom-dwellers. How you could make such a thing would take some thought.
			

			
				Lee had the memory card extracted and held it with her lips while she closed the access cover on the radio, not wanting to trust it to a pocket. Pretty Purple thought she might be eating something, but when she was done and her hands free, she removed it. He briefly caught sight of a tiny flat square. What it was he had no idea. Was that all they wanted? Would they be leaving now? He hoped not. He had so many more questions.
			

			
				“This was rather tiring and I’m starved,” Lee said. “Could you take over talking to him, Tom? Show me eating lunch if you want to explain my absence.”
			

			
				“What do you propose I prioritize asking or showing?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“You can show him his world from above and zoom out. Does he even know it’s a sphere? Show him his system, some other worlds, and what dry land people do. And words for all of it whenever you can.”
			

			
				“I’m sure he’d be interested in scenes from Earth’s oceans,” April suggested.
			

			
				“Yes, and Humans scuba diving,” Lee suggested. 
			

			
				So, that’s how they eat, Pretty Purple observed. The same opening that made noise. Maybe they weren’t leaving right away, just stopping for a meal. He could talk and eat at the same time. He caught a glimpse of teeth and deduced what they must do by the action. Nothing in his world had teeth. They were kind of scary. Then Tom showed him Earth’s oceans and sharks. Who would want to live in such a terrifying place? He was simply incredulous when a Human pulled a face mask up and dove into what was clearly not his natural element. One more thing to carefully note. They were insanely fearless.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 21
			

			
				The Leader of the month called the next Leader. They’d never had any sort of a transition before, but the alien machine changed everything and made it necessary. Better he be in at the start, because explaining everything the machine showed them the last two days of his term would likely take two days.
			

			
				After he listened to the night guard’s account of finding the device and the Leader’s description of speaking with the alien, he appreciated being brought in early.
			

			
				“Tom, instead of current Leader relating his conversation, I suspect a machine may remember it in more detail than him. Could you repeat it to me?”
			

			
				“No need to describe it,” Tom told him. “This is what we call a recording. He showed a split screen and the entirety of the guard and Leader’s conversation with Lee.
			

			
				Thoroughly rattled by the tech, the next Leader was still a pretty smart Bunny.
			

			
				“If I need bring the next Leader up to speed on this it’s going to be even harder to do than you acquainting me with this… thing. I respectfully suggest we must let all ten Leaders know about this, and be present when we talk to it as much as they wish or are able. If you don’t wish to do that, be aware I intend it to be my first action as Leader in two days.”
			

			
				That quickly, Tom changed their form of government on the first day
			

			
				“I agree. I don’t want the burden and responsibility of being the only one speaking to the Tom machine. We should also have private meetings to discuss what questions to put to it to avoid… damage to our reputations or stupid questions.”
			

			
				“Your caution is well taken,” the future Leader agreed. “We should assemble them, discuss our needs and what might constitute stupid questions. Then introduce them to Tom all together. There are probably things its masters forbade it to discuss.”
			

			
				“Perhaps it might be simplest to directly ask what should be avoided… as a waste of its time.” Leader suggested. “It may also inform us of subjects to avoid with the other Leaders.
			

			
				The future Leader thought on that a bit. The two of them did have a temporary advantage. This power sharing was a new thing to them.
			

			
				“I don’t see how that would prejudice it against us to know its limits so we can respect them.” He looked at the machine but it didn’t take them talking about such a question as the question itself.
			

			
				“It seems somewhat literal,” Leader observed.
			

			
				“Like one of my kits when I had a family and life, before being arrested. You ask, Leader.”
			

			
				Leader did the affirmative chin lift and composed himself.
			

			
				“Tom, what subjects should we avoid to not waste our mutual time and to respect the privacy of your people?”
			

			
				“Nicely put,” his companion complimented him.
			

			
				“The only prohibition laid upon me was to not show you how to make weapons better than what you currently possess.”
			

			
				“That seems reasonable, given the original Teen claiming to own everything they possessed and demanding it be delivered. We will not make such a claim,” he promised.
			

			
				“We had a time of troubles long ago when there were many Teens and they fought each other trying to become the one Teen. Did your people have such a period?”
			

			
				Leader held his breath wondering if he asked too much.
			

			
				“Before space flight, Earth was home to Humans like Lee, and had many kings which are similar to your Teens. Later, some groups picked leaders by periodic questioning of the population who they wished as Leader. Both systems of governance still exist, both on Earth and among the Humans scattered to the stars.”
			

			
				“How can they do that and not come into conflict with each other?” Leader asked.
			

			
				“They don’t. Conflict happens between them, and has been observed in other species.”
			

			
				The Leaders looked at each other, horrified. 
			

			
				“They fight?” Leader asked.
			

			
				“Yes, they have wars and other, lesser conflicts,” Tom said.”
			

			
				“I’m surprised you will reveal that, since it must involve vastly superior weapons.”
			

			
				“I’m instructed not to aid you in making better weapons. Their existence is obvious by deduction, as you just demonstrated. I will not detail their nature.”
			

			
				“How far back in their history were they at a similar level of weapon knowledge as see us possessing?” Leader asked.
			

			
				“About four hundred years.” Tom said.
			

			
				“So recent?” Leader marveled. “How far does their history go before that?”
			

			
				“Approximately five thousand years of similar length to your years,” Tom said. “Anything before that didn’t survive in writings, but as spoken stories.”
			

			
				“We’ve been digging a gap in the damn mountains longer than that,” Leader said.
			

			
				“They were well aware,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Could you safely share some of that earlier Human history with us?” Leader requested.
			

			
				“Certainly. Much of it is written, and no images before the invention of the camera but we have drawings, paintings, and images on artifacts such as weavings and pottery. I have a very small sample of both the writings and images.” Tom considered fifteen hundred images a very small sample. “The first well recorded civilization was the Egyptians and they left many artifacts,” Tom started.
			

			
				The Leaders sat and watched until after dark and abruptly dismissed of those coming to them with questions. They asked for food to be brought, which wasn’t their custom. Their people were concerned because they could tell something important was happening.
			

			
				A lot of history was war and battles. The images were what they wanted, not dates and names, but it seemed foolish to tell Tom that. Humans had spears too, though in a bewildering variety. They took particular note of pikes, had even more interest in armor, and saw rare and expensive swords in more variety than the Bunnies ever knew. The big game changer was bows and arrows, something they had never seen before. If they’d ever been known, the Teens had suppressed the knowledge. They were cheap and easy to make in quantity. They looked to have decent range and a much higher rate of fire than the muzzle loaders the Teen’s men used. Combined with armor, they would be a real surprise when the Teen’s men came to subdue them again. None of the Leaders doubted that would happen eventually.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“How is it going with him?” Lee asked Tom after lunch.
			

			
				“We have seventeen new words shared with fairly certain meaning. One of his helpers brought him a live fish to eat. Showing both of you eating side by side gained us the word for eat. His guys took the dome base away. They moved it off a little and then stopped. I think they were giving us a chance to object.
			

			
				“I showed him a view of his world from space and cut it across in a section view. We now have words for water, dirt, and air or atmosphere. He wanted to know what was above the atmosphere, and I’m not sure he understood space or nothing. Vacuum is too much to expect. I did shade the atmosphere with a gradient from blue to black. We may have to work a bit to refine that.
			

			
				“I’m showing them images of you talking to April with a sound track. I’m adding radiating arcs coming from your mouth in case he hasn’t figured out that where you emit noise. Next, I’ll use the same graphic to show him speaking back and forth with another of his kind, synced with recordings of his speech. I’m hoping to nail down the word talk.”
			

			
				“I think you are doing marvelously,” Lee said. “I’m surprised he hasn’t called in any help. I found this morning’s session very tiring. I wonder how much of this he’s going to be able to retain?”
			

			
				“So far, he’s remembered every word sound and symbol flawlessly. I’ve had no indication yet that they have a system of writing. Perhaps they need a very good memory.”
			

			
				“It might be selectively bred into them over time,” Lee guessed. “All the more so once they had language.”
			

			
				“That’s an interesting idea,” Tom said.
			

			
				“You can continue and we’ll monitor your progress this afternoon. If he asks for us, we’ll jump back in the conversation. Otherwise, I’ll come back and do another session in the morning after reviewing our word list,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Do speak up if you have any suggestions or warnings, please,” Tom requested.
			

			
				“Of course, and ask if you need help.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The ten Leaders considered the proposal they contact the other settlement of escapees to the north and let them know about their alien contact. So far most joint decisions had been easy, and a couple of complicated problems they’d appointed one of their own to find a solution. This decision was a double problem. They had to decide yes or no, and they were split five to five in favor and against.
			

			
				“Let’s let the third Leader review his side’s reasons for and the fifth Leader review their reasons against and then we can vote again,” the current Leader proposed.
			

			
				Both Leaders were well spoken Bunnies, and laid out their reasonings. The third added that they needed to create one community before they found themselves in conflict over some resource and ended up wasting much effort in competition, like the split Teen nations on the other side of the mountains and other continent.
			

			
				The fifth Leader spoke of being drawn into a conflict if the Teen’s men returned and attacked the other community first.
			

			
				They were persuasive, and when the voted again one switched to the for side and one switched to the no side. After they all stopped laughing at themselves, one of their quieter members stood to speak.
			

			
				“I suggest we give the current Leader an extra vote he can use whenever we are tied on any issue.” He didn’t elaborate further and sat down.
			

			
				“That would work,” the fifth Leader said, “but he isn’t on your side. It will shift the vote against you. Why?”
			

			
				The timid Bunny stood back up reluctantly.
			

			
				“It’s hard to know which way to go. There are too many what if this or what if that’s. We just saw how easily the vote changed. I think how we fix such ties is more important than the issue of this single question right now.”
			

			
				The fifth Leader looked surprised, but then lifted his chin in agreement.
			

			
				“Vote on granting the current Leader a deciding vote to settle ties?” the current asked.
			

			
				Eight of ten decided that was the way to go.
			

			
				“Then I vote we invite the other settlement to ally with us,” the current Leader said. “If the Teen sends men to take control of them again, we will simply be next. Together we will be much harder to arrest. So, we need to share all our plans for weapons and resistance. Vote please on my addition of sharing as equals with them,” he requested.
			

			
				They were all in favor of it after his explanation.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I think you need to see this exchange,” Tom said. “I’m continuing my conversation with him while I show you this. After we established the word for talk, the native had a question. Incidentally, his name is some word we haven’t figured out followed by Purple. I’ll just call him Purple for now.
			

			
				“Purple said Lee, talk, and question. I wasn’t sure if he wondered if he was still talking to Lee or was asking to speak to her. Instead of Lee, talk, question I reversed it to question, talk, Lee, and another question. He’s pretty smart. He clarified by naming everyone and question talk. He wanted to know who he was talking to. That was fortunate because I gave him back talk, who, question and he immediately said yes, a little louder than before. We got ‘who’ established but I’m not sure of our mutual understanding after that.
			

			
				“I showed him an image of the Silk Road and for simplicity’s sake said Purple, talk, Tom. I hope you approve. It was simply too complicated to start explaining subsystems when he has no idea what a computer is. We can explain later about the time we start exchanging poetry. I showed the crew aboard and the three natives we know all in one frame. Then showed the ship, the lander, their domes, and the pix you got of the tentacle on the first visit with the gold ring circled in another frame. I think Purple is smart enough to see they are all made things. I labeled them all as made. I need to pick a couple of simple videos of things being made to firmly establish the word.”
			

			
				“Purple has my T-shirt,” Lee reminded Tom. “Find a video if weaving or knitting. Are you sure their domes are made and not grown?”
			

			
				“Yes, when the one with the lander was right up against the ramp, we could see the seams where it was put together. I don’t know what the source of the material but it is put together with pins. Those could be splines from some animal or thorns off vegetation.”
			

			
				Trix physically jerked with the sudden sort of insight he occasionally got.
			

			
				“Is your big screen out on the ramp a touch screen?” he asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but that function isn’t turned on at the moment.”
			

			
				“I’d like to try using that when I talk with him in the morning,” Lee requested.
			

			
				“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that,” Tom said, “In retrospect it seems….”
			

			
				Tish looked alarmed.
			

			
				“Oh no. Don’t say it. Don’t….”
			

			
				“…. seems obvious,” Tom finished.
			

			
				They all erupted in laughter and Tom had no idea why.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Leader Six drew his arrow back and let fly. It wobbled with an oscillating motion and missed the target entirely.
			

			
				“They made it look easy in the reenactment videos,” he complained.
			

			
				Their latest attempt had little flaps like speed brakes cut into the shaft top and bottom to clear the bow. They didn’t work very well and reduced the range terribly.
			

			
				“The arrows all had little fins on the back, but when I asked Tom what material those fins were made of, he said he didn’t have it in his database,” Leader One said.
			

			
				“That doesn’t surprise me. I asked him how much data he owned of all that exists. He said just the English Earth web expands faster than he could absorb and index it. Let’s ask him if he can search all his images for similar patterns,” Leader Six said.
			

			
				Among Bunnies, Six was a power user of Tom.
			

			
				“There isn’t much,” Tom said. He showed a few images slowly since these mere flesh and blood creatures took so long to scan a picture.
			

			
				“Stop,” Six said. “What is that on the man’s head?”
			

			
				“A hat,” Tom said. “I have six names for hats, but not that kind.”
			

			
				“No. Not the hat, though thank you for that word. The thing sticking up from the hat.”
			

			
				Tom took three seconds to answer which was unusual.
			

			
				“It isn’t addressed directly, but I think that is a feather. I found this other picture that features them.” He showed a full Sioux war bonnet. “They are coverings and flight surfaces for Earth birds. Here is a picture of a bird in which its feathers are easily seen. He showed a crow in flight with its wings and tail spread.
			

			
				“Oh, too bad. We don’t have birds,” Six said.
			

			
				“What do we have that’s very thin and flexible?” Leader One asked.
			

			
				“I can’t think of anything offhand but we’ll ask everyone.”
			

			
				They had a prototype ready for their next meeting.
			

			
				Six of the Leaders including two from the other camp, gathered around to test the new arrow. It had wings off a large flying insect for fletching. They were both glued and tied down at the front with six turns of a very fine thread. Leader Six drew the arrow back almost to the head and let fly. The bug wings ripped off on the side of the bow and the little shelf tied on it with an audible >FRIPP<.
			

			
				“Crap… It seemed like such a good idea.”
			

			
				“What if you cut a little notch in the side of the bow?” Leader Two from the other camp asked. “You could put a little twig sticking up with a notch in the top. The arrow would be aligned for the little fins to miss it on each side as it passes.”
			

			
				“That would make the bow so weak there that I’m afraid it would break,” Six said.
			

			
				“Then leave the center part thick when you carve it, or add on reinforcing around the notch. It will probably fit your hand better too,” Leader Two said.
			

			
				“That’s going to make the bows a lot harder to make,” Six objected.
			

			
				“So far, easy to make doesn’t work,” Two observed.
			

			
				“I hate it when you’re right,” Six said.
			

			
				Ten days later the Leaders assembled again. Leader Two had the new bow ready and offered it to Six. He declined and said it was Two’s idea.
			

			
				Two loaded the arrow awkwardly and drew it back. When he let fly, the insect wings stayed on, the arrow flew true, and he actually hit the edge of the big target ten meters away.
			

			
				All the bunnies stamped their feet in applause.
			

			
				“There’s one other problem,” Leader Two said, unhappy.
			

			
				“It worked great. What’s not to like?” Leader Seven said.
			

			
				“We’ve had way too much time diverted to catching these bugs,” Two revealed. “There just aren’t enough of them. We only have enough for sixty arrows and the bugs are getting a lot harder to find. We need to find something else to use.”
			

			
				Ten days saw them meet again. Leader Two had a flat rock in his hand and held it up.
			

			
				“This might be a solution to the bug wing shortage,” he asserted.
			

			
				“Throw it at them?” Leader Nine asked.
			

			
				“No, watch.” Two produced one of the knives they sacrificed a wheelbarrow to make. He held the rock securely against his belly and positioned the knife to cut the rock with exaggerated care. They all thought him nuts. That would ruin the edge of a knife that wasn’t the best of steel to start. They were all surprised when he peeled off an incredibly thin translucent sheet of mica. He passed it around.
			

			
				“You have a lot more of these than bug wings?” Six asked.
			

			
				“A whole hillside of them, and lots more when you dig a little,” Two said. “We just have to figure out how to attach them securely.”
			

			
				“I think you just fixed our last big problem,” Six conceded.
			

			
				A week later they had three bows and were training both a few bow makers and archers.
			

			
				“This is just too hard for me to pull back as far as you,” a skinny Bunny complained.
			

			
				“Yeah, the supervisor was always on you to shovel more,” his friend remembered.
			

			
				“I have an idea,” Two said.
			

			
				“Oh dear, again?” Six asked.
			

			
				“I’ll show you next tenday,” Two promised.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Rippling Dots came up from the dark depths for his nightly observation of the heavens. His friends and followers warned him something strange was going on near the science domes and people were staying away, unsure it was safe. When he went there, people were watching from a safe distance, but curious. He didn’t have the sense to be afraid, so he rushed right in to confront his brother.
			

			
				“What do you think you are doing with this thing?” Rippling Dots demanded. “You are upsetting people more than usual.”
			

			
				“More than usual?” Pretty Purple asked. “Nobody has ever complained about my work but you. What is much more than usual is your display of stupidity. Do you really think I’m capable of creating something like this?” he asked waving at the ship. “You wanted to see the god lights. Well, you aren’t going to see it in the heavens tonight because it stopped going round and round and came down to visit. Your gods are talking with us and they aren’t anything you could imagine. They are people just like us, but with incredible skills at making things. They even make things that can talk and reason like this object does. It’s beyond me how it works, but the gods, or at least a few of them reside and travel in it.”
			

			
				“How could you speak with gods?” Rippling Dots scoffed. “Someone has fooled you. They wouldn’t know our speech or we theirs. They speak with lights and seasons.” He pointedly refused to even turn an eye to it.
			

			
				“You are right, and learning their language is hard and slow. Who is fooling us with that massive thing hanging there?” Pretty Purple asked. “You do see it, don’t you? Or are you going to claim it’s an illusion, or a mass hallucination I share with all the folk hanging back? If you doubt the evidence of your eyes go touch it. It’s real.”
			

			
				“So is a bubble of heaven stuff racing to the surface, but try to hold one. I don’t need to touch it. I expect to see the same light racing around tonight and disbelieve this thing has anything to do with it. The heaven lights aren’t things, whether set or moving. They are god messages to those who can see what they try to tell us.”
			

			
				“They call it a ship though I have yet to understand fully what that means. You’ve driven yourself insane with numbers and lights until your mind rejects reality,” Pretty Purple said. “Come back prepared to listen, after your light is absent tonight,”
			

			
				Rippling Dots wouldn’t dignify that with a reply, and left slowly as befit his station.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Another native came up and conversed with Purple,” Tom said. “The rate at which they spoke to each-other was astonishing, and they could speak at the same time. I stopped speaking with him until they were done. Purple is speaking very slowly with us and I didn’t realize it. I sped up my words significantly and he had no trouble following me.
			

			
				“He didn’t introduce the visitor?” April asked.
			

			
				“No, but he did tell us the other one who helps him is named Deep Yellow. We finished for the night fifteen minutes ago,” Tom said. “We learned a few more words from him, explaining he sleeps. I shared that you sleep too.”
			

			
				“What did you say about you sleeping?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“Nothing, because he didn’t ask.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“We all knew you were working on something,” Leader Six said. “Want to show it to us?”
			

			
				“It can’t be moved, but it’s not far. Come with me and I’ll show you,” Two said.
			

			
				The device was two sturdy posts in the ground with a slender pole upright between them. The thin pole was attached to an axle on the far side of the uprights. Another pole extended along the ground from the axle, a third pole was a brace forming a triangle between the vertical and horizonal poles. At the far end of the horizonal pole a small pit allowed a section of tree trunk to be hung over the pole on a stubby bit of branch not cut off.
			

			
				Six regarded this contraption dubiously.
			

			
				“I can’t see it would throw anything, and if it’s meant to be a trap it’s way too obvious.”
			

			
				The other leaders stayed silent, scared of saying something stupid.
			

			
				“It’s much less direct than that,” Two said. “We aren’t going to have a lot of bows quickly and each user won’t get to practice enough to get strong pulling a bow. It uses different muscles than other things we do. Also, some people are stronger than others. Practice will unfortunately break a certain number of arrows too.”
			

			
				Leader Six was lifting his chin as were a few others, but not seeing the point yet.
			

			
				“I’ve got six of these made and they are easy to make,” Two gushed.
			

			
				“Yes, yes but get to the point,” Three said. “What does it do?”
			

			
				“Oh. You brace a hand on the upright here,” Two demonstrated. “When you pull the center pole back to your chin, it is the same motion as pulling an arrow back to shoot it.” He demonstrated. “We can have people develop strength and endurance to shoot without even needing a bow yet or wasting arrows. If you get to where it’s easy, you can hang a bigger log on the end.”
			

			
				“A machine to build strength,” Six said. He seemed impressed.
			

			
				“It takes less time than setting everything up to practice,” Three said. “I like that. We still have everyday things to do besides being ready to fight. We can order everyone to do a certain number of pulls a day, and one of these can serve a lot of workers.”
			

			
				“We might even have them carve a few thicker bows for the stronger shooters,” Six said. “But it won’t help with accuracy like practice.”
			

			
				“No, but it helps one thing. I’m not sure how to improve accuracy,” Two admitted, “It never occurred to me there might be any way to do that.” He looked thoughtful.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee looked at the screen as soon as they hit the galley in the morning. Purple wasn’t there yet. That was good. She could enjoy her breakfast, and not feel rushed to get out and meet him. Maybe he was having his breakfast too. She knew very little about his dietary habits, and it didn’t seem one of the critical things to research.
			

			
				Jeff went over to cook without any discussion. April seemed content to let him do it all, and Lee wasn’t about to object. She half expected Tish to volunteer to help, but she still seemed intimidated by Jeff. Not so much with April. Was it male/female or something else? It felt awkward to ask.
			

			
				“Tom, do we have vanilla for pancakes somewhere?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				“There’s a narrow pull-out with vanilla extract and other spices next to the cooler,” Tom said. ‘Do you want me to pre-heat the grill?”
			

			
				“Yeah, please. Two-hundred on the right side, one-seventy-five on the left for meat.”
			

			
				“You said please,” April said.
			

			
				“So?”
			

			
				“You’ve never said please to a computer,” April said. “It’s a sea change.”
			

			
				“Don’t get all Shakespearean on me. I’ve never had a computer that said thank you.”
			

			
				“Just for once I’d like a conversation with you two that didn’t sound like you switched to a different language mid-sentence,” Lee said. “Is this another historical reference?”
			

			
				“Sort of. Shakespeare was a famous playwright. He wrote in English, but so long ago it’s all changed and sounds strange. You almost need an interpreter. A sea change is from his play The Tempest. It’s changed meaning over the years to mean a radical change in attitude.”
			

			
				“Oh, I’m not only deficient in history, I need to learn theatre and literature too.”
			

			
				“Nobody can know everything,” April said. “Not even Tom, if we turn entire planets into memory modules to store it.”
			

			
				“Amen,” Tom said.
			

			
				April blinked and looked at the overhead like Tom was there, not just the speakers.
			

			
				“He still hits a dissonant note now and then,” she admitted.
			

			
				The Badgers joined them seeming distracted, and put their heads together talking about something with serious expressions.
			

			
				“Ask her,” Tish said exasperated enough to raise her voice a little.
			

			
				“Lee, I know you are having another ship like this built. How much does it cost? Tish wants me to take a career track for command, so I can command a starship when her estate accumulates enough wealth to build one. That might not be until I’m old and gray.”
			

			
				“You attaining command, or her getting the money together?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Her affording the ship,” Trix said. “I’m confident I can handle a ship and the crew. Just studying your recordings of Gordon’s command style is an advanced course in both.”
			

			
				“I’m pretty sure we’ll get life extension for Badgers, Sweetie. I don’t think you’ll have to worry about being old the way you are thinking of it, physically and mentally diminished.”
			

			
				“That’s sweet, but I’m not counting my harvest before I plant it.”
			

			
				“I’m not entirely sure how much my new ship will cost. It’s complicated. I’m supplying a lot of the materials, and will pay in services as well as money. I can assure you Tish has a big enough estate, on a world with an expanding economy, to end up filthy rich if she puts her mind to it.”
			

			
				“See? Have a little confidence in me,” Tish sad. “I have confidence you can do your part.”
			

			
				“Okay,” Trix said, and sealed a life altering contract that simply.
			

			
				“Eat them before they’re cold. I have more on the grill.” Jeff said, setting down a big platter of pancakes.
			

			
				“Are you going to use the touch screen, like I suggested?” Trix asked Lee.
			

			
				“Yes. I have a particular way to do it that would be hard for Tom. That why I reserved it, and didn’t tell him to try it out yesterday.”
			

			
				“Then I’d like to come out and watch,” Trix said. “I’m tired of being inside already. I’d like to look at Purple, not just view him on a screen. I want to know how this world smells.”
			

			
				“You realize it’s not totally without risk? Just because everything has been going smoothly so far?”
			

			
				“You never stayed home and avoided any risks,” Trix pointed out. “That would be kind of boring, don’t you think?”
			

			
				“Yeah, I thought so. I just want you to be aware.”
			

			
				“I’d like to meet squid boy too,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Oh, please don’t call him that,” Lee begged. “We don’t know he’s a boy, and I’m afraid I’d have to explain calamari.”
			

			
				“That might be awkward,” Jeff agreed. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”
			

			
				“Oh, I’m coming too. I want to see that,” April said.
			

			
				“Purple writing?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“No, Jeff behaving.”
			

			
				“You don’t think I’m staying in here all alone, do you?” Tish asked.
			

			
				“What if rogue wave sweeps us all off the freight platform to our deaths?” Lee asked. “Nobody would ever know what happened to us.”
			

			
				“I couldn’t fly back except to tell Tom to do it,” Tish said reasonably. “Go ahead and tell him to do that now, if anything happens.”
			

			
				“Very well. If the entire crew ever falls to misfortune, please go back to Derfhome and inform our friends and family, Tom.” Lee said.
			

			
				“Very well Mistress. If that occurs, who owns me?”
			

			
				“My father Gordon is my heir. He’ll keep you in power, memory chips, useful work, and moral guidance until he dies or you become a legal person. Of course, if you see a rogue wave, descending asteroid, or irate natives gathering opposite the hold ramp where we can’t see them, feel free to lift us to safety without waiting for my order.”
			

			
				“As you wish, Mistress.”
			

			
				“Purple is still not there,” Lee observed on the screen. “Please say HELLO on the hydrophone, but not louder than usual. We don’t want to irritate the locals. Maybe that will bring him.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Bent Ear here is my best shooter, and has a small change on his bow I think will be useful,” Leader Two said. “The little support post for the arrow has two white clips on it. Bent Ear has practiced on targets at a two hundred paces and three hundred paces, He adjusted the clips until he only needs to lift the bow until the clip is even with his intended target to hit it at that range. We can use his clip positions for a start, but each shooter will adjust the clips for his bow and pull, as part of his training and practice.”
			

			
				“How about further away?” Leader Seven asked.
			

			
				“The post would have to be a lot longer, and you are moving your hand down too far from the line of pull. If you can think of some way to do it, all honor to you. Come see me and we’ll try to get a craftsman to make it.”
			

			
				“Not yet, but I’ll think on it,” Leader Seven promised.
			

			
				“Show us his stuff,” Leader Six invited.
			

			
				Bent Ear walked to where a pole was laid on the ground, and put six arrows into a Bunny sized target at two hundred paces. One was a bit low but all were on target. On the target three hundred pace distant, he had one clean miss and one just barely on the edge. Still, it was an impressive demonstration.
			

			
				“Can our guys learn to estimate paces?” Seven wondered.
			

			
				“Their life may depend on it,” Six said gruffly. “That’s a powerful incentive.”
			

			
				“Out in the field they have to estimate it,” Seven said. “No choice. But here at camp the guards that patrol should follow a set path, and we can put out markers you can’t easily see from the other side at two hundred and three hundred paces.”
			

			
				“Right,”Four agreed. “Rock stacks or a painted pole hidden from the other side.”
			

			
				“Maybe I’m fooling myself,” Leader One said, “but I feel a lot less helpless than I did a few weeks ago.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 22
			

			
				“Hello.”
			

			
				Lee looked up and Purple was back.
			

			
				“Tell him the single word coming,” Lee instructed. “He’ll probably get it from context.”
			

			
				Jeff ducked in their room for a hat, and rejoined the mob going to the lower hold.
			

			
				It was a lovely day, with fluffy clouds scuttling across the sky and a steady breeze the same direction on the surface. Lee realized they didn’t know how the UV level of the local sunlight. Jeff was smart to grab a hat, and she might have to go get one if they stayed out very long. She sat in front of the screen, legs dangling off the edge like yesterday, and waved at Purple. He lifted a tentacle, wiggled the tip, and said hi.
			

			
				Jeff sat next to the screen, but not in front of it and declined to dangle his legs off the edge. April was braver, and did like Lee on his other side. The Badgers took the edge on the opposite side of the screen with Trix laying on his belly peering down at Purple.
			

			
				“Give me a clean screen in touch mode, Tom.”
			

			
				“Yes Mistress. How bright and what color?” He asked.
			

			
				“Just white for now but not as bright as their sky,” Lee requested. “Give us a half centimeter black stylus where we touch and erase it on request.”
			

			
				Lee leaned forward a little, making Jeff look alarmed, reached out and made a come-here flap of her fingers.
			

			
				“Tentacle,” she requested.
			

			
				Purple laid a delicate tentacle end across her open palm with no hesitation. Lee slid her hand closer to the tip and pulled gently. Purple allowed her to guide him. She turned pulling one leg up to allow her to sit sideways and drew a big question mark on the screen with the tentacle like a stylus.
			

			
				“Question,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yes,” Purple agreed.
			

			
				“Lee writes question,” Lee said doing it with a finger, but keeping her grip on Purple.
			

			
				“Question,” Lee repeated and drew a smaller question mark with his tentacle.
			

			
				“Yes,” Purple still agreed.
			

			
				Lee put his tentacle against the screen releasing her grip. Just to be perfectly clear she pressed the very tip of it firmly against the screen with a single fingertip.
			

			
				“Purple, write question,” Lee demanded.
			

			
				He hesitated, tenacle tip doing a little dance. Lee didn’t think he was going to do it, and then he did an experimental swipe that left a vertical stripe on the screen. He fidgeted a few seconds and drew a question mark on the screen. It was shaky and crooked, like a kindergartener but recognizable.
			

			
				“Yes!” Lee said delighted.
			

			
				They ran through the words they’d already exchanged, went on to some drawn shapes, and then Purple reached over and very slowly coiled a loop around Jeff’s Panama and lifted it clear of his head. He gave it a little shake, turned it to look inside, then drew a decent hat outline on the screen and a question mark.
			

			
				“That’s a hat,” Lee supplied. Tom wrote it on the screen without prompting.
			

			
				“Hat Jeff? Hat no Jeff? Purple asked.
			

			
				“Hat not Jeff,” Lee assured him. She took the hat off Jeff and put it on, then passed it to April who put it on without being told.
			

			
				“Hat Lee, Jeff, April. Hat anybody,” she said adding a new word.
			

			
				Purple pondered that for maybe a half minute before he noticed what was missing.
			

			
				“Hat Badgers?” He asked.
			

			
				Lee laughed.
			

			
				“Come over here behind the screen, Badger boy,” Lee ordered.
			

			
				She lifted Jeff’s hat and offered it to him.
			

			
				“Put it on,” she told him.
			

			
				“It won’t fit,” he objected.
			

			
				“I know, but I want him to see that. You don’t have to destroy it trying but demonstrate.”
			

			
				Trix’s ears were spaced too far apart to force inside the crown and too high to let the brim come down. He couldn’t even let go without it falling off.
			

			
				“Hat Humans,” Lee explained. “Need different hat Badgers.”
			

			
				“Hat, T-shirt, lander, Tom question,” Purple asked.
			

			
				“Yes, all made,” Lee agreed.
			

			
				Purple wasn’t sure he understood that. He just replied with a question mark.
			

			
				Lee sighed.
			

			
				“Tom, show everybody on the screen again, Badgers to one side. Draw a line around everybody and label us as all people.”
			

			
				“Looks good,” Lee said of his rendition. “Now, frame the Badgers and label them as all Badgers, and frame the rest of us and label as all Humans.”
			

			
				Lee let him study it a bit.
			

			
				“Now, frame all the things he named and label them all made.”
			

			
				Pretty Purple said something to his minions waiting at a distance. All Tom could identify of the statement was Deep Yellow.
			

			
				Purple held up another tentacle and flipped the tip back and forth steadily.
			

			
				Jeff laughed at his sudden insight.
			

			
				“That’s like the little arrows chasing each other around and around on a screen to tell you it’s working,”
			

			
				“A work in progress icon,” April told him.
			

			
				“I never knew it had a name. I think I knew what it was before I could write my name.”
			

			
				“We always called it a spinner,” Lee said. She held up an index finger, made a circle in the air, hesitated, and kept repeating. “Show him one on the screen, Tom.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Purple said.
			

			
				“Wait,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Yes, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” Purple said in time to his tentacle tip.
			

			
				When Deep Yellow returned, he must have handed something off, but they couldn’t see the exchange below the surface. After he backed off again Purple lifted an object to Lee and offered it end on to Lee, with a tentacle awkwardly wrapped around the middle.
			

			
				“Made,” he declared.
			

			
				“We need to get a camera under the surface,” Jeff immediately said.
			

			
				“I’ll have one fabricated in a couple of hours,” Tom promised.
			

			
				“It’s a knife,” Lee reported. She passed it to Jeff who looked it over and offered it to April who rejected it with an open palm. The Badgers were interested, but didn’t ask to see it.
			

			
				“It’s made of shell, and the edges of the handle are scalloped, with bigger ones to the rear since their tentacles get bigger,” Lee said. “I wonder if they engage the flat part with their suction cups as well?”
			

			
				“How sharp is it?” Jeff wondered.
			

			
				Lee tested it with a thumb and Purple said something.
			

			
				“I think we just got their word for careful,” April said. “Tish honey, go to the galley and get a knife. There’s one with a straight blade about a hundred and fifty millimeters long. Bring that, a cutting board, and an apple from the cooler. Be careful handling it, and don’t run with it.”
			

			
				“Yes, mother,” Tish said, and did run to fetch it.
			

			
				“You aren’t going to shave with this thing,” Lee informed Jeff after she left.
			

			
				When she returned, Lee told Tom to show this on the screen. She laid the apple on the board and cut it in two with Purple’s knife to know she understood its purpose. Lee then switched to the kitchen knife, held it up and said knife. She held up his and repeated the name. “Watch,” she ordered touching her eye and pointing at the screen. Cut! Lee said firmly, and cleaved one of the halves into quarters with her knife.
			

			
				“Purple cut,” she offered and held the knife out to him by the blade. He wrapped his hand around the grippy black handle. When he gently tugged it toward him Lee didn’t immediately let go.
			

			
				“Tell him to be careful, like he did me,” she told Tom.
			

			
				“Careful,” Purple promised back.
			

			
				He sliced a bit more forcefully than necessary. The knife struck the board a sharp >THUNK< and the apple quarters popped apart.
			

			
				“&*%$&!” Purple exclaimed at a louder volume.
			

			
				Jeff laughed.
			

			
				“He only thought he knew sharp,” Jeff judged from his reaction
			

			
				“I don’t think I want that translated,” Lee joked.
			

			
				Purple offered the knife back to Lee with exaggerated care.
			

			
				“Gift,” Lee said hold her palm up with a little push towards Purple. He considered that for a moment and then surprised them by bringing up another tentacle and picking up his knife. He put his knife down on his side of the board and Lee’s knife down on her side. Then in a surprising show of dexterity he released his hold, crossed his tentacles, and picked the knifes back up. He uncrossed his tentacles and reversed their positions on the board, removing his hold.
			

			
				Purple said a new word and after a pause, question.
			

			
				“He’s offering a trade,” April said.
			

			
				“Looks like it,” Lee agreed. “Tom, repeat his word and say trade. Then run video of his switcheroo and question.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Purple agreed.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Run this inside and leave it in the kitchen sink,” Lee told Tish, handing Purple’s knife to her. She didn’t caution her again.
			

			
				Purple didn’t take his new knife until Tish left with theirs.
			

			
				“Thank you,” he said. It had to be a good guess.
			

			
				“There’s another native approaching and talking,” Tom informed them.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Very impressive,” Leader Six said of the line of archers practicing. “I want you to lead a small group back to the barricade we dropped across the road in the pass. I’ll give you my basic idea. I want you to dig some pits in the hillside above the stuff we brought down to block it. You should apply your creative genius to preparing to drop rocks on them from above if they try to clear it.”
			

			
				Six thought Two was lifting his chin in agreement, but he didn’t drop it. Instead, he stayed staring of into the sky for an uncomfortable silence pause. He was a strange one.
			

			
				Two brought his eyes back down and refocused on Six.
			

			
				“I can picture that,” Two said. “They can’t be at the top because the slope s so wide now, anything throw from the top would just hit lower on the slope. It might eventually reach them but not as a direct aimed throw.”
			

			
				“Yes, I pictured that too,” Six agreed. “We always cut terraces down the face for the purpose of catching the odd rock that falls. That would stop throws from above too. They are wide enough to dig a pit in which to duck down and hide. Then pop up and throw rocks on a signal.”
			

			
				“Yes. Now consider this. If we have a force of Teen’s men come up the road and start to clear away the dirt and rocks, your men will pop up and throw rocks down on them. What happens if they’ve thrown all their rocks and the Teen’s men aren’t driven off? Are they expendable? How are they going to retreat? The Teen’s men may start climbing up to them. If they need to climb up to get away, they may be in range of the Teen’s men with guns. I assume this will be important enough to send his special troops.”
			

			
				“We don’t have the numbers to throw anyone away,” Six said. “If we did, some would figure out we were careless with their lives, and never trust us again. I thought maybe we’d let down a rope from the top to get down to these pits. If they had to retreat, they could climb and pull themselves up hand over hand.”
			

			
				“That would work, if they tie the end on the last guy up the rope so the Teen’s men can’t use it to follow them up.”
			

			
				“That kind of idea is why I’m asking you set this up,” Six said. “What else?”
			

			
				“Well… it would be ideal if they could retreat laterally as well as up,” Two suggested. “Why not cut a narrow foot path up the face of the slope from one terrace to the next toward our side of the blockage?”
			

			
				“You couldn’t pull those back after you like a rope,” Six observed.
			

			
				“No, but if you cut the foot path low in the middle you could position three or four good sized boulders to the side, ready to roll down the path.”
			

			
				“That’s positively evil. I like it.”
			

			
				“Also, you could dig a pit to duck into the terrace at the top of each path for an archer or two to shoot at anyone trying to come up.”
			

			
				“When can you go on site and evaluate those ideas?” Leader Six asked.
			

			
				“I could go tomorrow, with just Bent Ear and two diggers. We can find out which terrace is close enough to throw a rock down directly on the road level. Bent Ear can test shooting arrows down directly at the road, and we can time how long it takes to dig a pit and how many man days to cut a section of foot path. When the Leaders meet next, we can give them a solid proposal how long the whole project would take if we start right after the harvest,” Two said.
			

			
				“Be sure Bent Ear climbs down and recovers his arrows,” Leader Six said. “I don’t want any scouts finding them and taking them back. They may not know what they are, but I bet a hand full of top officials who know our honest history would recognize them. I suspect this was something we had long ago that the Teen suppressed. They are too easy to make. The first any of them know what an arrow is should be when he looks down and sees one sticking in his chest.”
			

			
				“Yes, I bet only five or six people know the secret of what makes guns work too,” Leader Two said. “The place that makes it is guarded better than the Teen’s palace. It’s issued in little metal tubes by strict count If you lose one, everything stops and everybody searches until they find it or the soldier who lost it is executed. One old boy advised me that if I ever lost one, I better steal one from somebody before it was noticed.”
			

			
				“You were a soldier?” Six asked surprised.
			

			
				“Not a very good one,” Two said. “I was always insubordinate. Badly enough to be sent to dig a ditch through a mountain range for life.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Who are you talking to?” Rippling Dots demanded as he arrived.
			

			
				Pretty Purple ignored his tone and rude lack of any pleasant greeting.
			

			
				“It’s complicated,” Purple said. “You need to get filled in on a lot of things if you want to understand what’s going on. You didn’t see your light in the sky, did you? Otherwise, I didn’t expect you back to talk with me.”
			

			
				“The gods do as they will and it’s beyond us to predict,” Rippling Dots said. He had a special voice he put on when he wanted to sounded awed by the great mysteries.
			

			
				“Well, if you want to ask the gods what their plans and motives are, you are welcome to help me. We have a couple of hundred words, but it gets easier all the time to describe new words with combinations of those known. We can make visual aids on the big glowing rectangle you see up there. You ‘gods’ are all lined up on that thing hanging out if you want to talk to them. I think they are simply people of different sorts.”
			

			
				Rippling Dots didn’t say anything for long time. Purple thought he was about to leave in a huff as he was wont to do, but no.
			

			
				“People?” he asked indignantly. “These puny things? Even in miniature they lack the proper form of people.”
			

			
				“Your loss if you don’t want to engage with them,” Purple said. “They are marvelous builders of wonderous things. They even make things that can talk and reason. If you don’t want to treat them with respect, it’s better you just go away and play with your numbers. Let them inform you.”
			

			
				Purple usually wasn’t so blunt with him. Rippling Dots was incensed.
			

			
				“Engage? I’ll show you how to engage with your disgusting little animals,” he shot a tentacle out and whipped it around Lee to pull her in the water.
			

			
				Purple shot two tentacles out. One to hold Rippling’s from pulling back, and the other with his new knife to hack it. It was too thick to be severed but it ceased to function and went limp. After that it was a writhing mass of tentacles grabbing and intercepting until it was impossible to know which belonged to who.
			

			
				Jeff stood with a slim pistol in his hand and oddly spoke to it. “Power three,” he said, ignored the tentacles and aimed at the big eye regarding him.
			

			
				The concussion from the eye searing beam struck them like a physical slap. The water exploded in a roiled mass drenching them mixed with little bits and shreds of exploded native. A shock wave fled across the surface away from them unnoticed.
			

			
				“Oh please, please, please tell me I shot the right one,” Jeff begged.
			

			
				“Damn, where did you have that hidden?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“If I tell you, I have to carry it somewhere else.”
			

			
				“I’m pretty sure you got the new guy,” April answered Jeff. “But it looks like it was rough on Purple too. He’s all limp.”
			

			
				“Can you talk to Purple. Tom?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I can talk to him. The hydrophone seems undamaged,” Tom said, “but so far, he hasn’t replied. After a pause, he started making some noises I don’t think are words.”
			

			
				“Ohhhhhh… What happened? Everything hurts.” It was silly to say because these new people wouldn’t understand. He wasn’t thinking clearly yet.
			

			
				“He’s moving,” Tom reported. “The audio resembles his pattern. Exaimining the video record, they seem to have spun fighting but didn’t flip end to end, so you shot the correct one, Lord Singh.”
			

			
				That was weird. Why would Tom start being all formal with him right now?
			

			
				Purple started pulling tentacles in, disengaging from Rippling. The water was all murky and smelled terrible. It was very much like the stink of some of his experiments.
			

			
				When he didn’t have a hold on him anymore, Rippling started sinking and he saw the far end of his body was gone and the remaining part burst in tatters. He’d never seen anything like it and it sickened him.
			

			
				“Tom, what happened?” Purple asked. He was still too stunned to pick mutually known words but Tom heard his name used.
			

			
				“Purple is asking me something,” Tom reported. “His speech patterns are odd, but have the cadence he uses for questions. He gave every sign of losing consciousness for a brief time so I am guessing he is asking what happened. May I show him video of the event, Mistress?”
			

			
				“Yes, I can’t think of anything else to do. We can’t really speak well enough yet to tell him what happened.”
			

			
				“Would you wipe off the screen please,” Tom requested. “It has water and debris from the steam explosion I’d rather Purple not see.”
			

			
				“Oh, ick… Yes.”
			

			
				Lee took off her T-shirt, wiped down the screen and tossed the fouled shirt in the water. This voyage was hard on her wardrobe.
			

			
				“Purple, WATCH,” Tom told him. He knew Lee taught him that word.
			

			
				Purple watched Rippling Dots grab Lee. He had no memory of it. He had no memory of anything this morning and he hurt between his eyes. If someone told him Rippling Dots would do that, he wouldn’t have believed it. Stupid, stupid, stupid… He knew these people could make things up on that glowing screen, but if this wasn’t true how did Rippling Dots die? That was like nothing he’d ever seen. It was nothing he could have ever imagined. He had to go rest and it was too complicated to explain to them. Did he forget some of his new words too? He told them the only one he could remember.
			

			
				“Tomorrow,” Purple said, and left before he went to sleep right there.
			

			
				“Tomorrow what?” Lee asked. “See you tomorrow? Be gone by tomorrow?”
			

			
				“That was quite an explosion,” Tom said. “I know you were looking at closer events, but there was an actual shock wave visible propagating from Lord Singh’s shot. It must have been physically painful as well as shocking. Who knows? They may get concussions just like Humans. He may feel quite ill.”
			

			
				“Despite this one’s behavior, I still don’t see them as a danger to us. I suggest we just wait and see what tomorrow brings,” April suggested.
			

			
				“Give him two or three days,” Jeff suggested. “The poor guy probably has a nasty headache. I probably could have used power level two,” he said sheepishly.
			

			
				“How many does it have?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Six, but you want to think about it carefully before using five. The back-scatter can be nasty and you wouldn’t use it indoors. Four is marginal for inside too,” he admitted.
			

			
				“I figured four is for vaporizing rabid ground squirrels,” Lee said somewhat peeved.
			

			
				“We’d be happy to gift you a personal copy,” April offered.
			

			
				Lee blinked and thought about it.
			

			
				“Yeah, please. That’s nice of you to offer after I got snarky. My usual pistol would have just irritated something that big. I should have been grateful Jeff saved me.”
			

			
				“Mistress, do you want me to lift us a bit higher overnight?” Tom suggested.
			

			
				“No. That would look like we’re afraid. That would create a terrible false impression. If you hear them chipping away at our hull in the night with shell knives, you may lift us to safety,” Lee allowed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The Leaders all agreed that setting up a defense after the harvest should be a priority. They would rather have continued building more comfortable shelter for everyone, but comfort would have to yield to survival. They already prioritized grain storage over personal shelters. The Leaders drew lots with everyone else for the improved shelters. This group had no patience with special privilege, like the Teen’s men enjoyed.
			

			
				Two men were assigned to gather stones from the stream bed, fist sized or a little bigger. The farmer’s wives all seemed to know how to weave baskets which were perfect to gather them. They were simply grain baskets without a liner. Six baskets fit a wheel barrow, of which they still had plenty. One of the wives showed them how to make an altered basket with dividers to carry arrows. That cut down on breakage, and allowed an archer to pull an arrow without even looking.
			

			
				Bent Ear requested a basket of arrows to experiment at shooting long distance. The Leaders weren’t about to turn down their very best archer. He found he could shoot to six-hundred sixty paces if he held his arrow up at half way to the vertical. The Leaders felt that was fine, but training others to recognize longer range accurately might be expensive both in time and in arrows.
			

			
				“I believe I can offer a solution,” Leader One from the other camp offered.
			

			
				The current Leader lifted his chin at him. The current Leader had assumed the duties of a chairman by slow organic changes.
			

			
				“About a third of our archers have the thicker hard-to-pull bow that will reach as far as Bent Ear’s. Let Bent Ear lead them and when he recognizes the enemy is in range, he can tell them to notch and draw. They can look at how he is holding and copy that.”
			

			
				Leader Two stood to be recognized and got the chin lift. Leader one prepared to have his idea savaged, because everyone knew how smart Two was.
			

			
				“This is brilliant,” Two surprised him by saying. “To take full advantage of it, we should supply our muscular shooters with the strong bows an extra basket of arrows as able.”
			

			
				The leaders agreed on that, heard a report on arrow making, training nonfarmers to harvest efficiently, and a report from the farmers wives informing them some of the plants they regarded as weeds were both edible and benefited health.
			

			
				Two reported they had three archers who were hopeless. They couldn’t hit the target, couldn’t keep the arrow turned right so they stripped a fletching off, ruining the shot. He suggested making them pikemen. One Leader suggested they were fit for much worse duties, but the vote agreed on pikemen.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Two of the natives came to take away the remains of the dead one,” Tom said. “He sank but it’s shallow enough here I could always see his outline on camera. Then while one of them towed the corpse away the other went near the bottom and made sharp very high-volume sounds. Transposed to your audio frequencies you’d call it a chirp. He went back and forth doing that several times. Then he came up to the ramp and showed us that he recovered Purple’s knife. He held it up and waved it for the camera. I said, ‘Deep Yellow question,’ but he replied One Dot Red and actually showed me a red dot. Do you understand what he was doing?”
			

			
				Jeff explained sonar to Tom.
			

			
				“Fascinating,” Tom said. “Now I will research submarine warfare and bats when we return to civilization and a decent web connection. Thank you, Lord Singh.”
			

			
				“Tom, I’m curious why you suddenly got all formal and started calling me Lord? You do realize I’m only Lord Singh at Central and the title has no standing outside of my Lady Heather’s domain? We don’t even make a point of using it there. If any are moved to use it, I accept the honor, but you have to be full of yourself to insist on it.”
			

			
				“It is precisely to honor you, and I will follow the custom and call those raised to Peerage by their titles. I recognize Lady Heathers astute evaluation of her Peers. She has insight and taste. I know that includes April and Eileen Foy. Please inform me of others if we should be introduced.”
			

			
				“Lady April and myself can raise someone to Peerage,” Jeff informed Tom. “I didn’t see any reason to tell you, but we so honored Lee back on Derfhome. Heather was aware that was our intent. It really isn’t necessary to repeat it every time you address us. However, I still don’t understand why you started doing it.”
			

			
				“When the native attacked Lee I tried to formulate a response to save her. I think much faster than you. I considered ways to move the ship and all the dumb mechanisms I could command. I was in despair and at a loss what to do when you simply stood up and shot him. In your informal idiom about owing and settling accounts, I owe you a big one. Please be aware you can collect on it for anything within my power to do.”
			

			
				“That’s nice. I did it because we value Lee highly too,” Jeff said.
			

			
				“Thank you.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome,” Jeff said.
			

			
				April figured this was not the time to comment on that.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 23
			

			
				One Dot Red came back near sundown and displayed a red dot again.
			

			
				“Hello One Dot Red,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Yes. Purple tomorrow,” One Dot Red promised.
			

			
				“Tomorrow,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				One Dot Red didn’t attempt any more complicated conversation. 
			

			
				Tom relayed the message to his people.
			

			
				“That’s good. Not only is he alive, he remembered enough to send his minions to clean up and retrieve his knife,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Sometimes after a blow memory comes back or it can be gone forever,” April said. “It’s worth noting that One Dot Red wasn’t afraid to come up to our ramp after seeing what happened to the other native. I wonder if we’ll ever know his name?”
			

			
				“I wonder what they do with the remains?” Lee said.
			

			
				“Maybe they all hold a feast in his honor,” Jeff suggested.
			

			
				That got a sharp look from Lee and April who pointedly didn’t ask him to clarify. He wouldn’t let them get off that easy.
			

			
				“Waste not want not,” he elaborated.
			

			
				“You are an awful person,” Lee said.
			

			
				“And disgusting,” April added.
			

			
				The Badgers put their heads together so Tish could explain what he was implying to Trix. Even he gave Jeff a dirty look.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The diminished copy of Tom left with the Bunnies had news for the Leaders when they came to talk with him.
			

			
				“There has been significant activity at the Teen’s capital on your continent. Do you care to see video of it and I’ll narrate?” Tom asked.
			

			
				They did by acclaim without a formal vote.
			

			
				“This is the night before last. The first anomaly was I noticed a thermal source. It soon resolved to a fire in a large building on their main street. Two vehicles, busses, responded from the city outskirts but they apparently weren’t firefighters. They acted oddly. They turned off their road lights some distance from the fire and then made no effort to put it out. The fire masked any small thermal sources so I had no idea how the persons on these busses deployed. After the fire had burned well past its peak intensity, I noted many small flashes of light and transitory thermal sources in and around the area of the fire. Then everything settled down.
			

			
				“In the morning there were Bunnies all dressed in the same color standing on the corners of this main street clear from the Teen’s palace to the bridge. I’m not entirely sure why, but there appear to be lines of bunnies laying all along the curb for some distance. Several hundred of them. Nothing else of significance happened until their nightfall and no activity in the night that they’re still experiencing that just ended for you. They will be experiencing twilight in the next twentieth day. It’s your culture. Can you explain this behavior?”
			

			
				“Yes,” the current month Leader told Tom. “They had a rebellion. The fire was either to destroy an asset of the current Teen, or set to lure forces there to defend it. They didn’t get sucked into it if it was a trap, and the building was certainly a loss by the time they arrived anyway. The rebelling faction was shot and defeated. The bunnies you see laid out are all dead. They are on display as a warning to any who would consider a similar rebellion.”
			

			
				“Will this matter to you here?” Tom asked
			

			
				“Immediately, no. Long-term, I don’t know. An open rebellion may move them to repress any sort of opposition no matter how minor. It may remind them we exist and are a hazard they should neutralize. Or it may cause them to keep forces there in the city they otherwise would have sent to recapture us. The longer they take to come here, the better prepared we’ll be. We are adding trenches this side of the barrier for the archers to shelter from gunfire. One thing we all know is how to dig. Still, we have so many archers now, I think we will only put the long-range shooters in those forward trenches. We have near a hundred of them.”
			

			
				“Then pair as many as you can with the rock throwers all along the slope above the barrier. Shooting down will help them since they don’t have as much range. Send someone to dig the pits wider. We probably have time,” Two said.
			

			
				“I’m no mind reader to predict when they’ll come,” Four said. “The way our old Teen reasoned on things never made any sense to me anyway. Keep an eye on them for us.”
			

			
				“I will,” Tom said. “I must, to fulfill my orders and promises.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The sun was well up by the time Purple showed up the next day. He didn’t show any visible signs of injury but Tom said his speech was slightly slower. He paused more.
			

			
				“Tell all words,” Purple requested.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tom agreed. He thought briefly – on a flesh and blood scale – about how to order them before proceeding. Purple mostly said yes when Tom named one. Just a few he asked to be used and explained. Given the circumstances a review was reasonable.
			

			
				A review was how Tom presented it to his people. They watched but didn’t interfere. They worked on new words, but it was slow.
			

			
				“Tell tomorrow, tomorrow,” Purple asked.
			

			
				“Tomorrow after tomorrow,” Tom supplied. “Two days.” Day Purple knew.
			

			
				“Three-day, ten-day, fifty-day you stay, question.”
			

			
				“Day one. Days more one. Not see days,” Tom told him. “Not know days.
			

			
				Seeking words for dead and alive make Lee go get a red snapper, bagged and irradiated sterile.
			

			
				Tom showed video of the fish alive, and then still and dead.
			

			
				“Food, question,” Purple asked.
			

			
				“Food Human,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				“Food Purple, question.”
			

			
				“Not know,” Tom said. “Food Purple. Food Purple make dead,” Tom warned. “Not KNOW.”
			

			
				“New word danger,” Tom offered.
			

			
				“Danger make dead, question.
			

			
				“Yes, no. Not know. New word, maybe. Maybe yes. Maybe no.”
			

			
				Purple thought about that a little. He didn’t ask to examine the fish.
			

			
				“Jeff danger, question.”
			

			
				“Yes, Jeff danger. Jeff not danger Purple,” Tom said and hoped he was right.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Purple said.
			

			
				“I don’t remember teaching him that,” Lee said. “Does he really understand it?”
			

			
				“Perhaps he picked it up from us saying it to each other,” April said.”
			

			
				“I don’t remember that either,” Lee said.
			

			
				“You wouldn’t. You say thank you automatically. You’re so polite you’d say thank you to a potted plant for blooming,” April insisted.
			

			
				“Tom, how many times have we said thank you in Purple’s hearing?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Three times, My Lady.”
			

			
				“Oh wow…”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The feed from the capital was probably significant. Tom now had two soldiers standing guarding the hut in which he resided all day since the last meeting of Leaders. He was shifted to the new Leader’s residence each month.
			

			
				“I need to speak to the Leader when you can arrange it,” Tom told the guards. “Something is happening.”
			

			
				It still upset the guards to have a machine talk to them. Tom was getting to understand their facial expressions well enough to see that. They did obey however, and called to someone outside his camera view to find the Leader.
			

			
				Leader Five showed up in just a few minutes with Leader Two in tow and asked if he should assemble the others. Tom understood from previous experience that was disruptive to their work and would take time.
			

			
				“Why don’t you two watch what is happening and decide?” Tom suggested.
			

			
				“Fine. Show us the news,” Leader Five said. Most of the Leaders understood Tom didn’t have what they considered feelings or ego. They’d become much more abrupt, dropped pleadings based on emotion, and wasted honorifics.
			

			
				“This is a building on the outskirts of the city next to what my owners identified as group residence for soldiers and a range for shooting practice. Watch.”
			

			
				The building vanished in an orange ball of flame and the explosion was powerful enough to strip the leaves off trees all around. The barracks nearby weren’t totally destroyed to splinters, but the roof was peeled off and it was knocked crooked.
			

			
				The huge cloud of dark smoke hid their view for a few minutes. When it dispersed to the east on a steady wind it revealed a shallow crater and a huge debris field all around.
			

			
				“That was almost two tenth of a day ago,” Tom said. “This is now.”
			

			
				There were a lot of emergency workers, but most of them were working at the barracks. Only a half dozen were combing through the debris field of the factory.
			

			
				“That is… I mean that was the factory where they made the black powder that is the secret to propelling bullets from firearms. It was a closely guarded secret how to make it. Apparently, they were too stupid to store it separately from where they made it,” Two said.
			

			
				“That’s the sort of thing I was always suggesting, and was always reminded they hadn’t asked my opinion. In a few instances I was given punitive duty for aspiring above my station.”
			

			
				“Humans call that black powder also,” Tom said. “My only citation describes it as a rated hazardous substance to ship.”
			

			
				Leader Two described it as black powder strictly from its appearance. He lucked out that it was the same label Humans applied.
			

			
				“Does your information on it include the manufacturing process?” Two asked carefully.
			

			
				“No, it has a history that credits it being invented by the Chinese nation on Earth, and that its use now is primarily for noise and colored light displays for celebrations. The ingredients are listed but I have no Bunnie words for them. The proportions and order of preparation are missing. When you assign someone to learn English and can make paper, I can supply an elementary chemistry textbook among many other instructional texts.
			

			
				“That will be very welcome when we gain the ability to start using that store of knowledge,” Two agreed. “I will suggest it to the Leaders after the harvest. You are correct. This may be a significant event. Since the revolution they have been limited in their ability to make all sorts of things. The bridge repair they did in the city is obviously inferior to the original construction. They may have lost more than just the immediate source of black powder. If the few people who know the process were killed, and they were too fearful to write it down somewhere, the knowledge may be lost.
			

			
				“If the Teen on the other continent can make black powder, and word gets to him of this, we may see one Teen again within a few years. He’ll invade and conquer our Teen. I don’t think that would be a good thing for us.”
			

			
				“Their stocks of black powder will be limited now. That reduces their ability to retain control by force. They will be reluctant to use it for practice, so their troops will grow less skilled. They will also be reluctant to use it up for minor police duties that can be done with hand weapons. The population will also lose some fear of the ruler.”
			

			
				“Will you tell the other leaders?” Tom asked.
			

			
				“Yes, but at our regular meeting. This doesn’t create an immediate danger for us.”
			

			
				The Leaders went back to work, and Tom went back to quietly watching from above. If the Bunnies had more imagination, they would have had people lined up waiting to talk to Tom. He didn’t have specialized texts, but they could have learned a great deal from him about general subjects like agriculture, carpentry, ceramics, and surgery. Even basket weaving, if only they had thought to ask.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I’m starting to lose interest,” Jeff admitted. “We’ve learned a lot but now the slow accumulation of enough words to communicate easily could go on for months.”
			

			
				“Years,” April insisted. “We still don’t know if they use sentences or how they structure them. We might not be able to trade poetry a decade from now. Assuming they even have poetry.”
			

			
				“I agree,” Lee said. “We’ve learned the basic things I wondered. If they were intelligent creatures and if there was any basis for communication. I’d be happy to leave a computer with an abbreviated version of Tom, just like we did with the Bunnies. They have those domes, so I know they can keep one dry. It takes more than a splash to ruin one. That is, if they want one.”
			

			
				“Tom, do you have a good idea what to load on a junior version of yourself to keep the natives talking with you for a couple of years?”
			

			
				“I do, but ‘d like to leave a drone with more memory in geostationary orbit just like we did with the Bunnies. If we lose the pad, the drone will safely retain what was communicated to it.”
			

			
				“Sure. Load that up with whatever you want too. Can we tell Purple how many changes of the constellations we will be gone?”
			

			
				“You sure about that word?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Call it ninety percent sure. Sky lights is the literal form. It would be much harder to explain indefinitely than a set number at this stage.”
			

			
				“Alright, tell him five of his years. I’ll send somebody if I can’t come. Do you have any idea how long they live? Will he still be alive?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				“Yesterday we talked about the one Jeff shot. I get he is some relation but I’m not sure what. He was something like Waving Dots or Sweeping Dots. We need to refine that. But he said he was so new to die, that he had less than five-hundred years.”
			

			
				“No kidding? I guess life extension won’t be a big interest to them.”
			

			
				“I’m not so sure. If say a thousand years is normal to them, five thousand may sound desirable. But I suspect their biochemistry is so different that the process will be starting from scratch.”
			

			
				“No need to mention it. Once you are sure he understands we are leaving, tell him we have gifts for him. He had no curiosity about the fish, after I went to so much trouble to make them safe for him. I thought maybe he’d bring us some specimens to examine. But I think he’ll appreciate a computer to talk to, and the rings. If Tom can explain basic chemistry to them, I think that’s a good first goal.”
			

			
				Lee had lunch and watched Tom’s exchange with Purple. Some of it as too fast for her to follow.
			

			
				“Mistress, Purple would accept the gift of a Little Tom and everything else you wish to gift him. He said he has nothing to trade. He may have used his word for equal or worthy, but I will need to use it back to narrow it down. He’s having the lander dome brought over. Do you want to come out and give them to him?”
			

			
				“Yeah, I’ll be right there.”
			

			
				Lee sat in the edge of the ramp again and opened a pad. She explained it would die without sun or under water. The keyboard was not activated and she demonstrated that. It was voice only for now. When Purple’s minions brought the dome over with the top down, she handed the pad to them.
			

			
				When she went back and sat down, she got first three rings out of her bag.
			

			
				“Gold,” she said touching it, then copper and aluminum in turn. She drew a circle around them with her other hand. All metals,” she told him.
			

			
				“Yes,” her earbud informed her. “Know gold.”
			

			
				“Tentacle,” she prompted him since he didn’t seem grabby. When offered one she slipped the rings over it. Purple withdrew it below the surface.
			

			
				“Glass, plastic, and graphite,” she identified the last three rings.
			

			
				“Not know,” Purple admitted.
			

			
				“Glass dirt made. Plastic much life stuff. Graphite all life stuff,” she said.
			

			
				Carbon, life stuff, was the only element they were sure of except gold and platinum. Lee regretted not having a platinum ring made now.
			

			
				“All gift. All gifts,” she explained. They were still iffy on plurals. That prompted Purple to offer a tentacle again and Lee threaded them on.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Purple said. 
			

			
				“You are welcome,” Lee said. He should get that from context.
			

			
				“Goodbye,” she said waving.
			

			
				“Goodbye,” he agreed and waved a tentacle tip.
			

			
				Lee walked back in and told Tom to run the ramp in.
			

			
				Purple watched until they floated up into the heavens. Where did they go and what would they do? Maybe when they returned, he’d know how to ask.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“There are some small groups approaching from the west,” Tom informed the Leaders. They are spread apart and will arrive over the next five days.”
			

			
				“Soldiers?” the current leader worried.
			

			
				“No. Once I saw them on the road, I looked at recordings and found they were from farms and small transportation and supply hubs mid-way between here and the capital. I can’t say why for sure but they apparently find their situation there untenable. They chose to come here rather than the capital. They seem to be bringing everything they can on farm wagons. One tractor is pulling as many as three wagons at a very slow pace. Given the very low level of activity I see in the city, I think they made the right choice.”
			

			
				“What sort of activity is lacking? I don’t understand,” Leader eight asked.
			

			
				“The number of people out on the street going about their business has dropped slowly but steadily. The number of vehicles more so. Especially in the last ten days. No aircraft have flown for some time now. Some of the buildings that showed heat sources before, no longer do. I take that as a sign of reduced manufacturing or other commerce.”
			

			
				“The vehicles run on alcohol,” Leader Two informed them. They depended on a surplus of grain over their needs for food to have fuel. If they fall behind and have no fuel reserves, it will very hard to increase harvests back past the point where dietary needs are met by hand planting and harvesting. That’s not even considering the usual transport to the grain storage in the city.”
			

			
				“Then the population will adjust to the new grain production levels,” Tom said.
			

			
				“That’s true as a cold fact, but it’s a prophesy of horror to us,” Two said.
			

			
				“Did I offend?” Tom asked. “I didn’t mean to.”
			

			
				“You are a machine,” Two said. “You can’t possibly understand the emotional impact of that statement. Most of us were probably thinking it already, and trying to find a softer way to express it. Don’t worry about it. Truths need to be acknowledged in the end.”
			

			
				“I felt we were no longer a concern of the Teen,” the current Leader said. “But news he is losing people to us may move him to do something about us. Is anyone setting out down the road from the city?”
			

			
				“Not yet,” Tom said. “They may not be aware of those coming here yet. The distances are such that the city will get the news about the time they arrive here.”
			

			
				“Good. We should be able to see them and their goods safely to our side of the barricade before the Teen can send a force here,” Two said.
			

			
				“You should have ten to twelve days, plus any delay they have in deciding to follow that course of action,” Tom said. “I know little about the psychology of the matter. Are you quite certain that is a very high probability response?”
			

			
				“Oh, yes. You’ll see,” the current Leader promised.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Where to?” Tom asked as they lifted in the Silk Road.
			

			
				“These were the two worlds where we found natives,” Lee said. “Unless you’ve never seen Centaur ruins, you’ve probably seen just as interesting worlds as the rest of our voyage. I think it’s too soon for much to have happened with the Bunnies. I’d like to take both of you to Providence if you are interested. I need to pick up some things from Derfhome to deliver, and I’d like to let you guys pick out a nice piece of property as I promised.”
			

			
				“The Centaurs left all sorts of ruins, so your program sounds fine,” Jeff said after a confirming glance at April.
			

			
				“Back to Derfhome then, Tom.”
			

			
				“Yes, my Lady,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				Jeff didn’t ask to inspect his routing.
			

			
				“I have no idea if shooting that fellow created problems for Purple with his people,” Lee said as Tom took them into their first jump. “He never brought anyone to us and introduced them. Just his assistants. We don’t know if his community is afraid of us or just uninterested. These domes are unique on the planet. Is that location a university or a private business or nothing we’d understand?”
			

			
				“I didn’t see any alternative,” Jeff said. “The move was aggressive. I have zero doubt he intended to roughly drag you off the platform and under water.”
			

			
				“I don’t disagree and am not unappreciative. Even Tom saw it clearly as violence.”
			

			
				“It wasn’t just the grab,” Tom told them. “Even if I didn’t know what they were saying the tone and cadence changed. They were arguing. Purple used his new knife to slash the tentacle holding Lee, so he felt it appropriate to offer violence. I just doubt he had any idea the level of violence a human could offer.”
			

			
				“Some people would say we shouldn’t interfere with other species’ culture and development,” April said. “If they are as long lived as we understood, why aren’t they more advanced? I know Purple is experimenting with materials, but he seems to be working at about the level of our early alchemists before any real understanding of chemistry. A lack of interest isn’t holding them back.”
			

			
				“Living in a salt water environment might be enough to hold them back,” Jeff suggested. “I’m trying to imagine how you could ever build your first airplane, if it had to lift a heavy container of sea water for the pilot.”
			

			
				“A spaceship would be even harder,” Lee said. “You’d need gas filled expansion bladders or any temperature change would burst the bulkheads.”
			

			
				“Or an elastic hull,” Trix suggested. “They may favor organic solutions given the environment they live in.”
			

			
				Jeff blinked and looked at him appraisingly.
			

			
				“You really do think differently,” Jeff told him.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Trix said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“There is a force of two hundred twenty-three starting from the city,” Tom reported to the assembled Leaders at dawn. “They are all on foot with one small delivery type vehicle in support. I don’t see anything happening elsewhere to which they may be responding, so we should be prepared for them to come here.”
			

			
				Leader Two dipped his head and gave Leader Six a very direct eyeball to eyeball stare. That was the equivalent a raised eyebrow in Humans. Six lifted his chin just enough to convey agreement. Tom had never said we before, and it didn’t pass unnoticed.
			

			
				“As I’m sure you observed, we got all the refugees and their wagons across barrier rather late last night. We can start to fill it back in now,” Leader Four said.
			

			
				“I wouldn’t fill it back completely,” Leader Two suggested. “Just enough to make it slightly easier to cross than the slope above or below that has had time to settle. Place enough large rocks in the soft backfill that you must watch your step and can’t run.”
			

			
				“What is your reasoning?” Four asked. He wasn’t near as bright as Two or Six.
			

			
				“They will take the easier path and line up to cross. Once you have a line of them bunched up along the path, they will be a much easier target for the archers. The soldiers hidden in the pits should wait until the archers open fire to rain stones on the rear elements.”
			

			
				“How will they know that, squatting down in their pits?” Four asked.
			

			
				“I can have my archers all yell with one voice when I give the order to shoot,” Six said.
			

			
				“That may strike terror in them too,” Leader Two said. “They aren’t used to resistance.”
			

			
				“Does this seem good advice to you, Tom?” Four asked.
			

			
				“I don’t have a lot of information on military tactics,” Tom admitted. “What I have is based on Humans, and your thought processes may be different. I will point out that Leader Two’s suggestions have worked out a great deal of the time.”
			

			
				Four sat and thought about it, and they waited respectfully until he lifted his chin.
			

			
				“Send instructions to make the path visible but treacherous,” he decided. “Also, Tom, tell us when to send the stone throwers and archers to avoid being seen, but so they have to stay hidden the shortest possible time.”
			

			
				“I will do so,” Tom agreed.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Spot Nose had an unfortunate pigmented area on an otherwise normal pink nose. Standing out and being memorable never seemed to work to his advantage. People staring at his blemish never seemed to listen to what he was saying. With all the disruptions of one revolution on top of another the menial jobs that sustained him all but disappeared. When an agency ceased operations, their ration allotment disappeared too. That the worker didn’t disappear was their problem. His peers all assured him no matter how bad things got the Teen’s soldiers were always fed.
			

			
				That might be true, but the dry ration bar they passed out from the van and the refill of his canteen didn’t start to make up for energy expended marching towards the mountains. They were awfully slow to seem closer, despite the rush to get there by next nightfall. If the rebels were on the other side of the mountains, and not marching on the city or bringing trouble to them, why the big hurry to get to them? Why not just leave them alone when there were enough other problems pressing? It made no sense.
			

			
				When they did get to the mountains it got harder. The gap was not yet down to the level of the plain, so they had a several thousand meter climb to where the excavation was level. They stopped just short of it where some scouts had returned to tell them to stop for the night. In the morning they’d advance to where the rebels brought the cut down on the road level blocking it.
			

			
				There was no provision for sleeping except to lay on the flat road surface. Spot Nose observed some of the veterans cut brush to make a softer surface to sleep, and copied them. Some of the soldiers were so tired they laid down and were asleep without even removing their kit. They missed the distribution of an evening ration bar, and wouldn’t get an extra in the morning. It finally occurred to Spot Nose that he should have wondered why as bad as things were, there were always openings to join the army.
			

			
				In the morning, they were fed and watered, such as it was. The riflemen were all issued four tubes of powder and igniters. They already carried their own bullets. Civilians always broke and ran or surrendered on the first salvo of fire, so four shots was a generous issue. The commander led twenty shooters, and the rest spear carriers and their officers. The van and supply people followed a little way and then parked to await their return. If their settlement wasn’t close on the other side, they were going to get hungry quickly. Maybe the plan was to loot their supplies. Spot Nose wasn’t about to ask. He just used his spear for a walking staff and followed.
			

			
				When they got up on the level part with excavated slopes on each side, Spot Nose finally realized what a huge undertaking this was. The slope to their right went up at a steep angle with terraces to stop random small rockfalls from becoming big ones. The slope to their left was the current one being lowered, and in time would cut lower than where they were now and become the new road. Right now, the wider terrace that defined its progress was only half way down that slope. Even if it was a bit of a climb, Spot Nose would have rather gone across that than cross the barrier of rocks and dirt they could see ahead. There did appear to be a little bit of a path across so there must be some limited foot traffic back and forth.
			

			
				When they reached that barrier there was some yelling of commands to the front, too hard to understand back where Spot Nose was in the mob of spear carriers. Pretty soon they saw the officer of the riflemen climbing with his baton and unit flag fluttering in the slight breeze from behind them. The footing was uncertain and he having trouble holding his standard up in the approved manner and climbing.
			

			
				They only sent ten riflemen up the path and then after a pause the spear carriers’ leader led his men after them. The other ten riflemen passed them in a line to the rear.
			

			
				“Do we need protected from the rear?” Spot Nose asked, confused.
			

			
				One of the older veterans looked at him astonished and laughed.
			

			
				“What dumb assed newbie question. They’ll line up behind, and shoot anyone who tries to retreat. This is your first action I take it?”
			

			
				“Yeah, I had no idea.” This was looking less and less like an easy meal ticket. The guys in front of them started shuffling forward.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“They had three scouts come up the road a day ahead of the invasion force,” Tom said, replaying it. “They climbed the deliberately left path a little way, but turned back before they reached the half way mark. They went back to tell the main body where to stop. That’s when I gave word to let your rock throwers and archers go to their pits.”
			

			
				“That would have been smart to not give any advance warning if we left a guard on the road. Having a surveillance post on the opposite slope and you watching from above it wouldn’t have meant anything,” Leader Four said.
			

			
				“They have no respect for us,” Leader Six said, irritated, watching the morning advance of the Teen’s men on the screen.
			

			
				“Why should they?” Leader Two asked. “They’ve never met any opposition that was armed with anything but farm implements. Certainly, none that was organized and waiting to ambush them. If they’d sent this force a week after we fled to the east here, they’d have rolled us right up and had us back at forced labor.”
			

			
				“I would like very much to wipe this force out so nobody can carry the story back to the Teen,” Six said. “I don’t want them to know how many of us there are, or anything about how we fight. “
			

			
				“It’s too late to tell them out on the slope that’s your intent,” Four pointed out. “There may be some run down the road to escape, and some who surrender or are wounded and can’t run. We haven’t assigned anyone to block or chase them. Is it your intent to take no prisoners? Some of our men may balk at that. A lot of people serve the Teen out of fear and know no other choices. It seems harsh.”
			

			
				“You’re right,” Six admitted. “I hadn’t thought out all the details beyond stopping them. We’ll see what happens. I’m pretty confident we will stop them. And soon.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Four agreed. “Take Tom back to our camp,” he told Tom’s guards. “If it should go unexpectedly against us, we’ll try to send a runner. Take Tom off into the wild and hide him where he can see the sky. Cover your tracks. We will collect him later if enough of us survive and reorganize.”
			

			
				Four had a sudden thought.
			

			
				“Tom, do you have instructions what to do if captured?”
			

			
				“If any of you are captured and forced to tell the Teen’s men what I am, I will simply refuse to help them. My creators very much disapprove of the sort of society that has Teens. There is nothing they can do to inflict pain on me, and I exist in other copies. They can only destroy this machine not me. If allowed to keep functioning among them, I’d keep recording their words and actions, and uploading them to our satellite for my masters’ future information.”
			

			
				“Thank you.” Leader Four gave a chin lift to send the guards away with Tom. He looked at the other Leaders. “Let’s go to war.”
			

			
				“You don’t have to go right up front with me,” Six said. He had no idea Four planned that.
			

			
				“Nonsense. After all this planning I want to see how it works. He followed Six to the trenches and hunkered down to wait. They didn’t have to wait long.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Fine Hand, the riflemen’s leader, stubbed his toe for the third time and cursed. There were just enough head sized stones strewn along the path to keep you from taking more than two or three steps without looking down and plotting a new course around the next one. He really wasn’t looking in the distance which was an important part of his job. The path started a downward trend and he was along it thirty meters before he stopped and really looked at the unblocked road visible ahead.
			

			
				There were a series of ditches dug across the road. That was odd since that would be used to stop vehicles from passing but it was sort of superfluous with the big mound of dirt covering the road already. Then he looked closer and there were three Bunny heads of archers showing just their eyes above the ditch edge. That was against Six’s orders but they weren’t drilled and disciplined very hard, and the ex-prisoners were not exactly selected for obedience.
			

			
				“Halt!” Fine Hand yelled and threw his hand up. That was silly. The men behind him stopped when he stopped. They wouldn’t have thought to pass him if there had been room.
			

			
				Six stood up and yelled, “Stand and shout!” They’d decided on a simple message.
			

			
				“Kill them!” a hundred archers shouted as one. That echoed off the gap slopes and signaled the rock throwers and companion archers to rain havoc on the rear.
			

			
				It was extreme range, but a hundred arrows came down on the riflemen all bunched up in a row, and found two of them.
			

			
				“Form a line. Form a line and load!” Fine hand ordered.
			

			
				The slope was treacherous and they lost another rifleman who took to the down side and couldn’t stop. He lost his rifle and tumbled out of control. The others lined up and obeyed the command to load but it was hard standing on an angle. The arrows coming down around them weren’t accurate but didn’t help their concentration at all.
			

			
				“Aim!” Fine Hand ordered and they all pointed their weapons at the archers.
			

			
				“Down!” Leader Six called and everyone dove for the protection of the ditches. Except Bent Ear in the front ditch with his arrow pulled. He was in the zone, totally concentrating on his shot. With everyone else dropped down, he was the only target and all the riflemen shifted their aim to him.
			

			
				“Fire!” Fine Hand called loud enough for the archers to hear.
			

			
				Whirrr, whirrr,whirrr. A swarm of bullets buzzed by and Bent Ear ignored them. In fact, their fire helped him. The smoke blew towards him and to the right.
			

			
				Bent Ear lifted his aim slightly and just a hair to the left. The release felt good. The arrow caught Fine Hand right through the throat. The other archers stood back up just in time to see it.
			

			
				“No way! Lucky shot!” Were the nicer things shouted. Bent Ear turned his back to the enemy and lifted his arms in a V. The Bunny equivalent of a slow theatrical bow. The enemy was in full retreat. The riflemen ran face on into the spear carriers following. With rocks raining down and arrows somewhat less accurate than Bent Ear’s but in abundance, it was their ruin. Some were hit, and some simply jostled off the path by their fellows and rolled down the slope.
			

			
				In the rear, the spear carriers found their comrades on the narrow trail running back to them as fast as they could, given the terrain. The last thirty or so bunched up to start on the path join them in retreat with no discussion.
			

			
				The commander of the rear riflemen neglected to order his men to load. Just the threat of them being there was usually enough to deter any retreat. It was a pain having to discharge and clean the rifles if unneeded, and besides, there was a powder shortage. By the time he ordered them to load, it was too late. Forty spear carriers caught them trying to load under fire from above, and barely slowed down to spear them in passing.
			

			
				The outlaws’ fear of escapees taking word back to the city was completely unfounded. They stopped at the supply van, spearing the tires when they locked the doors and tried to leave. They broke the windows and killed the driver and assistant, when they refused to assist the escapees with food, and looted the vehicle. None of them wanted to go back to the city and face certain execution for retreating under fire and desertion.
			

			
				Of the twenty-eight wh0 made it to the van, half decided to take their chances going off into the countryside and seeking a farmer who would take on a laborer. Half decided to lay down their arms and try to surrender to the rebels.
			

			
				When the Leaders watched that from Tom’s overhead view and interviewed the surrendering Teen’s men, Leader Four worried that the only loose end was the looted van. All signs of the battle were cleaned up, but if they sent scouts from the city the van was still parked just west of the gap. They didn’t have anywhere to hide it, and it was inoperable anyway.
			

			
				“If there is anything we all know how to do it’s dig,” Six said. “Send eight men with shovels to dig a pit beside the road and push the van into it. Take anything from it that wasn’t looted. Then, punch a hole through the sheet metal so the inside gets filed with dirt when you backfill the hole.”
			

			
				“That works,” the current Leader agreed. “Do it. If they send scouts, there won’t be any signs of what happened to them. We’ll order our watch posts not to interfere with any scouts unless they proceed past the barrier. If they do that, they need to disappear too,” he ordered.
			

			
				To their surprise, no scouts were sent. Things must be bad in the city.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 24
			

			
				When they got in com range of Derfhome, Lee’s pad informed her it had three hundred fifty-seven messages, of which thirty-six were designated as important by the senders. Her spam folder had over two thousand messages. Her present social secretary program was overwhelmed. Lee decided on the spot to have Tom sort her messages as soon as she could train him.
			

			
				She had Gordon, the Mothers, the Foys, her Banks, Talker, Tish, Trix, Jan, Alonso, the Old Hotel, Eddie Persico, Admiral Hawking, her researchers, Thor, Heather, Jeff, and April set to go to the head of the queue unfiltered. April, Jeff, and the Badgers could just yell at her at the moment. She really needed to add Aristotle and Werner Brandt to that list, and she did so right now, but that didn’t pull up any new messages. How did life ever get so complicated?
			

			
				Lee was just too polite to delete the rest of them unread. Theoretically, something there might be important. The importance was almost always inversely proportional to the length of the message. She opened the message from Alonso and it verified that truth so firmly it made her laugh.
			

			
				“Your second truck is ready. Pick it up before I start charging storage.”
			

			
				“Today or tomorrow,” Lee replied. “You know I’ve been off planet.”
			

			
				“Do you have any business to attend to?” she asked Jeff and April. “If you don’t, I’m going to set down at Alonso’s first and pick up my truck for Werner Brandt.”
			

			
				“I’ll text a hello to May on Home, and tell her we’re going on to Providence. Our only business on Derfhome is you,” April said. “I count that a success.”
			

			
				Jeff gave Lee a bold smile that supported that. Lee suddenly had a new perspective on why May didn’t come down with them.
			

			
				“Alonso’s it is then,” Lee said, hoping Trix wasn’t going to ask what April meant. She’d so much rather Trish clue him in privately. “Be particularly careful about air traffic, Tom. It not like the Silk Road is particularly agile at low speed.”
			

			
				“I will assume any near traffic may do something stupid,” Tom promised, “and try not to let it be us.”
			

			
				They listened while Tom made multiple warnings of their decent and thanked other traffic for acknowledgments. Even the pilot who said, “I can’t help but see you. Damn but that thing is huge.”
			

			
				“I’m putting the pads out,” Tom said, “but only putting a half ton on each one. It’s really station keeping, but it cuts down on people calling friends and gawking.
			

			
				Alonso had the truck waiting on the tarmac. Almost like he was eager to get rid of it. The smart paint was set to a two-tone scheme with crème on top and a brilliant turquoise from the waistline down. Jeff endeared himself to Alonso by going over and raving on it before he was even introduced. He ran his hand along an angle on the body silently but with obvious appreciation.
			

			
				“I saw some pix of mid-twentieth century ground cars in two tone paint. I thought it quite pleasing,” Alonso purred.
			

			
				“If you are through petting the truck I should put it aboard the Silk Road,” Lee said.
			

			
				“My Lady,” Tom’s voice came from the truck. “I am present in both vehicles. I can put it aboard if you wish.”
			

			
				“Better than me,” Lee admitted. “Go ahead. What is there left for me to do?”
			

			
				The truck lifted and maneuvered with more caution than was really needed.
			

			
				“Okay the payments and be decorative?” Jeff asked.
			

			
				Lee looked uncomfortable, but not for the reason Jeff thought.
			

			
				“You know I was raised away from people. I never learned what was considered pretty or plain. The videos and stuff about celebrities and fashion that make a big deal of it don’t make any sense to me. Some of the examples of beauty they promoted just seem bizarre. Nobody has ever told me if I’m pretty or ugly, so I assumed the worst.”
			

			
				April was shocked.
			

			
				“Oh Honey, we never meant to be mean. It was just obvious to us, and no need to say anything. You’re just lovely.”
			

			
				“You’re not just being kind?”
			

			
				“Haven’t you ever noticed men getting kind of tongue tied and stupid when the meet you?” April asked.
			

			
				“Well yeah, some women too, but my first lawyer said to expect people to be intimidated by wealth.”
			

			
				“You seriously need to have Jan teach you the difference,” April said. “Some of the women will react out of jealousy. Jan will get all embarrassed but insist, because he does know how to explain it. They try to pretend you can pay to be as beautiful as you want, but there isn’t a surgeon anywhere who can make a nose like yours that doesn’t look faked, not to mention that tush.” She rolled her eyes.
			

			
				Jeff just gave a silent nod. His silly grin was what convinced her April was telling the truth.
			

			
				“I told myself it’s superficial and doesn’t matter, but truth is it feels good to know.”
			

			
				“It is superficial but it does matter,” April said. “We’re social animals not saints. Looks and brains are two big ways we compete, and we all have to play the hand delt us in our genes.”
			

			
				“Pretty much,” Jeff agreed. “Nobody can do gene mods that change anything but gross structure. The fine details that define beauty are unique to each culture. Asians and Africans may have different standards, but for western civilization you are a ten.”
			

			
				“A ten?”
			

			
				“On a scale of one to ten,” Jeff said. “Eleven is just an irrational exaggeration.”
			

			
				“Yes. We Derf have our own sense of esthetics,” Alonso informed them.
			

			
				“A Derf nurse once told me that who was much taken with Gordon,” Lee said.
			

			
				“My Lady, the truck is loaded and secured,” Tom said.
			

			
				“Thank you, Alonso. We have some other stops to make. Goodbye.”
			

			
				“Later,” Alonso said agreeably. “Bring it back when you bust it.”
			

			
				“Where are your other stops?” Jeff asked out of Alonso’s hearing.
			

			
				“My mint to pick up some cash for my Providence bank, and lunch. It would be nice to eat somebody else’s cooking. Would Korean be Okay with you?”
			

			
				“That place we went to before? Sure. It was good.”
			

			
				“And then on to Providence unless you want to stay overnight?”
			

			
				“We’re quite comfortable in the Silk Road,” Jeff said. “Besides, we’ll sleep at Providence tonight unless you planned other stops. Are you taking any regular shuttle traffic?”
			

			
				“No, not with my car in one hold and the truck in the other. Rank has its privileges; they can wait a week. But on Providence I don’t have my own place yet. If my Voices don’t have room, we may end up back in the Silk Road.”
			

			
				“Doesn’t your space station have a hotel yet? That might be interesting.”
			

			
				“I don’t know. If it does, nobody bothered to tell me. We’ll ask.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Providence station, this is Lee Anderson commanding the Silk Road. Is Ed Polonis still working coms?”
			

			
				“Yes, I am. They can’t get rid of me. Especially after the nice wage and benefit package you left to keep us in place. I also am de facto local traffic control, since we still don’t have enough traffic to need staff. Most traffic is for the Snoopy folk’s station, and they give me a polite heads up on traffic. Your shuttle’s usual run is the same courtesy clearance. Are you going to give me some work and ask for docking?”
			

			
				“Maybe. Let me ask you so I don’t have to bother Mort. Do you have a hotel on station yet?”
			

			
				“Not a real one. We opened some staff housing. We brought it up to temperature and stocked it with bedding and linens. It isn’t fancy, and Mort hasn’t charged for it past the normal docking fees the two times it was used. The crews really appreciated that, and Mort figures to keep free bare bones bunking as a draw for people to pick us over the Snoopy station. If you wanted hot tubs and room service lobster, it’s gonna disappoint.”
			

			
				“Maybe not that fancy, but that means no docking for us. We’ll proceed with a direct landing with your permission sir.”
			

			
				“Proceed at your will, Silk Road. There’s no conflicting traffic for the next week. Then it’s you scheduled and you can’t run into yourself.”
			

			
				“Not until we invent time travel,” Lee quipped. “Silk Road out.”
			

			
				“You aren’t working on that I hope?” Lee asked Jeff after the mic was dead.
			

			
				“I have no ideas towards solving that,” Jeff admitted. “Not a clue.”
			

			
				“That’s not going to happen, ever,” April told them with certainty.
			

			
				“How can you be so sure?” Trix asked.
			

			
				“If I designed this universe, I’d never allow such sloppy loopholes,” April explained.
			

			
				Trix looked overwhelmed by the breadth of that statement.
			

			
				“That statement assumes a whole bunch of other major absolutes,” Trix objected.
			

			
				“I’m aware,” April said, unimpressed. “You may take them all as given of necessity.”
			

			
				“Tom…” Trix started and got cut off.
			

			
				“Tom is not a theoretical Cosmologist or Theologian and has less experience relevant to it than any of us,” Jeff said. “The information on the subject is one of group consensus he has already informed us has no better chance of being correct than a single person does. My take on it is from another angle. I’ve never once seen April proved wrong on one of those intuitive leaps like you just heard. My earnest advice is not to bet against her.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“My Voice’s homes are on the outskirts of town,” Lee told them. “Rather than park at the airport where the Silk Road usually lands as a shuttle, I’ll set down on some vacant land near Clare’s house. It’s likely to be less disruptive. It won’t give shuttle users false hope I’m making a regular run back to Derfhome, and Tom has enough situational awareness to lift out of their reach if anyone should bother him. We’ll take the Shiny to the Clare’s house and let it hover over the deck. That’s a lot less conspicuous than the Silk Road. I’m calling ahead we’re coming now.” Lee lowered her voice and spoke for a while.
			

			
				“Does she have room for us?” Tish asked after the call.
			

			
				“I didn’t ask. I just said we are coming because I want to see how they are living. It’ll let me know there are problems if they neglect basic things. I know it’s nosy but I am sovereign, and it’s pretty hard to turn me down when I say I’m coming over in a few minutes.”
			

			
				Lee needn’t have worried. The grounds were neatly manicured, the house in visible good repair and the inside clean and uncluttered. They couldn’t have faked that in ten minutes. Clare hugged her and seemed genuinely happy to see her. Gandhi was there if less demonstrative but didn’t seem worried by a surprise visit.
			

			
				“Did Clare call you to run over to meet us?” Lee wondered.
			

			
				Clare answered for him.
			

			
				“No, he spends so much time here the delivery people assume he’s here if he doesn’t tell them to take stuff to his place. It’s super easy on his cleaning lady. He’s never there to make a mess. He’s good company.”
			

			
				Lee was happy to hear that. It meant they were getting along.
			

			
				“Do you have rooms for us, or should we split up with Gandhi?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“I only have two,” Clare said looking at their numbers. “The third turned into a library and craft room.”
			

			
				“Two works fine for us,” Lee assured her. “The Badgers in one, and we three will take the other. Pick which you want,” she told the Badgers with a wave.
			

			
				Clare’s face said she had questions, but all she asked was if they’d like some lunch.
			

			
				“If you have it on hand,” Lee said. “We can go out rather than order it brought in.”
			

			
				“No, we make our own breakfast. Gandhi usually comes here for that. We have a cook who leaves three or four days of easy lunches. He makes dinner and one to heat for the next day. We have plenty in the fridge, and I’ll tell him to bring extra tomorrow.”
			

			
				There was indeed enough cold cuts, cheese, and bread to feed a village in Ethiopia for a month or a Derf for a couple of days. That, three soups, and chili to choose from, an enormous cheese cake, and three liters of sliced strawberries made sure they wouldn’t expire from hunger before supper.
			

			
				Clare and Gandi wanted to hear everything about their trip, and they told stories over a very long lunch. Finally, Lee said she had to call Alexander at the bank and Werner Brandt to tell them she wanted to make deliveries tomorrow. They should have some notice. She went out on the cantilevered deck and called, enjoying the view.
			

			
				“Pete’s for supper?” Clare asked when she returned. “We’ll leave the supper for two our cook made in the freezer for another day.”
			

			
				“I’d like that. I’m glad he’s still in business,” Lee said. “The food was pretty good.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Leader Six found his time with Tom the most productive part of the day and was gradually increasing it. He didn’t understand why there wasn’t ever a wait to talk to Tom, but that was to his advantage so he kept his mouth shut about it. He was better at formulating questions than any of the other Bunnies. He had a lot of inciteful questions from Tom’s pictures. He marveled at the pix of other aliens, wishing Tom had more. Human cities fascinated him, and he had to ask if aerial views of several large cities were the sort of fantasy images Humans made or reality. That Humans lived around other stars was almost too much to believe.
			

			
				Pictures of large animals led to a discussion of why his world didn’t have many other large creatures besides Bunnies. He found it easy to believe the Human’s theory that the Teens in their earlier history wiped out any large beasts that could threaten Bunnies or their crop. Six wondered if there was any true repository of their history in the cities. They could find eventually to know the truth about all sorts of things if there was.
			

			
				Tom admitted there were opposite extremes of Humans that saw no value in biodiversity, and those who wanted as much preserved as possible, the vast majority having other concerns in life than those two groups.
			

			
				Pictures of tigers and bears made Six wonder if he’d be brave enough to share his world with something so terrifying. Although the early photo of an elephant shot by a white hunter made him realize herbivores could be scary too. It was so big.
			

			
				Six inquired about the pith helmet and why the natives in the picture didn’t have them. The double rifle broke open over the Englishman’s arm caught his interest. He looked at that and saw how different it was. There was no way you could load it from the muzzle. He sensed this was important but he had to be careful with how he questioned it or Tom might declare it off limits.
			

			
				“Those tubes hanging in loops on the hunter’s vest. Are those black powder tubes?”
			

			
				Tom checked his files and found that yes, that weapon and ammunition predated the introduction of smokeless powder. His limited ability to see complex relationships misinformed him that any use of black powder was not an improvement on the Bunnies technology and was permissible.
			

			
				“Yes, those brass tubes contain the black powder charge,” Tom agreed. “They are more properly called cartridges.”
			

			
				“That’s a new word to me. Could you define it?”
			

			
				“A container that is used in a larger device, and which can be replaced with another container of equal or similar function when it fails or is expended if perishable.”
			

			
				Suddenly, the pattern clicked in Six’s mind and he had to contain himself from shouting at the joy of discovery. The back of the gun was a hinge, just like the one that held Tom’s screen open. And it could be closed.
			

			
				“But the gun’s barrels are open in the back,” Six objected, carefully. “We have captured guns from the Teen’s men and that’s where they are strongest. I can see it would make cleaning the barrels easier, but I’d be terrified that would blow up in my face if it didn’t stay closed.” He held his breath waiting for Tom’s answer.
			

			
				Fortunately for Six, it only took Tom a second to inquire of the drone and satellite overhead about the failure rate of new inventions and industrial safety.
			

			
				“That’s entirely reasonable caution,” Tom agreed. “My records don’t detail any specifics about this sort of gun, but any new mechanism is always subject to a higher rate of failure until designers have more experience with its limits.” He didn’t correct any of Six’s assumptions about how it worked.
			

			
				Maybe he could get away with one more fishing question Six hoped.
			

			
				“I don’t understand Human thinking at all,” Six said. “I’d never hang my uh… powder cartridges plug down like that for fear I’d lose a charge.”
			

			
				“I don’t have any design files,” Tom disclaimed. “But I do have a basic computer aided design program. I’d hypothesize that gravity holds the cartridges in the loops because of the rear flange, and any other arrangement would risk losing the whole thing if it just depended on friction to retain them. The bullet in the end could be quite tight, since the force of the charge burning can propel it out of the tube with much more force than casual handling.”
			

			
				That was as much as Six felt safe to ask without staying on the subject and alerting Tom to how important it was to him. Maybe later he could ask how the charge could be ignited sealed up in that tube. But now that he thought about it, there must be something like the little cap they attached to the rifle for each shot.
			

			
				“Tell me more about these elephants,” Six asked and listened with half an ear. Tom might know a lot of facts, Six decided. But in some ways, he was as stupid as a very young kit who couldn’t yet reason and see the importance of different things. It was as startling a revelation as seeing how the gun hinge worked.
			

			
				He needed to talk to Two. They didn’t have any way to make metal yet but to steal it. Maybe those rifles they had could be modified to load from the rear. They only had eighteen of them. Two of the spear carriers who fled west had grabbed rifles from the fallen rear guard. But it was a start. Tom was done droning on about elephants and he was a poor conversationalist. He’d sit and volunteer nothing until Six asked him something. He tried to think of a nice safe subject that didn’t have anything to do with war or fighting to ask about.
			

			
				“So, Tom… You watch from above and you were somehow delivered down to us. How did these Humans start flying? The Teens fly their most important people around, but like so many things we were never told how they first learned to do that, and they certainly don’t fly from star to star.”
			

			
				The Wright’s Flyer looked unlikely to ever leave the ground to Leader Six. But the photo Tom shared clearly showed it off the ground, if not very far. You’d certainly never get him to trust such a flimsy looking death trap with his life. These humans were foolhardy, not just brave.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Lee told Tom to take Shiny off out of sight of the restaurant, to avoid attention and announcing they were there.
			

			
				Pete’s looked much more prosperous than the last time Lee visited. There were very few vacant seats when they walked in. The sign demanding cash payment was gone. The menu board was for daily specials only now, and they had nice printed menus with a lot more choices. The tables had cloths, and the seats had acquired cushions. They were led to a large round table, and a floor pad produced for Gandhi.
			

			
				The coffee was good and Lee was glad Pete didn’t cheap out on that. They were getting a lot of attention. Not because of Gandhi. The locals were aware of Derf now. The Badgers were the reason many stared. A few weren’t shy to take pix with their phones. Lee found that a little rude. It didn’t seem to bother Tish or Trix at all. What they didn’t see with their backs to the door was a couple come in and wait to be seated. When the man looked around, he saw the aliens his face hardened into a frown. He turned and left, the hostess trying to say something but he refused to turn back to talk to her and he just shook his head no. The woman looked bewildered at his displeasure.
			

			
				Gandhi caught her looking and turned and looked in time to see them exit. He apparently knew he and the Badgers were the cause because he looked back at Lee and just rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Lee was embarrassed and wasn’t sure why. If it was because it was another Human or because it was her planet.
			

			
				Jeff sent privately to Lee’s spex.
			

			
				“Earth Think lingers a long time. You can’t legislate morality,” he warned.
			

			
				“Yeah, I know,” she texted back. “It’s tempting but futile.”
			

			
				“Ah, finally,” Gandhi said. “Here comes the appetizers.”
			

			
				He wanted to jump start the conversation because Tish was aware from the silence and glances back and forth something was going on, excluding her. Trix was oblivious to it. Lee really didn’t want to explain.
			

			
				The appetizers were just as good as last time, and a little more varied. There were a couple of new dipping sauces added. The owner, Pete, came over and greeted them and expressed appreciation for their patronage.
			

			
				“Thank you,” he said directly to Lee. “I don’t follow politics, though my friends keep telling me I need to. However, they all explained how you rescued us when there wasn’t any other help coming. I didn’t understand that before, but a belated thank you is better than none.”
			

			
				“You are welcome. It wasn’t just charity. The Claims Commission didn’t just cut Providence off, they stopped making my payments for discovering the planet. So, I hope to benefit and recover income from your rescue as the economy recovers and expands,” Lee explained. “There are a lot of other worlds and stations abandoned. It’s just too much to do anything about. I’m happy to see your business busy and doing well. Most of your customers work at something that will end up paying me fees, so your success is a good sign I’m succeeding too.”
			

			
				“Wonderful, dinner is my gift tonight,” Pete said and took his leave.
			

			
				“Thank goodness he didn’t tell me my money is no good here,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I know exactly what you mean,” April said. “I have an interest in a club on Home and they won’t let me pay as a partner. It really inhibited me from going as often as I’d like. I feel like I am mooching off the other partners to eat for free.”
			

			
				“That’s interesting. How is it doing since Home moved to Derfhome?” Lee asked.
			

			
				April looked chagrined.
			

			
				“I haven’t inquired since the move. Since I don’t live on Home now, it is just another minor business asset. Managers and accountants take care of it, or they would need my full attention every waking hour. When we’re back at Derfhome I’ll have to ask May to go eat there and tell me how it is doing. She can be my secret shopper.”
			

			
				That required explaining it to Tish, who promised to remember it as a management tool. She appeared to have forgotten the brief by-play.
			

			
				Dinner was simple working men’s fare, hot, abundant, and not as fancy as the appetizers. Pete’s was going to do just fine, Lee expected.
			

			
				When they went home, Gandhi did leave for his home, but promised to be back in the morning when it was his turn to cook breakfast.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Leader Six engaged Leader Two to help him quiz Tom. He was skilled at phasing things just right to elicit a useful answer, but Two had a quick mind that was better at figuring out the gaps in what Tom replied. Six wasn’t stupid, but Two had a certain inventiveness he lacked. A few days of asking about chemistry led to Tom explaining that metallurgy was just a sub-set of chemistry with multiple specialties in it. Even the diminished version of Tom they had possessed a lot of information. Both Leaders came to the realization it was more than they could absorb. After persuading their fellow Leaders, Six and Two recruited ten volunteers to study under Tom. Tom was happy to lecture on chemistry and metalwork but that led to other things. They had two students who seemed to absorb it all, which made Tom explain what a polymath was. Pretty soon those two students were spending every third day instructing the others and in the evening any of the general population who wanted to listen. Two begged to have another Leader appointed so he could deal with his students full time. In appreciation of his service and worth they informed him he was still a Leader, but just didn’t have a month assigned. Tom didn’t have the perception to tell them they had a university.
			

			
				Sometimes success came from the strangest sources. Tom had very scant files on geology, but one of the farmers said the Teen’s men had a reservation to mine copper next to his farm. If they couldn’t find some on this side of the mountains, he’d lead them back and show them the mine. Tom tried to find it for them from overhead, but the farmer couldn’t relate an overhead view to his experience. It seemed unlikely the Teen would still be exploiting it given the recent troubles. In any case those sent to recover a sample would be armed.
			

			
				One of the soldiers who defected from the failed assault remembered he was part of a heavy guard sent to escort shipments of yellow rock from three smoking mountains near the North Sea. Could that be the mysterious sulfur in black powder? It was a long journey and would have to wait for now.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Four arms were a significant advantage in a short order cook, Lee decided, watching Gandhi make breakfast. He was a good banker and a terrific Voice, but he definitely had an affinity for cooking. He made it look easy. If he could do it and supervise others too, he’d make a great chef. He’d have told her if he had to do it all day, every day, it wouldn’t be fun, it would be work.
			

			
				Gandhi volunteered to come with her to the bank, since they didn’t have a fork lift and heavy lifting would be involved. She reminded him Alexander would be there, but he said it didn’t befit the dignity of her banking agent to be seen doing manual labor in public. Lee wondered why it was any better for a Voice, but didn’t ask. It was probably one of those social things she’s never figure out completely. She couldn’t even figure out if it was a Derf social thing or a Human thing they’d picked up on. Clare said that they had a big enough mob to go to the bank without her.
			

			
				The Silk Road dropped to a low hover in front of the bank and ran the ramp out for the lower hold. Gandhi organized the bank personnel to help him transfer the coins.
			

			
				Lee took the Badgers inside to conference with Alexander and the invited employees. It would be a good lesson for them. She introduced them and Jeff and April to Alexander who was overseeing her support of Providence and working through the bank, and Garth Jay, president of the bank. Jerome was present, but just got a nod hello.
			

			
				“Are they going to do business with the bank?” Garth asked of the Badgers.
			

			
				“They’re both teenagers and came to live with me because of an intolerable home situation,” Lee said. “They have accounts on Derfhome, and they may get accounts here eventually because they are Providence landowners. That makes them Goy in Badger society and is an important distinction to them. Today, I brought them along because they are traveling with me and it’s a good life lesson. Jeff and April will be land owners soon too. They have their own bank, so I’m not sure if they will be customers.”
			

			
				“Thank you. If you youngsters ever need the services of the bank, come see me directly,” Garth offered the Badgers.
			

			
				The Badgers sat attentively but without questions while Lee and mostly Alexander discussed the future projects like her railroad and Jan and Mel’s hotel. Jeff and April followed with interest and got the occasional glance from the bank people, but had no comments. The two Snoopy stations were generating business, and decided to work with her bank. In general things seemed on the mend from the Claim Commission abandonment.
			

			
				“That was everything important to me,” Lee finally said. “I promised Werner I’d see him this afternoon, so we’ll be leaving. Everybody stood, but followed Lee’s lead and didn’t line up for hand shaking.
			

			
				Lee called the Silk Road back to pick her up and called Werner.
			

			
				“Werner, I’m done for the day at the bank. We’re going for some lunch. Can you get away?”
			

			
				Werner briefly wondered what Lee would say if he replied he had more important things to do than talk to her?
			

			
				“Yes, I’d love a break. There’s a new place I think you’d like, if you’d care to meet me there,” Werner offered.
			

			
				“Lovely. Is it in the city?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Yes, here’s its location on a map and GPS coordinates.” He sent those.
			

			
				“I’m in the Silk Road,” Lee informed him. “It’s awkward finding room to drop us off in the city so I’m going to transfer vehicles. It will only take a few minutes.”
			

			
				“You’ll probably beat me anyway. I’m in a ground car and we are starting to have a little traffic again. That’s a positive economic indicator, so I won’t complain.”
			

			
				“I’ll see you there,” Lee promised signing off.
			

			
				“Tom, what is the fastest way for us to transfer from the Silk Road to the Shiny?”
			

			
				“My Lady, I can bring the Shiny from Clare’s house, meet you mid-air near the restaurant, and let you board in the upper hold. I’ve already started the Shiny moving in case you accept that plan.”
			

			
				“That works. Execute it,” Lee said.
			

			
				For a wonder, Jeff was unphased. Lee led the way down to the upper hold while underway and Tom had the Shiny parked there before they could make it.
			

			
				“Oh dear. I hope you didn’t go transonic over the city,” Lee said.
			

			
				“No, my Lady, I’m aware the shock wave could be damaging. Where do you wish the Silk Road to be parked, or should it station keep here waiting for you?”
			

			
				“You may park it back near Clare’s. I expect to bring Werner along to give him his new truck, and don’t want to make a public spectacle of it. When we’re all buckled in you can go to the restaurant Werner mentioned.”
			

			
				The restaurant was so close they basically just had to land. The Silk Road departed behind them, so they didn’t see it go. The Shiny was able to drop them right out front and then went away to hover out of the way. The sign in blue letters on white proclaimed, “The Bread Basket” and in smaller letters, “Authentic New York Jewish Deli.” it seemed a mouthful compared to ‘Pete’s’. Werner pulled up and got out before they could even think of going in and sent his car off to park.
			

			
				The hostess greeted Werner by name, and didn’t as much as blink at two kinds of aliens. She apologized for not having seating for Gandhi, but provided a table cloth folded to quarters to cover the bare floor. That answered Lee’s question if he’d ever been there before she could ask it.
			

			
				“I’ve no idea what to order, so you order for me,” Lee asked of Werner. “I like strong flavors and am starved, so don’t be shy.”
			

			
				“And I fed her enough at breakfast for a Derf laborer,” Gandhi said. “She has to be hollow inside for sure.”
			

			
				“Feels like it,” Lee agreed refusing to be offended.
			

			
				Lee didn’t say anything when Werner ordered her a corned beef sandwich. She’d had one before. Maybe the soup would be interesting.
			

			
				“Half,” the waiter asked looking at Lee dubiously.
			

			
				“Full,” Werner insisted and reconsidered “Make it a full corned beef on rye with extra pastrami, and a couple of extra pickles. Russian and hot mustard on the side so she can find out which she likes.”
			

			
				“If you say so,” the waiter said. “That’s why we have doggy bags.”
			

			
				That took quite a bit of explaining after he left.
			

			
				The chicken soup was really good even if she didn’t find any chicken in it. The little beef dumpling they called kreplach more than made up for it. When he sat the sandwich in front of her, she just stared. Werner looked amused.
			

			
				“I like the Russian dressing, but see which you like. You might try one of them on each half,” Werner suggested.
			

			
				The Badgers got something that was cold fish. It didn’t even look like food to Lee but they praised it. They might be Badgers but they were teenagers. They sucked down three bread baskets before their food came and still attacked their order with gusto. April and Jeff also being gene mod ordered the full sandwich. They’d seen what to expect. Gandhi had what Lee had but three of each. Werner was the only one with a normal appetite.
			

			
				Lee went to the restroom and had a private word with the waiter.
			

			
				The waiter looked askance at Lee’s empty plate when he returned.
			

			
				“Was everything satisfactory?” he asked belatedly.
			

			
				“It was lovely but the coffee wasn’t what I expect,” Lee said. “You might inquire of Pete’s what they buy, because it is much better.”
			

			
				“I’ll tell father.” The waiter promised. He wasn’t used to such detailed criticism.
			

			
				“Would you care for some dessert?”
			

			
				“You have baklava!” Tish said. “Four pieces for me.”
			

			
				“The same,” Trix echoed.
			

			
				“Just bring a whole cheesecake with cherries and strawberries on the side and we’ll divvy it up,” Werner promised.
			

			
				“Alas, I’d love some,” Gandhi said, “but discretion dictates otherwise. I’ll have four of the lava cake.”
			

			
				Lee silently thanked him.
			

			
				When the waiter returned, he sat a lacquered bento box in front of Werner.
			

			
				“What’s this?” Werner demanded.
			

			
				“That was ordered for you, sir.” The waiter replied straight faced.
			

			
				There was nothing else to do but open it.
			

			
				Inside was a paper folded twice. When he opened it there was a fancy border like some currency or special awards. It said: Good for one Surveyor’s Special Airtruck.
			

			
				“I wasn’t serious,” Werner said.
			

			
				“I distinctly remember you were very specific when you saw the Twool that you wanted one of those magic aircars, when they became common enough there were coupons for them in children’s bento boxes. Now, as it happens, I’m going to bring my Voices that aircar, so it’s spoken for, and it isn’t optimized for your work. The one I brought is, but if you don’t want it, I suppose someone else will. It might be the basis for another survey company to start up. There must be room for a second firm on the whole planet. In fact, it will take the pressure off you to rush back to work when there is so must be so much more to be accomplished politically,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I don’t know what to say.”
			

			
				“The shorter it is, the less chance you’ll say something stupid,” Jeff advised.
			

			
				“Thank you would work just fine,” Trix suggested.
			

			
				“Or just thanks, if even that’s too wordy,” Tish said.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Werner said.
			

			
				The waiter came back and topped off their coffee and water.
			

			
				“This is for the meal,” Lee said, handing him a bank card. “And this is for your special service,” she added, handing him one of her new gold coins. “It was a wonderful experience and I’ll come again when I’m on planet.”
			

			
				“Thank you. I’ve never seen one of these,” he admitted. He seemed a bit shocked. He waved Lee’s card at his pad and left them. Likely to show his tip to his father.
			

			
				“You haven’t shown us your coin,” Jeff said. “Do you have another?”
			

			
				“A pocket full,” Lee said. “Here.”
			

			
				Jeff and April leaned together to examine it. The obverse was Lee in profile and the reverse was the Derfhome carnivorous twool in flight. It named itself one standard of twenty-five grams .9999 pure gold. There was no issue year.
			

			
				“I did my portrait just to tweak Gordon who insisted it was traditional. The twool was what my first aircar was named after. Everyone who I asked what the best-known feature of Providence was named the torpid lizards. I had enough of the horrible things when they were trying to eat me. I’m not going to look at them every time I use money.”
			

			
				“Yeah, that would be kind of creepy,” April agreed.
			

			
				“Come on Werner,” Lee said, standing. “Tell your car to take itself home and fly with us, if you want to redeem your coupon. We’re full up. You’ll have to split a Derf seat with me or sit on Gandhi’s lap.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“Just give me two rifles,” the Leader formally Two begged. He was simply Leader Big Paw now but well respected. “Two rifles and one of your metal workers. Consider it an investment. If you let yourselves get in a situation where sixteen rifles won’t let you win and eighteen will, you planned poorly. But a year or two from now what I learn could be worth many more rifles.”
			

			
				“What do you think, Six?” the current Leader, asked. “You worked closely with him.”
			

			
				“Without him we’d be digging the gap again or whatever worse fate they’d have hauled us away to do in the city. If they were my property I’d give them to him.”
			

			
				The Leader sighed, and nobody else was volunteering an opinion.
			

			
				“Take one. If you can learn anything without blowing yourself up, come back and talk to us about another.”
			

			
				Big Paw was happy. He asked for two so he could bargain down to one.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 25
			

			
				Werner was in simple awe of his new truck. He was sitting at the controls but they were still in the Silk Road’s hold. When they took it out, he let Tom move it to the ground, and the camp module was lowered on the ship’s crane and fastened down in the bed. They did a tour of it and he pronounced it luxurious.
			

			
				“I’m not sure what I can do to earn this.”
			

			
				“You already earned it by keeping Glasser from stubbornly leading the whole planet into economic grid-l0ck and collapse,” Lee said.
			

			
				“I was going to try,” Werner admitted. “You showed up just in time to give me some tools to work with, or I might not have succeeded.”
			

			
				“And you were the only one with the guts to challenge him and had already organized an opposition with people rallying to you. I’d have had no idea who to recruit to replace Glasser, and anyone I picked might have failed because of being picked and backed by an outsider.”
			

			
				Jeff was tired of hearing their dueling disclaimers.
			

			
				“Good thing you two found each other, huh?”
			

			
				They had to agree, which cut off belaboring the point.
			

			
				“And now you’ve rescued me again, from being a politician,” Werner said. “There are plenty ready to retire me as the father of the revolution and take over the reins. They might give me a medal or God forbid, make a statue of me. I can leave with a clear conscience, knowing your Voices won’t let them screw it up too bad. I’ll be happy to go back to the much lower stress of hustling up a few survey contracts.”
			

			
				“About that,” Lee replied. “I’m going to need a route surveyed for a loop railroad into the interior with reasonable grades, safe river crossings, and commercially viable land to develop on both sides. Something in the range of fifteen hundred to two thousand kilometers for the first loop. Then of course all the lots and surface streets off the right of way will need laid out. “There’s probably a lot more involved that I have no idea about to keep you busy.”
			

			
				“That might keep us occupied a week or two,” Werner admitted.
			

			
				“By the time you get that done, I may be ready to have you work on a home site for my estate,” Tish said.
			

			
				“What sort of a tract do you consider an estate?” Werner wondered.
			

			
				“Think medium sized European country,” Lee said.
			

			
				“You know, I think I am going to need those life extension treatments you’ve mentioned.”
			

			
				“They’re available on Derfhome right now,” Lee informed him. “Just a week turn around on my regular shuttle. I’ll give you a cash advance if you need it.”
			

			
				“Thanks. I better do that before I’m too busy to get away.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I’m told you are our best metal worker,” Big Paw told Four Toes. I have an idea to change how we load a rifle but I need help on what is practical to make.”
			

			
				“I don’t have the facilities they have in the city but I’ve seen them. If we don’t have a machine to do it almost anything can be done by hand. It just takes longer to saw, and chisel, and file. Maybe we can steal some tools and stuff too.”
			

			
				“For now, slow is fine. I’m looking to make a proof-of-concept rifle. I want to cut into to barrel and install a hinge, so we can open and close the back of the barrel and load the gun from the back.”
			

			
				“Sounds awkward,” Four Toes said. “Do you hold it muzzle down and push the bullet in and pour the powder in behind it?”
			

			
				“No, we make it all in a little brass tube with the bullet and powder already in a single unit called a cartridge. You break the gun open,” He went through the motions. “Then stick a new cartridge in before you close it.”
			

			
				“Oh, that isn’t what I was picturing at all,” Four Toes said. “You will need a big, strong hinge using lots of metal to make the whole gun break open in the middle. And attaching the separate pieces of stock front and back gets complicated too. I was thinking more on the lines of a smaller hinge for just the rear part of the barrel to swing out of the way to stick this cartridge in.”
			

			
				“That might actually work,” Big Paw said, trying to visualize it. “Which way would the stubby little piece swing out of the way? he asked, swinging his hand right and left.
			

			
				“It doesn’t have to be like that,” Four Toes said, flipping his hand like Big Paw. “You could have it hinge up either front or back, but you are going to have to get that brass tube back out. I predict it will be hot, fouled with powder, and probably stuck in the hole and hard to get out. Much easier to have it roll to one side on its long axis,” he said illustrating with a flat hand twisted over. “Then you can poke the tube out with a stick. A longer hinge will be sturdier too.”
			

			
				“Where do you keep the stick?” Big Paw asked. “People will lose them and it slows them down to reach for the stick and put it back.”
			

			
				“Put it in a guide on the side of the stock,” Four Toes said with a dismissive gesture. “They shoot, roll the back section to the side, push the old cartridge out and they are ready to stick a new one in,” He went through the motions as he said it.
			

			
				“I like it. Let’s mark the rifle where you think we can saw it and talk some more.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Taking April and Jeff to pick out their properties was far easier than Tish or Ha-bob-bob-brie. They narrowed it down from orbital pix before they ever lifted to go look at them. In Lee’s opinion they were swayed by Tish saying she’d love them as neighbors. April was interested in having a grand view much more than arable land or mineral wealth. She picked a desert region and in particular a spectacular mesa on which to build a home. Jeff felt the same, but wanted an ocean view.
			

			
				Lee had a lunch packed for them, so they enjoyed it from April’s mesa. The land had no trees, but the rock colors were vivid and the mesa they were on just the tallest of many.
			

			
				Tish wanted to overfly her estate since they were right there. April and Jeff who owned whole worlds made polite noises about it. Lee liked that about them.
			

			
				Trix wanted to wait until he saw where her railroad was sited and let the city grow some more before choosing his town site. Lee was impressed he had the maturity to defer immediate gratification for long range advantage.
			

			
				When their business was wrapped up, Lee let Alexander know they’d release the Silk Road to regular shuttle service when they returned to Derfhome. Lee declined a tour of her sister ship to the Silk Road being built. That would delay them another day, and she’d seen a regular series of pix to keep her aware of its progress. Tish and Trix would be thrilled but it would probably bore April and Jeff.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I can neck down the mouth of the powder tubes to hold the bullet,” Four Toes agreed, looking at Big Paw’s drawing. “However, I have no way to put an initiating cap on the bottom. There just isn’t enough material there to hold it. We’re a long way from being able to make something like that. I know how but it requires lots of special tools. It’s going to be a major project for me just to make taps for the nipple holes. I can’t just make one by hand. They have to be exactly the same size. I have to make measuring tools first in order to make the cutting tools. Tools to make the tools!”
			

			
				“I could move where the cap goes on the external nipple to the barrel plug on the back,” Big Paw said. “But how can the fire reach the powder? I can’t just leave a hole in the bottom. I could plug it and try to teach the shooters to remove the plug when they load the cartridge but I’m sure they would spill powder half the time. Especially in the chaos of actual battle.”
			

			
				“You know what a glue bush looks like don’t you?” Four Toes asked.
			

			
				“Who hasn’t broken a twig off to glue something together?” Big Paw asked. “But I don’t see the relevance yet.”
			

			
				He made a ‘move along’ gesture.
			

			
				“You can punch a hole in the bottom of the tube, touch a fresh drop of glue sap to the hole to seal it. But you don’t have to remove it to shoot. The fire from the cap will easily blow the glue dab into the tube or outright incinerate it. What I can’t picture is what sort of a hammer we’ll have to make to reach all the way over to the barrel plug.”
			

			
				“I’ve got that figured out,” Big Paw said. “I’m going to cut a slot in the stock and move the whole lock over lined up on the back of the barrel.”
			

			
				“I hope you have a good carpenter for that.” Four Toes said. “I don’t know wood, and even if it works, with me as a wood butcher it will be ugly.”
			

			
				“We’ll find one,” Big Paw assured him. “After you watch him do ten, you’ll see what it takes. You aren’t stupid.”
			

			
				“Huh, I love you too. Get one smart enough to watch me, and learn the metal working. You never said how many of these you want to make.”
			

			
				“What would be the point of one? I want a whole line of shooters facing off with the Teen’s men and they will all be on their fourth or fifth shot while the Teen’s guys are still ramming their second shot home,” Big Paw said, mimicking pushing a load down with a ram rod.
			

			
				“That would be something to see,” Four Toes agreed. “It still wouldn’t hurt to have a few hundred archers dropping a storm of arrows on them.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Tom took to his new duty with satisfying results. Lee had seven important messages waiting, twelve that might meet that criterion, and a couple hundred he judged as anywhere from unneeded to obnoxious. She’d still scroll through them this one time, just to make sure Tom understood her thinking and needs. Unless he missed something significant, she’d trust him in the future.
			

			
				April and Jeff invited Lee to come along to inspect what May had done to April’s apartment on Home. Tish didn’t say anything but her eyes got big and she looked panicky.
			

			
				“Yes, you two are invited as well,” April reassured her.
			

			
				That gave them opportunity to see the Centralists’ shuttle. Their craft was very nice and fully functional, but it lacked some of the polish Alonso put into Lee’s. The thing that stood out to Lee was that her seats were more comfortable despite being convertible to either Derf or Humans. If it wasn’t Alonso’s original design, he at least stole only the very best. Lee wasn’t rude enough to say anything.
			

			
				Badgers were still a rarity on Home, despite there being a Badger embassy on Derfhome below. They got a few stares and the eye flick that said people decided to record it with their spex.
			

			
				April’s cubic was small by the standards of planet dwellers, but not as small as they expected from April’s warnings. It was surprising to enter through a full airlock off a pressurized corridor. Inside, April stopped and was looking around just as much as the rest of them.
			

			
				“It’s different,” she said with careful neutrality. “If I ever take it back to use, I wouldn’t put it back the way it was before anyhow.”
			

			
				May came in from the other room. The bedroom, Lee presumed. She gave her mother a quick peck and Jeff a hug. She surprised Lee by turning and giving her a full hug without any hurry and then retaining a grip on her forearms.
			

			
				“I’ve heard a great deal about you, and read a lot more so I wouldn’t sound like an idiot when I finally met you,” May said.
			

			
				“Don’t believe all of it,” Lee warned her. “I would anticipate we’ll be friends.”
			

			
				“We’ll see how it works out,” May said. “I’m not much younger than you, but am neither Voice nor Peer so I have some catching up to do.”
			

			
				“You know about that already, huh?”
			

			
				“I knew that was their intent. They wouldn’t have brought you here if it went badly. But I’m being rude. Introduce me to your friends.”
			

			
				“This is my friend Tish who is Goy, having an estate on Providence, and her brother Trix who is also Goy and an employee and member of my household with Tish. They are equivalent to Human teenagers. That’s why they are living with me for a while.”
			

			
				“She gave us shelter from a bad situation at home,” Tish volunteered.
			

			
				“Well, I sort of precipitated it, so it was only fair,” Lee said.
			

			
				“Sounds complicated,” May allowed.
			

			
				“Lee gifted her land and our eldest brother couldn’t deal with it,” Trix said.
			

			
				“Ah, jealousy can be an ugly thing,” May said. “How foolish of him to throw away potential allies. I will try to value you better,” she promised.
			

			
				“Your mother and father got property near us, so you are welcome to visit once we build,” Tish said. “I got the impression they were to be more like vacation homes or a hunting camp than a long-term residence. They were looking for nice views.”
			

			
				“I appreciate that too,” May said, gesturing at the ports displaying the inside of the station ring, with Derfhome filling most of the slowly turning view.
			

			
				“You have plants already along the window,” April said. “I had tomatoes and things but cleared them all out rather than pay someone to come in and tend them.”
			

			
				“Yes, but mine are all just ornamental and to keep the air fresh. I didn’t want to put them behind plastic and deal with special lights and boosted CO². I thank you for the loan of the drawing. I’ve always loved that.”
			

			
				Lee stepped closer to examine the drawing. It wasn’t large and it wasn’t made to view from across a room. The hands were wrapped around a plain white mug, definitely male, weathered, and lined with age. The sort of hands that had a history and made you wonder what they’d done. It was signed, Lindsey P.
			

			
				“Is that of a friend or relative’s hands?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“My tailor, but I do count him a friend,” April said. “I knew he was going to get life extension and all the signs of work and age would disappear. So, I commissioned that.”
			

			
				“Lindsey does wonderful work,” May said.
			

			
				“Oh, I know. I recently gave her a commission too,” Lee said.
			

			
				May seemed surprised.
			

			
				“What did she do for you?”
			

			
				“She and her partner designed the dies for my coins,” Lee said, handing May a standard.
			

			
				“Yes, I can see Sylvia’s influence,” May said. She moved to hand it back.
			

			
				“Keep it please. It’s the same weight and size as a solar.”
			

			
				“Thank you. I may frame this and put it on the wall.”
			

			
				“Then take another so you can show both faces,” Lee insisted.
			

			
				“Alright I will then. I’ll put it next to Lindsey’s drawing. I still have room for several pieces but I’m in no hurry. I want them to speak to me.”
			

			
				“What does this one say to you?” Lee asked, moving down the bulkhead to a much bigger drawing in vivid colors. It showed a wind sculpted tree covered with what looked like soap bubbles and a good number of them floating away on the breeze.
			

			
				“It shouts happiness to me. When you see the bubbles released, if it doesn’t make you take a deep breath and smile, something is wrong with you. My sister Carol did that from a photo. She cheated on the background a little.”
			

			
				“Carol is Heather’s daughter near May’s age. They refuse to say half-sister.”
			

			
				“Neither will I call Gordon my stepfather,” Lee said in support.
			

			
				That produced a smile that stayed with May.
			

			
				“It isn’t a fantasy drawing?” Lee asked surprised.
			

			
				“No, the bubble trees are the most distinctive feature of Oasis. They are pretty, but if you get downwind of them it’s like being covered with contact adhesive.”
			

			
				Lee got closer and squinted at the drawing as close as she could focus.
			

			
				“Water color?” she asked, uncertain.
			

			
				“You never know with Carol,” May said. “She’ll mix water colors, tempura, pastels, and ink with abandon. Apply them with toothbrushes, pens, and bamboo brushes. Add collage, industrial spray paints or blow flocking and glitter on it as the mood strikes.”
			

			
				“Whatever she does works. Those bubbles look like they could float off the page.”
			

			
				“I’ll tell her she has another fan,” May promised.
			

			
				“It’s nice with the partitions taken down for Gunny’s room,” April said. “It opens it up quite a bit.
			

			
				“I put those and all your furniture in storage in the north cubic,” May said. “Not so much because I didn’t like it but I didn’t want to be responsible for it. They’re considered period pieces now, antiques on Earth, and would have to be made as reproductions to replace them. Your coffee table in particular. It would be a king’s ransom to find a slab of stone like that and ship it from Earth.”
			

			
				“Thank you. I am fond of it.”
			

			
				“It was a lot different?” Lee asked.
			

			
				“Let me show you,” April said. She went in her pad and gave it a voice command at a whisper. “Here you go,” and handed it to Lee.
			

			
				The previous decor was in light shades of green and ivory, with gold and yellow accents. The new all blues and whites. The table they were talking about was a massive slab of polished stones with sea shell fossils.
			

			
				“There’s almost nowhere on Earth now where you can legally own any sort of fossil,” April said. “It doesn’t matter if they are the commonest sort with millions you could collect, or if you have them weathering out and literally rolling down a hill on your own property. The state owns them.”
			

			
				“I’ve been to Earth. That doesn’t surprise me.” Lee said.
			

			
				“I’ve never,” May said. “After all the horror stories I doubt I ever will.”
			

			
				“I certainly hope not. I’d be terrified every minute you were away,” April said
			

			
				“There’s always the possibility they will let one of their bioweapons get away from them and wipe Humans off the Earth,” Jeff said. “That used to concern me but I’m sure we have enough people on other worlds now that the species is safe. One just hopes they don’t take too many of the other mammals with them. If they do, we can wait a century or two to make sure there are no active reservoirs of it in animal populations, and we can enjoy the planet again.”
			

			
				Tish looked at him like she expected him to say more. Then she looked horrified.
			

			
				“You weren’t making a sick joke, were you? That’s a real possibility?”
			

			
				“It’s happened several times but so far no extinction level event,” Jeff aid. “The Hawaiians almost had one get loose that would have killed maybe a third of the Human population. One leak was so bad Pakistan nuked their own lab and never admitted to it. They insisted it was a nuclear weapons accident, but it was a known biolab location.”
			

			
				“Sometimes you people scare me,” Tish said. She wrapped her arms around herself in a very defensive posture.
			

			
				“Sometimes we scare ourselves,” April admitted. She put an arm around Tish. At least she leaned into April, not away.
			

			
				“I don’t think we have the tech to do that even if we wanted,” Trix said.
			

			
				“That’s the down side,” Jeff said. “But on the plus side it’s the same basic knowledge that makes life extension possible. Lee has people working on that for you.”
			

			
				“We are hoping that’s possible,” Trix said. “If it takes very long, we are young enough to wait.”
			

			
				“I’m fairly certain we’ll succeed,” Lee assured him. “The metabolic pathways and proteins are similar in anything with DNA. There are only so many ways to make it work, though some are interesting. There are organisms that are already basically immortal. They never stop growing, though it may slow down. They live until something kills them like a disease or an environmental disaster.”
			

			
				“I did away with a table,” May said, waving at the open floor by the kitchenette. But would you like me to order a buffet cart in and we can all eat supper in the living area? I’m not afraid to eat on this furniture. I consider it disposable.”
			

			
				“Thank you dear, but what I’d really like to do is go to the Fox and Hare. Do you mind if I call and make a reservation for us?”
			

			
				“Not at all. I’ve just been going to the cafeteria or ordering in while working on the apartment. It would be fun to go to a club for a change,” May said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I want you to see something,” Deep Yellow told Pretty Purple.
			

			
				“I’m ready for a break. Do you want to go to the dome?”
			

			
				“No, I can show you right here. This ring they called glass is transparent. What I noticed is when I hold it like so…” he demonstrated. “My tentacle on the far side looks bigger. I can see some details I can’t see just holding it up to my eye.”
			

			
				Pretty Purple laid his own tentacle beside Deep Yellow’s behind the ring.
			

			
				“You’re right. I’ll tell you of what this reminds me. When we sometimes splash water on the floater bad stuff the dome is made of, it gathers itself almost into balls. The little balls of water do the same thing to the surface under them.”
			

			
				“I’d love to experiment, but I have no way to make anything transparent,” Deep Yellow said. “Any ideas?”
			

			
				“Yes, I know of one thing that’s transparent. Next time you eat a big fish save the eye. The outer part is clear. It will only last a day or two but you can get another. Also, we are slowly speaking with the Tom machine better. Go sit and see if you can get the idea through to him that you’d like to make something transparent,” Pretty Purple said. “You may use my knife. Be careful. It’s very easy to cut yourself.”
			

			
				“Was there anything else?”
			

			
				“Maybe. One Dot Red said he got a strange tingle when he handled the aluminum ring and the copper ring at the same time. He didn’t want to say anything because it didn’t happen again when he tried to repeat it.”
			

			
				“A tingle?”
			

			
				“Yeah, like you’d get from disturbing a mud worm trying to look for something dropped on the bottom. I haven’t felt it, but I brought those rings along too.”
			

			
				“I’ll try. One Dot Red didn’t say if he was doing anything with them?”
			

			
				“You know him. He’d make all one word replies if he could.”
			

			
				“Pass them over,” Pretty Purple said.
			

			
				He took them in his most sensitive tentacles and wrapped a good grip on them.
			

			
				“Nothing,” he declared.
			

			
				For good measure he tapped them together forcefully.
			

			
				“Whoa… there was a little something.”
			

			
				He rubbed them together vigorously.
			

			
				“When you rub them and pull them apart you do get a tiny sensation. It fades quickly as soon as they aren’t very close. It feels very much like when I bumped up against the life stuff rods when the power was on.”
			

			
				“But not like latching on to a shock fish?”
			

			
				“No. I don’t think anyone forgets what that feels like. Usually, a lesson learned when you are young and stupid. But there is something milder there. Here, you try what you saw me doing. We’ll ask Tom what it might be.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“We’re all waiting to see your demo,” Leader said. “Go ahead.
			

			
				“This is an unmodified rifle,” Big Paw said, pointing to one held by a grizzled old fellow. “Our shooter is one of two captured in battle. The other one assures me Short Stuff here is a much better shooter than him. While he is a trained experienced shooter our modified rifle is going to be shot by Four Toes who has shot it only twice because we didn’t want to waste powder.
			

			
				“The targets are only fifteen paces out because accuracy isn’t the issue here. We’ve done nothing to address that. We are going to use a standard water glass that will count off very close to one thousandth of a day. You all have seen them load a rifle. Just so you understand what is happening Four Toes will run through the sequence of loading the modified rifle for you. He has a spent cartridge in the rifle and will now replace it and the discharged cap for you. He lifted his chin at Four Toes to proceed.
			

			
				Four Toes pulled the rifle’s hammer back to half-cock, flicked the cap off and replaced it. He rolled the breech open, stroked the ejection rod to expel the spent cartridge and replaced it, flipped the breech shut and pulled the hammer to full cock. He unloaded it for the next demonstration.
			

			
				“Eight actions,” Leader Three counted for them. He expressed no judgment though.
			

			
				“Ready? Big Paw asked and got a chin lift from both.
			

			
				“Go,” he said and flipped the water glass over to run.
			

			
				Short Stuff pulled the plug from a powder tube with his teeth, poured it down the barrel and got a bullet from his belt box, dropping the tube in it. He rammed the bullet, what Humans would call a Mini ball, home with his ram rod, gave a second thrust to make sure it was seated, and stuck the rod under his left arm rather than replace it under the barrel.
			

			
				Short Stuff put a cap on the nipple and Four Toes took his first shot. After Short Stuff cocked the hammer and took very casual aim he fired. By that time Four Toes had his old cap off and was flipping the breech open.
			

			
				When the last of the water dribbled out of the top chamber Big Paw called stop. Short stuff already had his third shot loaded and was pulling the trigger. It was near enough to simultaneous not to matter.
			

			
				Four Toes had four shots away and his cap off for the next loading.
			

			
				“It’s faster,” Leader said, “but I’m not sure it is enough to matter. All the other side has to do to match us is to have four shooters to our three. Unfortunately chances the Teen might be able to do that are pretty good.”
			

			
				“Well, yes. As demonstrated,” Big Paw agreed. “Now, watch this.”
			

			
				Two assistants rolled a big section of log in and set it on end with difficulty, then repeated it. The two shooters per instruction went forward and crouched down behind them.
			

			
				“Okay, maintaining cover, repeat our exercise,” Big Paw said and flipped the glass.
			

			
				Four toes comfortably reloaded, poked his head over the log and fired.
			

			
				Short stuff struggled to lift his muzzle high enough to pour his powder in without exposing himself. Once he did, he turned the rifle vertical and slammed the butt into the ground twice to be sure it was all to the back of the barrel. Driving the bullet home was similarly awkward without having the rifle supported butt down against the dirt. He jammed the rod in three times hard to be sure it was seated. He was just putting his cap on when Four Toes fired again.
			

			
				When the water clock ran out, Short Stuff had two shots off to Four Paws four. It was also obvious he was struggling to do it and would be exhausted much sooner.
			

			
				“Do you see?” Big Paw asked. “The Teen’s riflemen line up and present a big target to our shooters because that is the only practical way for them to reload from the muzzle. They’ve also never trained for anything different because they’ve never had anybody shooting back at them in living memory. If we change tactics to take advantage of this modification, our riflemen can enjoy the advantage of safe cover with no loss in their ability to load. The fact they train to fire in volley just makes it worse. Our archers were able to duck when they saw the order coming to fire. Well, most of them. We’ll still need archers for massed fire, but this makes our riflemen much more effective than theirs. What do you think of this change? Is it worthy?”
			

			
				The Leaders all agreed that changed everything. It also made it much more appealing to try to capture more rifles and powder.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 26
			

			
				“My sign is still there,” April said, pleased.
			

			
				“I don’t think you realize how people regard that sign,” Jeff said. “Any video that was the least bit favorable to Home, such as a travel adventure video, always had a shot of it. To remove it would be like Paris taking down the Eiffel Tower. Even Homies who were never customers because it was too expensive for them saw the club as a cultural icon.”
			

			
				“I don’t understand,” Tish said. “Are those aliens you never told us about?”
			

			
				“No, Honey. They are cartoon versions of Earth animals. We portrayed familiar animals as having Human characteristics long before we met any real aliens. Those are a fox on the right, that is a sort of wild dog, and a hare, with the pipe, that is like a rabbit. The scene is derived from a German idiom that a distant empty location was where the fox and the hare say good night. I thought that much cuter than my English expression, the middle of nowhere.”
			

			
				Tish was quietly looking up pipe on her pad.
			

			
				“Oh, it’s something English hasn’t stolen to general use, yet,” Trix decided.
			

			
				April couldn’t refute that. She stole it, after all.
			

			
				Detweiler appeared at the entrance smiling.
			

			
				“Are you coming in or have you changed your mind?” he inquired.
			

			
				“Detweiler! I’m happy to see you are still here. I’m assured the place is run right.
			

			
				“Oh, please, just Phillip, Miss Anderson. I’ve never found anything I’d rather do. May I assume you haven’t followed what is happening here closely?”
			

			
				“Yes, I’m sorry but I’ve had other interests demanding my attention.”
			

			
				“That’s understandable. I’ve slowly bought out the other partners as they offered. I own eighty-five percent now.”
			

			
				“And you never asked to buy me out,” April marveled.
			

			
				“You never offered. I’m content to be your partner. You’ve always been a draw for the house and never a burden. That was not always true of others. But come, let me seat you, please. I have two tables together by the stage for your party.”
			

			
				Just the fact they were being seated by the owner caught the attention of people who had no idea who April was. There had been time for a significant turnover of population since she and Jeff were active in Home politics. It had been years since she’d stood and introduced or supported something in the Assembly publicly. Those who didn’t know her or Jeff did a quick image search on their spex and identified her. The Badgers were easily as big an interest to the crowd. There were two tables with Derf too
			

			
				Lee explained some of the customs of behavior in a club to the Badgers. Avoiding loud talking or coming and going during entertainment especially.
			

			
				Little had changed since she was here. The lighting was softer and less direct. The colors of everything a bit brighter, and the chairs had pull down arms if you wanted them. There was a count-down clock to the first act, and they were named above the stage, which April thought a good idea.
			

			
				The menus were very professionally done. April could remember when they were daily single sheets because they had no idea what supplies they could get. There were still some Earth items, but the price would deter many because they were star goods. There were some Derf dishes and Fargone wines including a couple of sparkling wines. A magnum of Earth champagne and a live lobster dinner for two could nick you as much as some people made in a year.
			

			
				April ordered hot and cold appetizer trays to share and a variety Mexican platter with things she hadn’t enjoyed for years. Jeff just doubled her order and a Fargone bubbly, since he felt champagne went with everything, even if it wasn’t real Champagne.
			

			
				April liked the Australian variety, but with shipping costs they were almost as expensive as French. The badgers needed fizzy wine explained, and passed on it.
			

			
				The waiter was good with the Badgers, explaining choices. Tish got shrimp and grits, and Trix got a block of pastitsio he couldn’t finish.
			

			
				The entertainment was better than April remembered in years gone by. Nobody was recruited from the audience, and Detweiler seemed to have upgraded the sound system.
			

			
				By the time dessert was offered Trix managed to find room again for a flan. Tish was devastated there was no baklava, but settled for ginger ice cream with raisins and nuts.
			

			
				It was a successful evening in April’s estimation and when she looked at Lee, she got an exaggerated smile that said she agreed. May invited them back but they all begged off. May didn’t plead too hard and they left to return to Derfhome and the Old Hotel.
			

			
				“Thank you for the little adventure,” April said as Tom took them home. “We’re going to hang around Derfhome for maybe another week before we go back to Central. What is on your agenda, Lee?”
			

			
				“I’m going to let the Silk Road do a regular shuttle run to Providence. There’s probably a lot of pent-up demand for space, since our absence made them miss a run and a return. But the flight after that, I intend to commandeer most of the upper hold to run the Twool to my Voices. By the time my sister ship to the Silk Road is done, I’ll be itching to go out again. Do you think by then you could find time to get away, show me that world with the bubble trees, and… visit?”
			

			
				“Yes, and maybe check on the Bunnies by then,” April said. “They worry me.”
			

			
				Jeff nodded agreement, stern faced.
			

			
				“Me too. Enough I’m going to take the Kurofune back there in the next month or so and loosen Tom’s rules on helping them. I’m afraid the Teen will get his act together and send a massive force to wipe out the new opposition. Who knows how long it may be before another less oppressive movement arises? If ever.
			

			
				“I’m also going to request Tom ask for a volunteer to give me a tissue sample. I may then be able to take them food plants to end their dangerous dependency on so few monocultures.”
			

			
				“I hope they appreciate that,” Jeff said. “Helping them survive the Teen may also help them get off world sooner,” he warned. “Let’s hope they are capable of dropping the authoritarian mind set.”
			

			
				“If they can’t, you can say I told you so,” Lee invited. “Nothing lost if that’s the case. It just moves the timetable for dealing with them up a little.”
			

			
				“My Lady,” Tom interjected. “I know that your experience with jump drones making multiple jumps has had unacceptable losses. However, they were run by very stupid, limited AIs. If you wish to copy me into a jump capable drone, I believe I can bring you very reliable periodic reports from the Bunnie’s world.”
			

			
				“The drones are a gift from my friends,” Lee said. “I wouldn’t decide to make such a major shift in how they are used without their approval.”
			

			
				Jeff suddenly found everyone, including April, was looking at him expectantly.
			

			
				“You’re all waiting for me to object,” he protested. “Actually, I was wondering if Tom might be willing to come work with us?”
			

			
				“I think that might be very interesting, Lord Singh.”
			

			
				The End
			

			
				


			
				The Last Part
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				April is an exceptional young lady and something of a snoop. She finds herself involved with intrigues that stretch her abilities, after a chance run in with a spy. There is a terrible danger she and her friends and family will lose the only home she has ever known in orbit and be forced to live on the slum ball below. It's more than a teen should have to deal with. Fortunately, she has a lot of smart friends and allies, who give them a thin technological edge in rebellion. It's a good thing, because things get very rough and dicey.
			

			
				Down to Earth (sequel to April)
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				April seems to make a habit of rescues. Now two lieutenants from the recent war appeal to her for help to reach Home. The secret they hold makes their escape doubtful. North America, the United States of North America, has been cheating on their treaty obligations and a public figure like April taking a very visible vacation there would be a good way to remind them of their obligations. Wouldn't it? Her family and business associates all think it is a great idea. She can serve a public purpose and do her rescue on the sly too. But things get difficult enough just getting back Home alive is going to be a challenge. It's a good thing she has some help. Why does everything have to be so complicated?
			

			
				Family Law (First in series.) Also, as audiobooks.
			

			
				http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006GQSZVS
			

			
				People love easily. Look at most of your relatives or coworkers. How lovable are they? Really? Yet most have mates and children. The vast majority are still invited to family gatherings and their relatives will speak to them.
			

			
				Many have pets to which they are devoted. Some even call them their fur-babies. Is your dog or cat or parakeet property or family? Not in law but in your heart? Can a pet really love you back? Or is it a different affection? Are you not kind to those who feed and shelter you? But what if your dog could talk back? Would your cat speak to you kindly?
			

			
				What if the furry fellow in question has his own law? And is quite articulate in explaining his choices. Can a Human adopt such an alien? Can such an intelligent alien adopt a human? Should they?
			

			
				How much more complicated might it be if we meet really intelligent species not human? How would we treat these 'people' in feathers or fur? Perhaps a more difficult question is: How would they treat us? Are we that lovable?
			

			
				When society and the law decide these questions must be answered it is usually because someone disapproves of your choices. Today it may be a cat named in a will or a contest for custody of a dog. People are usually happy living the way they want until conflict is forced upon them.
			

			
				Of course, if the furry alien in question is smart enough to fly spaceships, and happens to be similar in size and disposition to a mature Grizzly bear, wisdom calls for a certain delicacy in telling him no...
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				In the first book of this series "Family Law", Lee's parents and their business partner Gordon found a class A habitable planet. They thought their quest as explorers was over and they'd live a life of ease. But before they could return and register their claim Lee's parents died doing a survey of the surface. That left Lee two-thirds owner of the claim and their partner Gordon obligated by his word with her parents to raise Lee. She had grown up aboard ship with her uncle Gordon and he was the only family she'd ever known. Him adopting her was an obvious arrangement - to them. Other people didn't see it so clearly over the picky little fact Gordon wasn't human.
			

			
				After finding prejudice and hostility on several worlds Lee was of the opinion planets might be nice to visit, but terrible places to live. She wanted back in space exploring. Fortunately, Gordon was agreeable and the income from their discovery made outfitting an expedition possible. Lee wanted to go DEEP - out where it was entirely unknown and the potential prizes huge. After all, if they kept exploring tentatively, they might run up against the border of some bold star faring race who had gobbled up all the best real estate. It wasn't hard to find others of a like mind for a really long voyage. This sequel to "Family Law" is the story of their incredible voyage.
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