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    Preface 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Any semblance to real people and events, in this story, is purely coincidental and characters do not represent any living persons except the main protagonist who allowed me to use his name - he's a really cool guy.  Any unethical, selfish, self-righteous bastards mentioned are fictional and none correspond with corrupt individuals in the present day. This story occurs about two hundred years in the future and technologies then are well developed. The politicians in that age and place are fully as competent as in the present day. Bless their hearts.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Note – This tale – Alan uses tech from Trade World Saga, Uplift, and Connection plus a few advances that came about since those past ages. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This book deals with aliens in a fun romp through different worlds, different dimensions, and different times.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Alan moved through the woods stealthily. He could see and hear the hunters moving around him. He knew it was getting dark and their prey was cornered up ahead. The hounds - Alan thought of them as hounds were baying like hounds do. They were four-legged beasts about thirty kilos with hide like a reptile and short mobile ears. Their teeth were more like water predators that slashed when they shook their powerful necks from side to side. They were chasing a boar analog called a slegg. It was a rogue that had savaged fields and several farm hands. It looked like a leathery boar with big tusks but it was three hundred kilos - a big brute. It was supposed to be really smart - according to the locals. Alan knew he shouldn't try to compare everything in the field to animals' familiar to him but he never got that lesson. His mentor, Raymond Lee had warned him often enough that 'because it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck doesn't mean it’s a 'duck' off-world'.      
 
    Alan knew that was the only reason these hunters had accepted him. They thought of him as a 'handsome' youngster by their standards. He looked about fourteen in local years - which would have been about sixteen in local years. Alan was actually older but medical technology was more advanced in his home. Alan was a bit shorter than the locals but much stockier. He wasn't supposed to reveal much to them and he couldn't understand their language well in any event. The slegg should be enough ahead that Alan was safe in the rear. He didn't like risking his life all the time. Lee, his mentor, kept throwing him into dangerous situations. He didn't like it and just wanted to make Trader so he could quit risking his life.  
 
    The slegg wasn't following the expected patterns for a slegg. It had defecated and urinated to throw off the hounds and they were unerringly following the trail it had left. Alan was lingering back from the hunting teams. The slegg burst from the undergrowth as Alan walked by and slashed his legs as it sprang out at him. He reflexively pulled the trigger on his shotgun as he fell backward and shot straight up in the air. The pain in his right leg was incredible and the beast stopped and stared face-to-face at him. Alan lay defenseless before the slegg. Alan could smell its musky scent because it was so close. Alan knew any boar from home would typically rip a victim apart. He prepared to die. This slegg just looked at him, sniffed indignantly, and quietly trotted away.  
 
    Alan was totally distracted from his injuries when he thought the slegg was about to kill him. The pain came back as it turned away. The local hunters arrived at where he lay, moments later and saw his bloody, ripped trousers by the torchlight. The hunters started talking rapidly and efficiently put crude bandages on his wounds. They made a stretcher quickly out of a couple of saplings and jackets. He was being carried quickly back to a farmhouse as his leg continued throbbing. His vision got blurry and he lost consciousness. 
 
    Alan came to slowly and wondered where he was. Hell. It looked like he was still at the farmhouse but his leg wasn't hurting anymore. He noticed a chair by his bed and then noticed a young local female coming back into the room with a tray. She seemed startled that he was awake. She smiled just like a human though she was humanoid. She was shorter than him by a good bit but moved gracefully. They were definitely humanoid mammalian though this one would be considered skinny with too small hips for bearing children and breasts too small to suckle the normal twins at once. Alan looked her over from head to toe and she just stood there letting him getting an eyeful. Even her mottled skin with large brown patches on a lighter skin was attractive - to him. 
 
    She started talking but he only had a cursory knowledge of their language so he caught one word every now and then.  
 
    "You … … … … woman? Why … you …… red? You? (Your?) … … … … warm," she said and stood there waiting for some type of response. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders but when that didn't seem to mean anything to her, he indicated to himself and said, "Alan." He then repeated his name and pointed at her. She mouth clicked in disgust and held up a bloody bandage - obviously removed from his leg. She said, "(Your?) … … … … red." 
 
    Alan shook his head up and down - which didn't seem to mean anything to her at all. She just mouth clicked again and picked up a needle where she had obviously been sewing to repair his pants. She took the needle and jabbed it into the side of her smallest finger. She put some whitish cloth against her wound to absorb the blood. She held up his old wound dressing and said, "(Your?) … … red." She held up the cloth from her needle prick. "…". 
 
    Oh shit, he thought. Their blood was blue - based on copper - who knew? "Yes," he said. 
 
    She mouth clicked again. "You … warm," she said while touching his skin.  
 
    Her hand felt cool touching him. He took her palm and held it against his chest. He saw her nostrils flare and her pupils dilated. "Yes," he said. 
 
    She had obviously removed his pants to repair them and saw his patterned underwear. She pointed at his crotch and said, "Big."  
 
    He didn't think she was talking about his shorts. He did know that local males had smaller - appendages - and knew the males were colorblind. He didn't realize the females could see colors perfectly well. He didn't have near enough information to start trading. Raymond Lee would be displeased if Alan gave him a 'full' report. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    He, Alan, was a Trader - well - a Trader in Training. He was still listed as a Novice but that was for the last five, long years. This was supposed to be his last solo. Hell. He had screwed up royally. The men didn't know he was an alien. They just thought he was some young kid, a foreigner. The males were colorblind and they hadn't seen that his blood was red from hemoglobin - not blue from hemocyanin - red blood based on iron carrying oxygen versus blue blood carrying oxygen with copper.  They must have evolved in a frigid environment, he thought. It probably meant he would have a considerable stamina advantage since he had lived on a 1.04 G world before coming here. He didn't think his mentor, Raymond, had planned this progression for this world but who knew? The girl couldn't understand why his wound did not kill him. Slegg injuries usually caused the wound to fester and the injured party to die or, at least, to lose an appendage. The slegg produce venom in their tusks when fighting larger predators or when they are under stress. The one they had hunted had been killed another farm over. Alan respected the locals' hunting abilities much more after 'experiencing' a real hunt. 
 
    His mentor had insisted he get the best civilian grade medical nanites that did help him heal faster from that nasty slegg slashing. The girl, Mettalo, had been amazed. His blood was red - and - his body temperature that was several degrees warmer than hers. She removed his latest bandage. There was no blood and the wound was completely healed. Further, he had no hair on his legs like the local men and his skin was flawlessly one color with no 'splotches'. She couldn't figure it out but she could appreciate the differences - as could he. He learned a lot of the language in just a few days of 'immersion'. She ran her hand over where the wound had been with wonder on her face. She slid her hand up his leg while smiling at him. The female hurried to the door and flipped the latch. She came back over to him, took off some underwear, and straddled him. 
 
    Sometime later, Alan was reconsidering what his mentor had told him. "A good trader can always find items or information to trade. We can trade them minor technological improvements but remember the prime directive - make a good trade for a good profit." Raymond had told him he needed to find local trade items to pay for his training and upkeep. He only had a few months to find trade items the locals had that could be sold for a high margin. These pre-space flight cultures didn't have tech worth squat being about early 20th century Earth prime level. 
 
    Mettalo had told him something intriguing though - when she spoke about a local legend. She had mentioned 'an enchanted valley that 'produced wealth beyond dreams'. She called it 'Nat-lan'. She even mentioned visitors from other worlds. He had questioned her more but found she had never been more than a day's travel from her village. She had known the location generally because her father had pointed it out to her before he died of some disease. She had led Alan outside by the hand and pointed to a snow-covered peak in the distant mountain range. "That," she said, "is where fortunes lie." 
 
    Hell. It would be in some snow-covered mountains. Alan hated inconvenience - he just wanted to trade. He hated weather extremes - he just wanted to trade. He kept remembering what his mentor had said, "A good trader goes to where the trades are and neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays traders from the swift completion of their appointed routes." Trading was supposed to be a safe and profitable occupation. Well - he certainly wasn't going to travel there overland in this dimension. He'd at least travel there in comfort he thought. 
 
    The next morning, he thanked all the farmers that had supported him on this run and hadn't asked him for anything in payment. They liked travelers because they brought news and new ideas. Mettalo was faux tearful that he had to leave but gave him a last goose and kiss before handing him a sack full of travel food. He smiled and thought of the savory food awaiting him a short dimension away. He was headed back to his hidden insertion point. All his advanced gear was stored there for emergencies. Raymond had insisted that he take nothing with him on this solo. At least, he'd be able to transition back to a modern version of this planet that had been settled a hundred years before. He held his left arm up in peace as was custom and started off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Alan tromped through the trails that would lead him back to a ramshackle cabin that had been his drop off point to enter this dimension. He had come from this same planet during the same season of the year but from a different dimension. Raymond had not allowed him how to choose his own dimensions yet but he knew how to do it. He had the tech gear equivalent to several hundreds of years in the future for this culture anyway. The current races on this planet were human, Tros, and Phafalotoi - in the Prime Dimension where he originated. Tros were 'kinda' like big, smart, erect Rhinos, and Phafalotoi were freed humanoid slaves but they were cool. Alan couldn't wait to be back with modern conveniences. These locals had running water and stuff but they always kept their residences too cold - brr-r-r, he thought. Heat. He couldn't wait. He trudged forward and tried to keep alert like Raymond had taught him. He still hadn't heard or seen any 'stobor'. He couldn't understand why Raymond had said, "Look out for stobor," or something like that - then Raymond had laughed. Whatever. 
 
    Alan stayed 'sharp' though he only had a knife as a weapon. It was a vibraknife, at least, that would cut through almost anything. He was enjoying the countryside and this part of the country was supposedly civilized with few dangerous animals - other than an occasional slegg, he assumed. There also was supposed to be almost no crime except well away from civilization in this area. His target insertion point was selected one day from the village and he hurried so he wouldn't get there after dark. He could see in some different frequencies than the locals and had much better night acuity than even the nocturnal prowlers but had no inclination to use that feature of his biological enhancements. He just wanted to trade. 
 
    He started smelling smoke well before he neared his goal and something smelled delicious. He wondered if Raymond had cooked him a welcome home meal from his large supply of rations. He started grinning as he hurried along. He started to whistle, as he got closer. He wanted Raymond to hear him coming since Raymond tended to be a little twitchy when they were traveling. He worried that Raymond would be upset that he hadn't found trade goods yet to amount to anything but his mentor would probably be impressed that he'd found out about a possible source of trade goods in the mountains. In fact, he knew he'd be pleased. 
 
    He started recognizing landmarks like a few, large, peculiar trees and such. Alan had imprinted the route as he went to the village like he had been trained. Replaying his steps showed him, he was almost back. He was almost there and the smell was stronger. His mouth was watering as he burst through the trees into the small clearing. He stood there in shock when he saw the cabin was burned almost to the ground and still smoking slightly.  He rushed over to where his supplies had been stashed opposite the chimney and realized that the walls had been blasted away too. A bloody puddle had dried on the rocky walkway. He bent down and examined the stone carefully. There was a smooth cut in the limestone walk that had been cut with a vibrochette! Someone had killed someone here and finished the job with a modern tool that could cut virtually anything. He walked toward the cabin. 
 
    He carefully stepped through the smoldering timbers, which still held up a portion of the loft with two charred columns. He kicked aside smoky embers and saw ruptured meal packs that had given off the wonderful smell. This must have happened a good while after I left here, he thought. He set about trying to salvage whatever he could. He found a metalized blanket, spread it out, and started tossing food packets on it though most had ruptured. He figured the meats, fruits, and vegetables that hadn't been destroyed - would be preserved by the heat. He actually had a reasonable supply of food that could sustain him for quite a few days.  
 
    He found a bundle of clothes that Raymond had left for him. He was thrilled they were there because these could morph into different styles. They weren't military grade but they could keep him cool or warm. These would even provide limited ballistic protection from all but the most powerful local firearms. He found a stunner wrapped in the fireproof bundle. It, like most trader tech, is powered by liquid hydrocarbons like alcohol or kerosene. They didn't need to burn the liquid to supply energy but the unprotected devices, not wrapped in the fireproof clothing, were completely destroyed.  
 
    There would be no translation back to the Prime Dimension right now. There would be no cross-dimension communication or force fields. There would be no time shift enclosure. It was roughing it with internal nanites. At least Raymond would be here in a few days to help him sort this out. He changed out of his local clothing and put on the morph suit. He picked through his rations and ate what he thought looked okay and might not keep. It was a satisfying, though lonely, depressing meal. It wasn't long until he felt the pressing needs of nature and went out of the smoldering remains to reaffirm his humanity. The cabin had an untouched outhouse in the back and he availed himself of its use. He heard animals shuffling through the nearby woods as he walked back and noticed a new pile of rocks and a rusty shovel beside it.  
 
    He could see pretty well with the two small moons in the sky and saw a pile of rocks. He walked over and realized it was a recent grave. It must be Raymond and that meant whoever had done this or found him had already buried him and left. He had seen a small cemetery at the village so he knew the locals buried their dead. Now he knew that no one would be coming for him. He packed up everything and then curled up against a portion of the still supported wall. It cut off the wind, wasn't supposed to rain, and it was warmer than lying on the ground outside. He dropped off to sleep even as his mind was racing. 
 
    He awoke stiff and sore from sleeping on a hard surface in a set position. He fixed a bite to eat and then stood for a minute deciding what to do. He could go to the capital of this province which was supposed to have a population of a half million and was three weeks walk east or …walk west for a week to where a supposed area where there were people from other worlds. Interstellar meant that he could get somewhere where he could translate back to the Prime Dimension, at least. He could always walk back. Choose between a two-week detour, or walk three weeks to be immersed back into a pre-space culture. I will take the 'other worlds', he thought. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Alan started walking toward the mountains with trepidation mingled with resignation. Neither choice appealed to him. He just wanted to trade. His trek started out well and he had made it about half a day when his ruminations were interrupted by a scream. He thought it came from a person - not an animal. He drew his stunner in his right hand and eased through the bushes. Several men were holding a girl down and preparing to rape her. He knew he shouldn't get involved but it was minimal risk to him as long as he had his stunner. Alan carefully sighted on the man loosening his pants and fired his stunner. The man's body rigidly locked and fell forward over the girl - unconscious. The other three men looked confused and tried to rouse the fallen one before one of them saw Alan out of the corner of his eye. Alan shot that man and he fell straight on his face. The other two started leaning back and yelling curses. One, the larger male, reached for a firearm and Alan shot him. The last man looked around him and saw his fallen comrades. He put both hands up in front of him and Alan knew he was pleading not to kill him even though he couldn't understand the words. Alan didn't think a second and shot him. The last one had now collapsed. 
 
    The girl looked at him like he had the plague and pulled a knife from the boot of one of the fallen men. She faced Alan with the knife in front of her and said, "… … (Obscenity?)(Obscenity?) Men dead?" 
 
    Alan tilted his head to the side, made no move toward her, and held his hand up - palm toward the girl. Her left breast was exposed where her dress had been ripped and she made no move to cover herself. She still held the knife up with the tip pointed toward Alan. "Dead?" she asked again and pointed the tip of the knife toward the man he had shot first. 
 
    Alan looked at the fallen men. "No," Alan said. 
 
    The girl pointed the knife back at Alan a moment and then bent over and rapidly slashed each fallen man's throat without a moment's hesitation.  
 
    There was a small squeak behind the girl coming from the van-like vehicle behind them and a sudden metallic crashing. The girl ran to the van and threw open the rear door. Huddled down in the back corner of the van was a small girl - a waif. She was crying and cringing. The girl Alan had rescued motioned the girl and was talking to her in a calming voice. The waif was saying nothing but the rescued girl talked the other one to her and started asking her questions. The little girl clung to the older girl and started talking rapidly. Alan couldn't catch much of anything said - it was way too rapid and filled with whines and sobs. Alan realized there might be others around and started a 360 of the attack site.  
 
    He noticed a good-sized tree across an obvious dirt road. He could see how the van was ambushed when it came around a turn and found a tree across its path. He walked over to the tree and noticed a body of a large male near the smaller top of the tree. Alan checked his pulse in his neck and he was dead. He rolled him onto his back and noticed a bullet hole between his eyes. There were powder burns around the hole so it was an execution more than superior marksmanship. The rescued girl came up beside him - looked at the dead man and then started going through the man's pockets. She took a key, money, and a few small items and then took off the man's long black coat. She held it up to Alan and motioned that he take it. 
 
    Alan shook his head side to side - which meant nothing to her. He then said, "No." 
 
    She mouth clicked and then carried the coat back to the van. The little girl had obviously been doing the same with the other men and held up her 'loot' to the 'rescued' girl. That girl gave another type of mouth click - must be some type of assent - and the little girl took a handful of pocket 'stuff'. She dumped it in one nicer, small jacket and wrapped it up. She carried it over to the van cab and tossed it in. The two girls came over to the tree and looked up at Alan expectantly. He tried to mimic the assent 'mouth click' he had heard the girl do and pulled out his vibraknife. The 'rescued' girl actually laughed when she saw the little knife and indicated she and the other girl were going to go off in the woods. 
 
    Alan thought they were just going to use the bathroom so he gave that 'assent' mouth click again. The larger girl laughed again as she looked over her shoulder at Alan and his little knife. They walked off into the woods, which suited Alan just fine - less to explain. He switched on the vibraknife and held up the smaller end of the tree. He cut the end of the tree off in two swipes. He moved a couple of meters from the end and cut a large notch out of the lower side of the tree. He then did the same near the top. He then carefully cut the last bit so he wouldn't bind his blade. He repeated the cuts twice more until there were three, two-meter sections of the tree (de-limbed) on the road. He then moved one end of each log section at a time and 'walked' them off to the sides without breaking a sweat. 
 
    He decided to check out the vehicle next. He figured how to open the hood and examined the engine. It was a well-made engine designed to run on alcohol. It looked pretty well designed so he decided he'd check out the cargo. He was surprised when he opened the back doors. It was a virtual variety store. There were pots, pans, soap, knives, silverware, and lots of things he had no idea what it was. He didn't cook with the exception of prepackaged meals but this looked like whole sets of kitchen and sundry wares. The guy killed must have been a traveling salesman - that brought to mind a lot of jokes people had told him when he told friends he wanted to be a trader. 
 
    Alan considered the other mouth click sounds he had heard and 'played back' memories with Mettalo. Many of her expressions now made sense. Having built-in memory playback was useful. He decided he'd check out the cab of the vehicle and it was really roomy. There was room to sleep on the one padded seat that went from door to door. There were a lot of blankets behind the seat and plenty of room for a person or two behind the front seat. The dash fitted with a wheel on the right side. Alan turned the wheel and he could do so pretty easily even though the vehicle was stationary. He figured what functioned as the throttle - the speed indicator and the gearshift - there was no clutch. He was glad he wouldn't have figured out shifting gears. The brakes seemed to be operated by a foot pedal. He reached under the lip of the dash and felt the wires to the ignition. There appeared to be no steering column lock and no biometric lock or alarms.  
 
    He was dragging the bodies off the road when the girls came back with large bundles over their shoulders. They tossed the bundles in the back, jumped in the cab, and then there were lots of thump sounds and probably - obscenities. The older girl got out of the cab on the right side and stomped over to Alan. She started berating him and he just stood there looking at her. She waited a moment and then let out a little mouth click. He thought that meant 'irony' or 'exasperation'. She turned around as good as in front of a drill instructor and went back to the vehicle. She stepped up and got in the passenger side.  
 
    Alan went up to the vehicle and noticed the key in the switch. It was turned already. He did a little mouth click mimicking the girl and the little girl beside him giggled. The little girl looked up at the older girl and giggled again at which point, the older girl laughed too. Alan straightened the key, reached under the dash, and reconnected a couple of wires. He turned the key and the engine started easily and ran pretty quietly. It appeared to have a good muffler system. Alan put the vehicle in gear and it backed up a bit. The older girl mouth clicked again, reached over, and reset the gear lever. They started forward. The little girl started talking pretty fast as they passed the fallen tree. The older girl looked out the window at the tree and stared at Alan. Alan gave her a little smile. 
 
    "My name Alan. What name?" he said. 
 
    The older girl looked at him like he was a mental defective. 
 
    "You?" he asked and tapped the little girl. 
 
    "Quixana," she said. 
 
    The older girl said nothing but glared at Alan.  
 
    Whatever, he thought. At least they were headed west -ish and the roads weren't too bad. The fuel gauge showed the vehicle had been recently refueled and there was plenty in fuel cans in the back. This sure beat walking for a week. 
 
    He tried to check out the older girl while driving. He couldn't look at her so he pulled up a still of her in his head. He could compare her at leisure this way. She was fairly tall compared to him - almost his height with green eyes. All the locals had green eyes and his were blue. Mettalo had liked his blue eyes. Her nose was larger than his and his eyes were a little bigger than the locals. Her hair was brown like all the locals and his was black and curly. She had a slim body and he thought she'd be about fifteen in local years - about his apparent age. He was actually twenty-five in Earth Prime years but that was just med tech. Raymond had given him these expensive implants but hadn't shown him how to use them. Alan thought to zoom in on his still and could see her face clearly. They hit a big pothole and he almost lost control. The girls glared at him and he concentrated on driving again. 
 
    He saw a sign ahead - which he couldn't read and slowed down and stopped. He looked at the girls questioningly and they motioned him on - with an obvious 'disgust' mouth click. He could interpret that pretty well by now. He started seeing houses on the side of the road for the first time in an hour and the older girl pointed where to go. They soon came to a village - no - a town and the girl indicated a place to pull over ahead. It appeared to be a parking lot in a small park near the center of town. He did not want to be arrested for stealing a truck and kidnapping two girls - not to mention murder - robbery - being an alien. He didn't want to spend his extended lifespan in some hellhole planet's prison. He acted out eating and turned a pocket inside out showing no money and looked around. The older girl laughed, gave him some paper (money?), some coins, and hopped out. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The older girl led them to a place serving food with tables about a block from the park. Must be a restaurant even though it looked like a restaurant and smelled like a restaurant. Quixana was wide-eyed when a waitress came by and gave them three menus. Alan put his menu down because there weren't any pictures and he couldn't read it. I motioned to the older girl, pointed to each of us in turn, and held up three fingers. I sure didn't want to show them that I had one more finger on each hand than they did. Older girl gave her mild disgust mouth click and put down her menu. Quixana gave an assent mouth click and put her menu down too. The waitress came back and older girl ordered for all three of them. Alan wondered if he would enjoy what she ordered. 
 
    The waitress came back and brought three heaping plates full of food and a basket of fresh bread. He dug into the bread and warily approached the meat that was hidden under mysterious brown gravy. It all turned out to be delicious. He remembered a 'Raymond saying' that meals on a trade mission are often flavored by hunger. He realized what he meant now. Quixana tried but she couldn't eat all of hers and acted embarrassed. The waitress gave a little disgust mouth click when he saw Quixana's plate with food left on it but gave a 'good job' or equivalent mouth click looking at older girl's and my plate. She wrote out an amount on a piece of paper and gave it to me looking expectantly. I gave it to older girl and she took out money. The larger amounts were larger bills and the coins were the same. The waitress looked aggrieved somehow so I took my smallest paper currency and gave her that too. She perked right up and beamed at us.  
 
    The girls wanted to use the restrooms evidently so we wandered to the back. They went in one door and older girl pointed to the adjacent door. Alan was very glad these weren't coed restrooms like on many planets. Multi-species toiletry is a nightmare. He actually figured everything out. They even had flush toilets of a type. Raymond had said that form follows function many places in the galaxy but don't take it for granted. Alan waited for the girls and they came out and seemed a little surprised to see him waiting for them - whatever. They headed back to the van. Alan chose the front seat and the girls snuggled down in the blankets behind the seat. It got damn cold at night so he just turned up his clothes heater and slept like a baby. 
 
    The tap-tap on the window woke all of us out of our reverie. I was upset when I realized the person knocking on the window was in a uniform with another large, armed individual standing next to him. I reached over the seat and tapped older girl. She gave a large 'disgust' mouth click, flicked her hair back, and climbed out into the early - early morning sunrise. I could hear but not understand much of the conversation before older girl opened the back and started rummaging through the kitchenware. 
 
    A few minutes later, older girl came back to the side of the van and we all piled out. She gave a long explanation but since it didn't include beatings and arrests - it was good. We walked back to the restaurant and older girl never stopped talking. Quixana would ask questions and older girl talked and talked. Alan was trying to access some earlier conversations to make sense of the words when something 'clicked'. He didn't understand it - maybe he did? Raymond had had him installed(?) with some complicated processing implants that were supposed to help him process visuals and language. Alan guessed all the conversations for the last weeks had reached some threshold and he could now understand most of what older girl said. 
 
    "What did they want?" Alan asked and both girls stopped and looked at him with mouths open. 
 
    "One just wanted to buy his wife a nice pan as if a #$**##* would want to know," older girl said with a derisive mouth click. 
 
    "#$**##* ?" Alan asked. 
 
    "It means a really stupid person," Quixana answered and giggled. 
 
    "Thank you Quixana. I didn't know your speaking?" Alan said. 
 
    "You mean ########," Quixana said. "You didn't know our language. How could you not know our language?" 
 
    "I am not from here," Alan said. "I am a trader," he said stretching the truth a bit. 
 
    "For a stupid person - you learned to speak our language pretty fast. You are not a trader. I am a trader in training and you have no skills," older girl said. 
 
    Alan laughed. "That is what the master trader said about me." 
 
    "You understood what I just spoke (said?)?" older girl said as we entered the restaurant.  
 
    "I understand more as I hear more of your language," Alan said. 
 
    "You are not from here. How long have you been here?" older girl asked. 
 
    "About two of your weeks," Alan said. 
 
    "Our weeks?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "You are think well," Alan said. 
 
    "(Smart?)" Quixana asked. 
 
    "Yes," Alan said while smiling at her. "You are smart. Why were you with men?" 
 
    "They (took) me from a (family) when they (were) stealing food. I cook(ed) for them," she said without showing any emotion. 
 
    We sat down in the same booth in the restaurant and a waiter came over and handed them menus that had much less writing on them. 
 
    "Old girl. You say choice for us again," Alan said and handed his menu to older girl. 
 
    "Old girl?" she asked. "Why do you (call?) me - old girl?" 
 
    "What is your name?" Alan asked. 
 
    Older girl paused and looked at both of them before letting out a long sigh and saying, "Call me Qui." 
 
    "Qui is a small name for a long name." Alan stated. 
 
    "Yes," Qui said. "Qui is short(er) (than) my (full) name. Call me Qui." 
 
    "Good meet you, Qui. Why were you with the vehicle?" Alan asked.  
 
    "I am (an) (apprentice) trader," Qui said. 
 
    Alan noticed that his implants were suggesting the meanings of words and would later confirm their meaning. There was little latency when speaking also as the implants would help even with the accent pronunciation. "I am an apprentice trader also." 
 
    "You are in my territory Alan." 
 
    Alan laughed as he wiped away tears trying to seep out of his eyes. It was pretty ironic. He thought for a moment. "I trade different." 
 
    "You do not trade what she trades?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "No," he said as the waiter came back to take orders. "Order for me," he said. "Keep this," he said indicating the menu. 
 
    Qui ordered again for Alan but ordered a child's portion for Quixana. She kept one of the menus. 
 
    Alan pulled out all his currency and coins and pointed out obvious prices on the menu. "Teach me these," he said while indicating money. 
 
    Qui was quick and was a good teacher. She showed him how the money was on a base eight system. She explained the coins. Explaining the numbering system brought a chuckle as she held up fingers and cited the numbers. Then she showed the symbols for the numbers on the menu. She then read all the food selections and explained what each name meant. Alan had the numbering and money system down pat by the time the food arrived. Alan thanked the waiter and said the scrambled eggs, sliced meat, breads, and fruit selections looked good. The waiter mouth clicked a thankful response and left as they devoured the food.  
 
    Qui explained what each item was as she ate. She explained a 'bite', a 'slice', and a 'portion' as she ate. She explained table manners and eating customs in this region. The group was in a pretty good mood when Alan paid the bill and gave the waiter a 'tip'. The girls looked incredulous when he explained the concept but the waiter seemed to love it. The waiter explained that there he would be working 'til late afternoon if they wanted lunch later. The girls looked at each other and didn't seem as skeptical about tipping as they walked back to the van. There were some people gathered near it. Evidently, the police officers had mentioned buying a pan and the word spread. 
 
    Qui did something to the side of the van and lifted it up. A pole held it up. It showed off the merchandise hanging in the van. Quixana moved bundles of clothing from the rear to behind the front seats and the selling began. Qui explained prices and explained advantages of each item. Quixana handled the money at a small lockbox that had 'materialized' out of the rear. Alan stayed out of the way and observed. He learned more of the language and customs in a half day than he had in the last year with Raymond. Thinking of Raymond made him sad and it took Quixana's enthusiasm to cheer him up. 
 
      
 
                         *** 
 
    Qui said they needed to move on to the next town. I asked her why and she explained that there was an initial rush to buy things and only marginal sales after the first crush. She explained that the next town was a few hours away but the roads were really bad. I asked her why we'd want to go to a town with bad roads. She said they wouldn't have as good a supply of kitchenware. She said the roads are also torn up because the next town over was a mining town and the heavy trucks were harder on the roads. She said they repaired them regularly. I had no objection and we were headed in the direction I wanted to go - why not? 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Once we got Qui talking - she never stopped. I was continually building my vocabulary and she was talking about what she had learned about trading. I picked up a lot of good insight into the way trading was handled on this planet - at least, in this area of the country. I started asking her about technology and what people liked and what families wanted. I asked about the military and what the government wanted and she was surprisingly insightful for an apprentice trader in a rural district. Qui said the military was always looking for ways to make war deadlier and easier. Alan certainly didn't want to go down that road. 
 
    This dirt road had been recently graded and packed. The drive was smoother and faster than we expected. They arrived with money from the last sales in the early afternoon. This town had a smoking bunch of buildings in the distance and the store buildings seemed more substantial. This was definitely a larger town or small city. Again, there was a park offset near the center of the city. They parked and got out. 
 
    Qui looked excited. Her excitement infected Quixana. It just made Alan nervous. 
 
    "What do you want to do?" he asked. 
 
    "We are going shopping," she stated.  
 
    "Do we need to lock the truck?"  
 
    "Why?" She asked.  
 
    Alan started to say something - thought better and tried a resignation mouth click. 
 
    Qui stopped and turned toward him. "That was pretty good. You (catch on?) pretty fast." 
 
    Praise! Alan thought - that's a first. 
 
    Little Quixana smiled at Alan and then took Qui's hand as they marched off to shop - an interstellar calling. 
 
    Alan added road paving to his list of trade items. He also saw inadequate refrigeration and food preservation. Qui had said that the locals only preserved food through smoking and salting. Alan knew twenty methods to preserve foods and improve refrigeration. He'd look around closer. 
 
    The buildings looked to be stucco but it looked like it cracked and had to be repaired frequently. He knew several simple formulas for flexible stucco. He looked at the street lighting and thought of ten different ways to make it better and cheaper. They went into another clothing store and the girls bought another set of clothing. The clothing was well made but pretty expensive. They were walking by the men's section when Qui suggested that Alan buy a particular jacket.  
 
    "I really don't need it Qui," he said. 
 
    "You've been wearing the same thing for days. Don't you want to wear another style of clothes?" she asked. 
 
    "I don't need it," he repeated. 
 
    "I need it. I like that look," she said with a pout that would have 'done an Earth teenager proud'.  
 
    "Okay," he said and touched the inside of his collar. His clothing changed to a copy of what was on the display. A clerk noticed the morphed clothes and rushed over.  
 
      
 
    "(Mister?) You have to pay for the clothing to wear it out? I noticed you came in wearing something else," he said in a rather threatening manner. 
 
    The girls were stunned and didn't say anything. 
 
    "You must be mistaken. Did you think I wore that clothing?" Alan said and pointed to the display. Alan morphed his clothes to their original form when the clerk's eyes flicked toward the display. 
 
    The clerk stammered and stumbled a bit when he saw Alan in his original clothes and not having moved. 
 
    Qui rushed over to the clerk and grabbed his arm to support him. "You probably just saw his reflection in the mirror beside him. Have you had a chance to sit down any today?" she asked. 
 
    The clerk said he was tired and was sorry he had reacted like he did. Qui told him to sit down more often and said the clothes they had bought here looked stylish and well made. She said they'd be back next time they came to town. 
 
    She and Quixana grabbed Alan's elbows and propelled him out of the store. They marched him a block before taking again. 
 
    "What did you do with your clothes? I have never seen anything like that in my life?" Qui asked. 
 
    "Answer me a question first?" he asked. "Okay?" 
 
    "What does o-kay mean? I've never heard it before and I speak three different languages," Qui said. 
 
    Alan looked at her and said, "Okay means 'adequate', 'not good-not bad'. It means 'Do you agree?' - where you are seeking confirmation. It means 'Stop that - enough' if you say it with emphasis. It is versatile and has many meanings. Most uses are when someone is asking for approval." 
 
    "That's incredible…but your clothing?" she asked. 
 
    "Is there a hardware store near here? I'd like to see one." 
 
    Qui looked at him really oddly and pointed further up the street. 
 
    Quixana looked up at Qui, "Can you really speak three different languages?" 
 
    Qui said, "Yes. I really can," she said loudly. 
 
    They marched into the hardware store and Alan really liked looking around. He was looking at the tools that were available but focused on what was NOT around. What tools would a person crave if they could get them He decided to walk over to a store person to talk and it turned out that he picked the store owner. 
 
    "You have a well-stocked store," Alan said. 
 
    The man looked at Alan oddly and just waited for Alan to say more. 
 
    "Do you have portable tools for cutting material other than wood?" he asked. 
 
    "What materials?" the owner asked. "What volume? What thickness?"  
 
    "Would you show me some common building materials? Do you have scraps so I can see common thicknesses?" he asked and they walked to an adjacent storage shop where men were sawing lumber on table saws. Other men were using a huge shear to cut sheets of metal.  
 
    The owner walked over to a scrap metal pile and picked up a thumb thick bar of steel. "This is the toughest, thickest metal we cut," he said and handed it to Alan. He then turned, looked around him, and picked up a thick hardened ceramic tile. He handed that to Alan. "That piece is as thick as we can cut accurately…otherwise we have to scribe it and use a (chisel?)." 
 
    "Would you be interested in hand tools that could cut through anything - like this using alcohol for power?" Alan asked. 
 
    "You mean alcohol powered engines? It would be too expensive," He said. 
 
    "I mean something like this," Alan said and pulled out his small knife. 
 
    The owner laughed but Alan just turned on his vibraknife and cut chunks off the steel bar and then the corners of the ceramic tile. Alan handed the steel bar to the owner and then the vibraknife - stressing the safety switch. The owner chopped the bar in half and then picked up a heavy wedge of metal scrap. He walked over to a table and set the knife down in the off mode. He took a pointed tool, scribed a line across the metal, and hung it over the edge of the table. He then carefully turned on the knife and cut neatly down the line. He turned off the knife and looked across the polished clean cut on the metal. "I'll take as many as you can sell me. It runs on alcohol. How do you fill it? How pure?" 
 
    "The liquid you use in your cars is fine or drinking alcohol that is strong enough to burn works too," Alan said. 
 
    The owner motioned over the shop foreman and asked him to hold out a piece of galvanized steel pipe. The owner held up the small knife and said, "Watch this!" He then proceeded to cut forearm length sections off the thick pipe. "Would you like something like this on a construction site?" 
 
    The foreman said, "(Obscenity?)(Obscenity?) Yes. Of course, yes." Alan explained that he was searching for items to market and would come back later. 
 
      
 
                         *** 
 
      
 
    "Okay, Alan," Qui said as they left the hardware store and Quixana giggled. 
 
    "Okay, Alan," she said and her eyes twinkled. They walked to another restaurant. This one seemed a little more upscale so as Alan open the door he morphed his clothes just after the girls passed him.  
 
    Qui said, "Three."  
 
    A server took them to a nice table off to the side. She put three sets of utensils on the table and filled up three small glasses with water. She gave them each a menu. She did not recite specials for tonight and Alan added another item to his list. Restaurants made a considerable portion of their revenue through alcohol and special menu items. They must have thought we looked too young. 
 
    "Please read me the menu please and explain all the items," Alan stated. 
 
    Quixana giggled and said, "I like your new clothes. You look nice." 
 
    "I want an explanation about those clothes," she said and then was silent for a moment. "Tell me about your knife too." 
 
    Quixana piped up, "I want to know about your gun that makes no noise," she said and held out her fingers like her hand was a gun and hummed. She then slumped over in the seat. She suddenly sat up and giggled. 
 
    Qui started rethinking everything she thought she knew about Alan and sat there staring at him. Qui started reading the menu and explaining ingredients of each dish. Quixana sat there grinning and grinning. She acted like she was in heaven. 
 
    The waiter came back. Qui pointed out the item for Quixana to order and Quixana repeated it back to the waiter. He then turned to Qui. 
 
    "I'll order separately," Alan said quietly.  
 
    Qui looked perturbed but ordered and then Alan ordered. Alan stopped the waiter, "I would like my slegg cooked well, and I like the meat sliced thin if you can?" 
 
    The waiter gave a mouth click of assent and left with the menus. 
 
    Qui scowled at Alan. "Slegg? You know what that is?" 
 
    "I've hunted slegg. One did his best to kill me last week. He ripped into my right leg, all the way to the bone. This is just payback." 
 
    "All the way to the bone. You don't even limp. You lie a lot," Qui said.  
 
    "I have never lied to you. I heal fast compared to your people," he said. 
 
    "My people? Where do you come from?" Qui sat there for a few moments and tilted her head back. "Where are you going?"   
 
    "You finally got around to thinking of that question," Alan said digging into the bread and dipping oil that had been brought to the table. "After dinner," he said, "when we have some privacy." 
 
    Quixana's eyes got really wide as she flicked her eyes from Alan to Qui.  
 
      
 
                         *** 
 
      
 
    The meal was delicious but cost double what lunch had cost. It was still reasonable. They could eat three more days on what it would have cost for that outfit in the store. They had some dessert too - little fruit pastries. Little Quixana started falling asleep so Alan picked her up and carried her leaning against his chest at the shoulder. She would have been a bit much for a local to carry at about fifty kilos but his nanite strength enhancement and heavy gravity training made her seem like a light little bundle. They walked back to their vehicle and Alan morphed his clothes back to his default style - which he liked better. Qui saw the change but bit her lip and said nothing. 
 
    They had tucked Quixana into the blankets in the van and Qui sat quietly in the front passenger seat with hands in her lap. She was poised to receive answers and Alan felt she was barely restrained from blurting out a torrent of questions.  
 
    "You ask questions and I'll answer what I can," Alan said. 
 
    "Who are you?" Qui asked. 
 
    "My name is Alan Einfeld," he said. "I am - I was a trader in training. This was supposed to be my last solo before I became a certified trader." 
 
    "That doesn't tell me anything. What about your clothes and your memory with languages? You've been here two weeks and you can speak the language - that just makes me think of a hundred more questions. Where were you going and what about your gun and that knife you have? I've never seen or heard of anything like those." 
 
    "I was going to 'Natlan'. My gun and knife come from a different culture - a more advanced culture," Alan said. 
 
    Qui looked like she was going to explode. "Natlan? That's just a fable. Of course - your gun is from a more advanced culture. I understand that. Tell me!" 
 
    "I am not your species. I am what we call a human. I recently lived on a higher gravity planet - is that the right word?" he asked. 
 
    "Planet. You mean world," she said with her voice getting shrill. She waved her arms around. "This is the world and it is a planet. I know the difference between a planet and a sun if that is what you mean?" 
 
    "I'm not from this planet or this sun. My home planet is right about there," he said pointing up through the windshield, "but it's a little dim to see with your naked eye. I can see it because my vision is a little different than yours. I can see heat, some electromagnetic radiation, and," realizing he didn't know the word for ultraviolet, "and higher frequencies of light." 
 
    "You're sick. I don't like people teasing me. Stop it," she said. 
 
    "My skin is different from yours. I am the same color all over. My body temperature is higher than yours. I have little machines in my body that repair me faster and keep me healthy. My blood is different than yours. I am stronger and faster than your people," he said. 
 
    "You are crazy," she said and started to get out. 
 
    Alan reached out and grabbed her hand. He put it against his chest. 
 
    "Your body is really warm," she said. "Are you sick?" 
 
    He attempted a 'no' mouth click, which she seemed to accept. "May I borrow your knife?" he said and she looked skeptical. "The knife you keep on the inside of your right leg," he pointed. "I also know you carry that gun you took off the largest of those attackers." 
 
    She reluctantly slid the knife out of a hidden sheath and handed it to Alan. "What are you going to do with it?" 
 
    "I just wanted to see if it was sharp," he tested the tip with his index finger and the edge with his thumb. It was razor sharp. He handed the knife back to her and turned on the overhead light in the cab - it was very bright. "Prick the side of your finger with the knife and show me a drop of blood." 
 
    "Are we supposed to swear a blood oath?" she asked. 
 
    "Your people do that too? That might be a good idea in a little different way," he said. "Get me a small bottle out of the back if you would." 
 
    Qui still had the knife in her hand as she slipped out of the van so she wouldn't wake Quixana. This is crazy, she thought. He is so - so different. Should she run and get the constables. She got a small glass container out of the van and walked back to the cab. She hesitated a moment and then climbed in. Alan was sitting with his eyes closed and his hands on his knees like he was praying. 
 
    "Alan. Here. Alan! Here!" she said finally getting his attention. She handed him the bottle.  
 
    "I think that should do it," he said examining the vial. "Prick your finger with the knife and show me the blood." 
 
    "That's sick," she said. 
 
    "It's necessary," Alan said. "Do it." 
 
    Qui looked at Alan and then pricked the side of her thumb. She squeezed the sides and brought up a drop of blood. 
 
    "What color is it?" he asked. 
 
    She held up her thumb closer to the light and said, "Blue - of course it's blue. Everyone's blood is blue." 
 
    "Do you know why it's blue? Is that covered in your education?" He asked.  
 
    "Our blood uses copper to carry oxygen around our bodies," she said proudly. She had made good marks in biology. 
 
    "Get the bottle ready," he said and gently took the knife from her. Alan concentrated again and turned off the pain receptors in his left hand like Raymond had shown him. He realized many of the topics Raymond had covered were important now. Alan took the knife and sliced deeply across his palm. He handed the knife back to Qui after wiping off the blade. He took the glass vial and filled it up half way. He handed the vial to Qui and said, "Hold this." He pressed a clean white hand rag he had found against his wound firmly. He counted to ten and held the cloth under the light. 
 
    "That's red. You blood is red!" she said. "Everyone has blue blood…" 
 
    "…on this planet," he completed the sentence for her. "Do you believe me now?" 
 
    "Your clothes? The gun? The knife? You weren't making fun of me? It's true?" she spit out the words. 
 
    "True," he said. "Look at this Qui. The machines in my blood let me heal much faster." He held up his left palm under the light and Qui could see a line where he had cut his palm. The wound was disappearing, as she watched. 
 
    "That's wonderful. I'd love to be able to do that," she said. "What do you call these machines -they've have to be really, really small wouldn't they?" 
 
    "They are called nanites. Traders can't get the military versions but ours can be made temporarily self-making," he said not knowing the word for replicating. They are general use medical nanites. The ones in that bottle would do that for you." 
 
    "What would I have to do? Cut my palm?" she asked. 
 
    "You'd have to drink that pretty soon." He indicated the vial of blood. "That would be very painful because they aren't the more expensive military version. The intense pain only lasts about an hour though. You would heal faster, run faster, age slower - you'd probably live twice as long as a normal lifespan. Poisons wouldn't damage you." 
 
    "Why would you do this for me?" she asked. 
 
    Alan was really impressed that she was so smart and 'kinda' pretty when she smiled. "I might not be able to go home and I'd like someone who'd be around with me." 
 
    "That's sweet," she said, "even if you're younger than me." 
 
    Alan laughed. "I'm twenty-six in my planet's years. About twenty-one in local years." 
 
    Qui leaned back - shocked. She held up the vial. "This won't poison me?" She looked at the vial in the light. "It's definitely red." Qui studied the vial she held up in front of her. "This is really gross. Are you sure the pain only lasts an hour?" 
 
    "Pretty sure," he said as Qui quaffed down the viscous liquid. 
 
    The pain started right away as Qui doubled up and groaned. It seemed like only a short time before Qui sat up and grabbed Alan's arm. Tears rolled down her face as she sat whimpering with jaws locked tight. Finally, she quieted and it seemed she was asleep. Alan wasn't ready to explain trans-dimensional shifts along with interstellar travel and the myriads of species inhabiting many galaxies. It was a lot to take in for him and he had grown up in a space traveling culture. He thought she had taken the information really well. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Quixana woke first. Her bouncing around woke up Alan and then Qui. The first priority was finding a bathroom. I thought we'd been lucky earlier but there seemed to be a public restroom off the little park and we headed that way. Alan was put off by the thought of how clean and safe a public restroom would be in a mill town. He was hesitant to enter but the girls went right in and he could do no less. It was pretty chilly outside but there was steam heat and good lighting. The interior was immaculate and there was soap and folded cloth towels to dry your hands. Alan was amazed. He saw a donation box on the wall near the exit and it didn't have a lock on it. He could see money in the box. He took a small denomination bill and stuffed it in the box. He was amazed and knew he needed to talk with Qui. 
 
    They met outside and Alan had to ask why the restroom was so clean? Why was there unlocked money in a box? 
 
    Qui explained that towns got their reputations from how they managed their utilities and services. People arrested for minor offenses had to work off their crime by earning the salary and cost of their sentence. If they had to clean bathrooms - they got to keep one-quarter of the money. If they did a poor job - they would have a longer sentence. Less people would put in money. The rest of the money pays for the utilities and supplies. They can keep the job after their sentence is over if the authorities think, they are doing a good job. You don't want to get arrested because you can't pick your assignments. 
 
    "What about someone stealing the money out of the box?" Alan asked. "You had those men attack your van." 
 
    Qui shuddered. "Those men would be put to death - not to work. Anyone stealing money out of the box could be put to death or a job with high risk where they might not live very long unless they were really careful. There is some crime in towns but much less than away from a big city." 
 
    Alan realized it 'kinda' made sense but it did bring home the fact that 'he wasn't in Kansas anymore'. 
 
    Breakfast was mediocre but filling and they again had people standing by the van when they returned. It took but a moment before they were on full sale mode. Customers thronged the van. They sold a lot of their stock since there were more customers. The crowd thinned again by late morning. Alan couldn't understand why they attracted crowds in the mornings and not later in the day. 
 
    Qui explained that it was a bit of a tradition. She explained like it had been explained to her. "People who see a trader van know they always have quality goods. Traders operate on much smaller margins than traditional stores so we sell items much cheaper than stores. We never stay in an area long so we present no threat to traditional stores like the hardware store we visited. We also are no threat because we only have a limited supply of stock. We also tend to bring new types of supplies. Local stores can get them but they use traders as a gauge as to which new items they should order for their regular customers." 
 
    Quixana said where would they go next and Qui tilted her head to the side and waited for Alan to say something. 
 
    "I need to see if we can find Natlan. The mountain I was directed toward is a few hours in that direction," he said pointing at the snow-covered peaks. "Are there roads that lead over there? Would anyone here know about that area?" 
 
    Qui looked distressed but Quixana was practically jumping up and down. "We're going on a (quest?). (Yeah?) We'll have to get heavier clothes." 
 
    Qui shut up the van and slammed the side down. "We'll have to ask the constables. They'll have the latest news but there's always a cost." 
 
    "You don't have to come with me.  I'm a big boy and can make it on myself," he stated. 
 
    "You are an idiot," Qui stated. "We need information and I have to give the constables something valuable to get anything valuable in return. I have to have a male vouch for me to get my trader qualification. You could do that for me but not if you are lost in the mountains somewhere." 
 
    "Where do we have to go so I can swear you are a trader?" Alan asked. 
 
    Qui looked shocked. "You'd do that for me? Really? We can do that right here. I think we have more than enough to cover the fee." 
 
    "How much is the fee?" he asked. 
 
    She named some astronomical fee - which seemed fitting since he was where he was from… 
 
    Little Quixana went back to the van and removed the metal box. She counted out the named amount and handed it to Alan. 
 
    Alan asked Qui how to write 'Alan Einfeld' in her language and he quickly learned how to write it by hand. He asked her if there was current printed news they could get before they went anywhere else. She mentioned broadsheets that sold all over the town and pointed to a street side box nearby. It was another cultural anomaly that Alan had missed. Raymond had warned him over and over to be observant. 
 
    They walked over to the blue metal box - lifted up the cover and took out what could only be described as a newspaper printed on actual paper. The listed price was ridiculously small and Alan dropped a coin for that amount into the slot provided. 
 
    Alan took the paper to a nearby bench in the park and sat down. He handed the paper to Qui. "Read this to me while pointing out each word. Pronounce each word as clearly as you can. I may ask questions about things I don't understand. Quixana. You sit on her other side. Do you read well?" 
 
    "I read okay," she said with a demur little voice. 
 
    Alan smiled at her use of the word. "You are really smart," he said and she just beamed. It was probably the first compliment she had had in years, he thought. 
 
    Qui got right to it and started by reading the headlines. The paper was advanced enough to have photographs in it but they were all black and white. Alan asked if they had color photographs yet and Qui didn't know - she said, she'd never heard of any. Alan added color photography to his list. 
 
    She read for about an hour before Alan stopped her. He motioned for her to hand him the rest of the paper - the part they hadn't covered yet. She did so. 
 
    Alan started slowly reading the paper and pausing every so often on unusual words. Qui was looking at him with her mouth hanging open. "How can you do that?" she asked. 
 
    "It's my internal processors that allow me to see the written symbols and realize how the printed structure makes up word sounds. That is how I learned your language so fast," he stated. 
 
    "I suppose that makes some type of sense," she said. "…whatever internal processors are…" 
 
    Quixana didn't seem to realize that someone learning to read in an hour was odd. She knew Alan was odd but always treated her well. She liked him. 
 
    They took a while to find the trader headquarters because it was just a tiny office in this town. It only had one trader and his apprentice in it and they appeared bored. 
 
    Qui had explained what he was supposed to say. She had had to work in one of these offices for four months as part of her training two years ago. The apprentice came to the front counter. 
 
    "How may I help you? Realize we don't need any new apprentices," he volunteered. 
 
    "I am here to register my apprentice as a trader," he said. 
 
    "You look too young to be a trader," the apprentice said. 
 
    Alan reached across the narrow counter with his right arm and grabbed the front of the young man's clothes. He effortlessly lifted him straight up. "I don't like backtalk. Are you able to help me?" 
 
    The young man was having difficulty getting any words to come out.  
 
    A voice from behind him said, "I will assist you if you gently place my apprentice down. I do not (condone?) violence." 
 
    Alan lowered the apprentice were slowly to the floor which was, in itself, an incredible display of strength and control that was not lost on the old trader behind the young man. 
 
    "Forgive my reaction. I look young and inexperienced and get tired of being treated like a child," Alan said. 
 
    "Maybe if you quit acting like a child," said the trader. 
 
    "Are you able to register my apprentice here?" Alan asked. 
 
    "If she meets all the requirements - which I doubt," said the trader. 
 
    "I can certainly see why you are here in this backwater office," Alan said peevishly. "Here is the one thousand credit fee. Do you have the official forms?" 
 
    "I am shocked you have the correct fee but you still have the rest of the questions you have to answer." He pulled out a page of honest to god parchment and said, "Fill in her full name here - print," he said. 
 
    The old trader gave the pen to Alan who gave it to Qui. "You do it Qui. I want you to learn how to do everything yourself when I won't be around to hold your hand." 
 
    "Good idea," said the trader. "I do too much for my young (whelp?). Ah. Quilaxatria Xssla Meixa. Pretty name," he said as she finished printing her name and handed the pen back to Alan. 
 
    "Now you have to answer the following questions (affirmatively?). Is she of (sound?) (mind?) and body?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes," Alan answered. 
 
    "Is she mature enough to defend herself and her route? She really doesn't look old enough," said the trader. 
 
    "She is plenty mature. Yes," Alan said. 
 
    "Can she really defend herself though?" the trader said rhetorically. 
 
    "I observed her kill criminals that attacked her. They were armed," Alan said. 
 
    "I heard something about that. She's the one that did that…well. Let's get on with this then. Does she understand the trader code? Can she handle the (logistics?) of a trade route?" 
 
    "Yes, and yes. She can run any route by herself," Alan said. 
 
    There were twenty more, tedious questions - obvious in their banality. The questions seemed very important to these people. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't think she could do it. Print your name and sign here," he said. 
 
    Alan quickly printed his name with the help of his implants and then signed with a flourish. 
 
    The trader studied the name and signature. "Al-an Ein-feld. That is an unusual name but a lovely signature. I have not heard your name before. I am Trader Quadir Platinum." 
 
    "You can be assured you will hear it again. Is that all? Does she get a certification card?" he asked. 
 
    "Oh. That's a good idea. Now we just need to leave the new product you will introduce," the trader said. 
 
    "I never heard of that requirement when I was working in @$$%*" Qui said. 
 
    "They just introduced the requirement last year. Too many traders were just selling the same old items and we have to bring new items into an area. It doesn't have to be much - just something that's never been introduced in an area before. Surely, you have something like that even if you only have one. We display it here so people can see all the newest things. See this little portable stove that works on electricity," the trader proudly showed what could only be a toaster oven. 
 
    Qui was upset, "You can't leave any of the items you've shown me - right? They are too big - too important." 
 
    Alan chuckled. He had found something in a pocket that he didn't use anymore and no one could duplicate here. It was also one he would add on his list of potential trade items. It was super cheap to make and sold for a fortune. He pulled out a small, gray rectangle of plastic and handed it to the trader. 
 
    The trader took it in one hand and looked at both sides. "Is this a new material you plan to introduce?" 
 
    "No," Alan said and chuckled. "This is just one of many things she will introduce. You are the first one to see this out of our…" Alan turned to Qui and whispered a question and she replied. "Recently came out of our laboratory. You won't have heard of me because I have been developing new products to trade. Hold the short edges of the rectangle with both hands." 
 
    The trader held the rectangle in front of him and a picture formed. It became a video of a waterfall with mist in the air and tropical birds flying - then it showed an African savannah with elephants walking across the field - then the view of a snowboarder zooming left and right down a slope with chateaus dotting the opposite hillside. The trader was swaying from side to side and threw the rectangle on top of the counter. "It's (magic?). Get it away from me." 
 
    "Did you really want something new? A new pot? Could you not carry many of these in a van? You could not carry many of those," Alan said indicating the toaster oven. "How many of these could you carry? These would cost you between ten and twenty credits to buy depending on the volume you bought. How much could you sell them for? They almost never wear out and show about fifty scenes like those. Are you telling me a trader of your skill couldn't sell all of those you ever get? They are powered from the heat of your hands. Hopefully, we'll be able to produce different scenes. It was hard to produce those scenes. Do we have to do more?" 
 
    The old trader came around the counter and said, "Quilaxatria Xssla Meixa, you are now a certified trader." He then whispered a secret code word in her ear. He then gave her the secret clasp and grab recognition. He had her repeat it. Alan could hear what he said and observed the body mechanics of the secret grip and could duplicate it. 
 
    Alan turned to the old trader. "How young can an apprentice be?" 
 
    "An apprentice must only be able to sign their name. There is no minimum age. The fee is twenty-five credits just so we won't be swamped." 
 
    "Qui here would then like to register her apprentice, Quixana Meixa. Is that acceptable?" Alan asked. 
 
    Qui smiled hugely and Quixana - who had been standing just enjoying all this excitement - was overwhelmed. Qui had her sign, Quixana Meixa and paid the fee.  
 
    "Starting your sister this early is an excellent idea. They make the most talented traders when they are ready. It has been a pleasure Trader Ein-feld," the trader said and reached to clasp and hug Alan. Alan had been ready having seen the 'secret' recognition signs like old free masons on Earth had used. 
 
    The trader sprung away from Alan. "You're from our same region - I've never heard of you." 
 
    "Don't give us away. I'm going to need people to help as we revamp our distribution systems. We were losing business with our same lines of merchandise. It's secret even in most of the trader's organization. Feel free to show the video to as many as you want." 
 
    The old trader couldn't be happier and escorted them to the door and congratulated Qui and Quixana as they walked.  
 
    Quixana pulled on Qui's sleeve. "Am I really your apprentice? Does that mean I can stay with you?" 
 
    "Of course, you can be my apprentice," Qui said "…but you have a lot of hard work ahead of you. You have to do exactly what I say. Can you do that?"  
 
    "I'm good at following instructions. I learn fast too…maybe not as fast as Alan but pretty fast," she said beaming. 
 
    "I'm sure you do," Qui said and looked at Alan who gave an assent mouth click. 
 
      
 
    They ate lunch without incident and headed to the constable's office. It was not the most appealing destination for Alan.  
 
      
 
    The constable's office looked like every police station Alan had ever visited but it was nearly deserted. There was not a crowd of prisoners and victims in it like others he had seen. It was tranquil. Alan thought - tranquil - wow. Qui walked in and had barely gotten through the door when a uniformed man met the group.  
 
    "How may I help you?" the constable asked. "My name is Constable Gray." 
 
    Qui said, "We are inquiring about information about Natlan." 
 
    "That's interesting. You have information to trade," the man said. 
 
    "Yes. My name is Quilaxatria Xssla Meixa and I am a registered trader. This is my apprentice, Quixana Meixa. We were attacked just east of Parcelone with a fallen tree across our path."  
 
    Alan thought she was crazy to tell all this to a constable thinking they would all be arrested for sure but he thought he could stun everybody here and get away if they did have to run.  
 
    "My former master trader got out to remove the tree and a large man came out and shot him between the eyes," she continued. 
 
    Alan was getting really antsy - don't go on, he thought but she kept talking. 
 
    "Three others came out and tried to rape me but were stopped by this man, Alan Einfeld. I killed all four men after Alan stunned them. I slit their throats with one of their knives. We dragged all the bodies to the side of the road and went on to sell wares in Parcelone. We came here this morning," she ran down and stopped talking. 
 
    "Why didn't you stop and tell anyone in Parcelone?" the constable asked. 
 
    Alan couldn't believe she had just done what she'd done - damn. They were going to have to fight to get away.   
 
    "I thought there might be others from the gang in Parcelone and Alan didn't speak our language then," she said. 
 
    "Our language?" the constable queried looking at Alan. 
 
    Don't say it - don't say it, he thought. No - no.  
 
    "He can speak pretty well now. He's a trader too but he's an alien." 
 
    Alan cringed internally at her statement. 
 
    Constable Gray gave an assent mouth click. Alan didn't think it was derisive and he didn't look mad. He looked pleased. 
 
    "That clears up lots of things," he said and reached under the counter. "So, you're the one that slit all their throats. I wondered who did that." 
 
    Alan thought he was reaching to push an alarm or grab a weapon. He put his hand on his stunner grip. He knew he could outdraw any local. 
 
    Constable Gray pulled out a metal box like the one from their van and opened it. He started counting out currency. "Two thousand credits is the reward. Here you go young trader. This should pay off your registration fees plus. When did you realize he really was an alien?" 
 
    "I didn't believe him at first but a lot of things he did were so bizarre. He didn't know anything about our society. I didn't believe him until he showed me this last night," she said and pulled out her knife. "Come on - give me your hand. Don't embarrass me in front of the constable. Oh Constable - you ought to get a clean cloth ready." 
 
    Alan reluctantly gave her his left hand and concentrated to turn off the pain receptors. Qui nonchalantly sliced his palm and let him drip blood a bit on the counter before taking the clean cloth from the constable. She pressed it against his wound and counted slowly until ten. She took the cloth away and wiped the blood off the counter. She held his hand and displayed the palm to the constable. He could see where the cut had been but it was already disappearing. The constable asked if he could examine Alan's hand closer. He did so and started talking. 
 
    "This clears up a lot of little mysteries. The owner of the hardware store came in yesterday to talk about a knife that would cut through anything. May I see it?" he asked. 
 
    Alan - totally flabbergasted but this - this - unexpected acceptance - gave him the knife and showed him the safety and how to turn it on. The constable sliced a corner off the counter and handed the knife back to Alan. He was grinning like a kid. "Now I have a story to tell my coworkers - they'll have to believe me now. What did you do with the suit? I had a retail clerk come in and said a man took a suit but then said he didn't take it but described you pretty well. Show me what your clothes do," the constable said. 
 
    Alan morphed his suit like the one in the store display.  
 
    "Does it do more than that?" asked the constable.  
 
    "It keeps the wearer warm or cool, handles body wastes for a few days if needed and stops most projectiles like bullets and it provides protection for a couple of time periods in no air," Alan said. 
 
    "You mean in space. (Vacuum?) How do you keep your head safe?" the constable asked.  
 
    Alan thought the constable was extremely well informed and that must be how they keep the crime rate low. Alan morphed his helmet over his head and everyone pointed and clapped their appreciation and excitement. 
 
    "You've certainly answered every question I had for now so on to my side of the bargain. Natlan is a real place. It is about three hours from here directly north. We'll go outside and I'll point it out for you. People come here from there occasionally but it's a long walk for the tall ones. We've had one with gray skin and eyes that swiveled around. Ears swiveled too. They couldn't speak our language but they had a few nice trade items. That was about twenty years ago. Five years ago - one came through that was a bit taller than you but looked a bit like you. He looked like his head had been caught in a vice and his whole body had been stretched thinner. Does that sound right?" 
 
    Alan thought for a moment. "The gray one sounds like a Tros. They have a short snout and their hands are stubby with three fingers and two thumbs. The second one probably was a Phafalotoi. They helped us fight a species that would hold other species to work for them." 
 
    "You mean like prisoners working off a sentence?" the constable asked. 
 
    "No. They would come to a world and destroy the military of a planet and then make all the people work for them against their will. They would breed the people to work for them. The Phafalotoi were ones we released," Alan stated. 
 
    "He means (slaves?) Constable," Qui blurted out. 
 
    "What do you plan to do there?" the constable asked. 
 
    "I want to find a way home. Our cabin burned to the ground near the village of Pasctop where I got injured hunting Slegg. I have been living on this planet for half a year," Alan explained. 
 
    "You lived in a cabin for six months?" the constable asked. 
 
    "No. Do you have a book? I might be able to explain better," Alan said. 
 
    Constable Gray brought a thick book over. 
 
    Alan started to explain. "My people learned to travel to other stars. There are billions of intelligent beings in other stars but that is something else. I traveled to this planet from my home planet but in a different dimension. Each planet is like this book. There are millions of other dimensions just like a book but with millions of pages. When you think of this planet - think of this book. Each dimension is still in the book but each page is different. Imagine you were on this planet but could step through to another page," he said holding up the book and opening it to other pages. "Let's say I am here in this book on this page." He held his finger in the center of a page near the middle of the book. "Maybe I'm at the cabin near the village of Pasctop." He flipped the page. 
 
    Alan continued. "But on this page there are no people like you. There are Tros, Phafalotoi, and humans like me. We could trade with different people without traveling to other stars. Some dimensions here have no intelligent people at all. Those dimensions often are used for mining because we know where the minerals are because the planet stays pretty much the same." 
 
    "If you take away the minerals from one dimension does it affect another dimension. Would it affect our dimension?" asked the constable and Alan admired his quick acceptance and thinking. 
 
    "No - nothing affects the other dimensions. It sounds like some people have learned to come to here through Natlan. We can do it anywhere but they may need more equipment. They are probably not as advanced as my people." 
 
    "In that case - you may need support. I can bring in some of the militia to support us," Constable Gray said. 
 
    "Won't you be outside your area?" Alan said since he didn't know the word for jurisdiction. 
 
    "Area? You mean the area where I work? Constables can go anywhere at any time. Isn't it like that where you are from?" Constable Gray asked. 
 
    "No. Each area has limited areas of power. There are city constables, ones who work in a larger area, ones that work in a larger area still, and then ones they cover the whole country. It is difficult to coordinate across areas. We have a lot more crime than you have here," Alan admitted. 
 
    Alan admitted he might need some help so the constable went off to get the 'reserves'. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Qui wanted to talk more and Quixana was content to sit and listen silently. Alan thought her 'being seen and not heard' was an incredible skill and probably was why she was so smart. People learn a lot less when they are the ones doing the talking.  
 
    Alan explained a little about how the Prime Dimension functioned. 
 
    "That seems really complicated," Qui said. "Everyone trusts the constables here. We tell them everything no matter the consequences. Anyone sentenced by the constables can accept their sentence or duel one of the constables. Most people don't want to do that. They are deadly fighters. Why would someone fight over a minor offense and have the possibility of getting maimed? The constables can bring any other constable to fight and that is all some of them do - they practice constantly." 
 
    "Who announces the sentences and decides if they are guilty of not?" Alan asked. 
 
    "The constables do it all. It works out really well and is a pretty efficient, inexpensive system," Qui explained. 
 
    "It is a lot more complicated and expensive where I come from." 
 
    "Your system sounds weirder the more you explain. Sounds like the rich run it all and the people do all the work. We don't like paperwork or lots of bureaucracy here." 
 
    "I haven't seen many poor here," he said. 
 
    "People would have to choose to be poor. If they're sick or crippled, we help them. If they're lazy, we let them starve. If they turn criminal, we kill them. We do the same to the rich if they take advantage of the people. The big cities are a little worse but not much. Politicians don't have much power here. You give up all riches if you work for the government here." 
 
    "That is so different from some of the planets I have seen. I have seen some planets where you have to get a permit for the air you breathe. Some have no law - no constables - survival of the fittest and every variation in between. When there are billions of planets and each planet has millions of variations - it is an interesting place." 
 
    "That little rectangle that showed videos you had. You said we could buy it for ten to twenty credits each. How much would you pay for some if we bought them?" Qui asked. 
 
    Alan laughed. "Those things sell for a fraction of one credit. Big machines manufacture millions in one day. I forgot I had that one with me. You only want to watch those videos five or six times before they bore you and you want new ones. There are millions of things you might like but we need to get there first. We need to get to some place where we can transition. I can modify the equipment probably to go to any number of safe dimensions if I can get to some modern equipment." 
 
    "Safe dimensions?" she asked. "That means there are some dimensions that aren't safe." 
 
    "Of course. With millions of variations for this planet, there are dimensions where there is constant war or disease. There are a few variations where life has been wiped out because the sun turned nova," he said and when Qui looked totally confused, he explained. "The sun blew up and burned all the planets to gas." 
 
    "Imagine all the bad things that could happen or all the good things and every variation in between. That is what dimensional travel is like. I spent my first year just learning about the bad stuff. They try to discourage you at first to make sure about who will quit and who will stay. When you learn about the horrible stuff - it just gets better later on if you're careful. It still can be dangerous. They'd execute you as a demon in some dimensions." 
 
    "Why do you think we will find? Do you think you can find a way home?" 
 
    "I don't know Qui but I think it will be good to have others with us," Alan said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    We started amassing quite a team after breakfast. I was happy these people believed in breakfast - many cultures didn't.  
 
    Two new constables came in uniform with packs. I asked what they carried and they said extra clothing, clean underwear, sanitation supplies, medical supplies, food, and ammo. They all had bedrolls also. I figured their packs weighed in at 30 kilos.  
 
    Four soldiers came with a rifle that looked powerful enough to punch a hole right through my suit and backpacks. 
 
    That old trader and his apprentice drove up in a van like ours but it had bigger tires and all the others hopped in that one.  
 
    Constable Gray came with us so he could show us the way and our vehicle could lead. Qui sat next to me. Quixana sat behind the seat and hung over it like any child on any planet would do. 
 
    Gray didn't talk much. He seemed good at receiving and giving information but evidently didn't believe in small talk.  
 
    "Would you be offended if I asked you a personal question?" he asked after we'd been driving over the 'so called' road for an hour. 
 
    "Probably not," I said and then mouth clicked an assent sound. 
 
    "Well done. I understood that perfectly well. Are your hands damaged or are you just trying to hide the fact that you have a fourth finger on your hands?" Gray asked. 
 
    "So that's what that is?" Qui said. "We would never ask about deformities." 
 
    Alan laughed. "I was just not trying to draw attention. I'll take off the wrap when we stop. When was the first time you heard anything about Natlan? How did it get its name?" 
 
    "I looked that up. The chief constable keeps a book of major events and the first notice I could find was about 70 years ago. One of the Tros you describe came into town. He had one arm missing like it had been sheared off with a razor. He died but not before saying something no one understood. He said - let me see if I can say this like the constable heard it - he said - 'tell Nat we lan'. That was shortened to 'Natlan' after many years. Does that mean anything to you?" 
 
    Alan's heart was racing. He could guess at meanings but so few meanings translated to something making sense on this world. He also didn't know how one dead alien would start a rumor that Natlan would make people rich. "Why did people think Natlan would make people wealthy?" 
 
    The constable related more of the story. He said, "the Tros they found that was missing an arm had a pack with him containing two bars of platinum. The city kept the platinum when the Tros died a day later. There were treasure hunters looking for 'Natlan' after that. We would still get occasional Tros and Phafalotoi though no humans until you." 
 
    Alan related, "Seventy of your years ago the galaxy was in a terrible war with a race called the Allung.*** Some of our weapons dissolve matter. The description of the Tros sounds like a wound from that type of weapon. The Allung are large brown beings with wide mouths and big eyes. They have many pointed teeth and enslaved whole planets. They put collars around people's necks and an explosive would kill the person if they wanted or tried to take it off. We tried to kill every Allung on every world in every dimension. We destroyed whole galaxies in a dimension if there were too many Allung to fight," Alan said. 
 
    "Your people can do that?" the constable asked shakily. 
 
    Alan mouth clicked an assent quietly. "All the stars you see - we could destroy. I don't know how they did it but it is something we had to do." 
 
    "That is horrible. Were all the people in the destroyed galaxies Allung?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "No," Alan said quietly. "When there were too many Allung to fight - they destroyed all in that dimension." 
 
    Qui was quiet taking in the thought of such a vast idea. "That was a long time ago. All those people would be dead by now at least," Qui said. 
 
    Alan said nothing. 
 
    "They'd be old though - really old," Qui said. 
 
    Alan looked over at her. "We can live hundreds or thousands of years now with nanites." 
 
    "You have nanites," she said and then inhaled deeply. "I have nanites too. Does that mean…?" she didn't finish her sentence and stared at Alan. 
 
    He gave a quiet assent mouth click. 
 
    She gave a mouth click that he had come to interpret as the equivalent of 'Holy Hell'. He was sure it was obscene. 
 
    Constable Gray duplicated the sound. He wondered what he had unleashed by helping this man, Alan. 
 
    ***Authors note - see MULTIPLE 
 
    The two vans bumped along the road as it became progressively worse. 
 
    Alan had a question for Constable Gray. "Constable. Why is there a road up here in the first place?" 
 
    Gray answered without hesitating. "I wondered about that myself and found the answer in the Chef Constable's notes. We had a large disruptive element years ago. The mines expanded too rapidly and we uncovered a plot to take over the local government. We had more workers than we needed for utility work. When that alien - the Tros was discovered with platinum bars - we decided to cut a road this way. We occasionally get adventurous individuals who get into trouble. They want to go to Natlan. We get them to patch the road." 
 
    Alan mouth clicked with humor. Made sense, he thought. It would also temper the foolhardy and provide service to the community. "Do these adventurous people ever find something?" 
 
    Gray looked thoughtful. "Some don't come back but occasionally someone will find something valuable. Most of the people found curious items that they sold for quite a bit of money." 
 
    "Like what? Do you know what they found?" 
 
    "Someone found a bracelet that would light up if you put it around an arm. It would even speak strange words," Gray said. "I have heard it still lights up." 
 
    "Ah. That is a MemDex. If you knew the language - you could talk to it and ask it questions. The heat of your body powers the device. It can do many things. It can learn new languages too and perform calculations or act as a communications device. It can render the wearer invisible if hooked to a morph suit like I'm wearing," Alan said. "Were there other things?"  
 
    Constable Gray rubbed his temples. "I think so. I think there was a tiny - very bright light. There were a few other items but no one could get them to do anything. Ah. We're at the end of the road. We have to walk up from here. The area is just below the snowline." 
 
    The end of the road was a large turnaround area with plenty of room for our two vans. We started up the slope with Constable Gray in front, two soldiers spread out a good ways away from us on the sides and the other constables covering our rear. They were providing a decent shield for all six of us in the center. The old trader and his apprentice were huffing and puffing before we'd gone one hundred steps. We traveled over a low ridge just past the tree line when we came to a shear wall of rock. It seemed like we trudged up that steep mountain for hours but it was only an hour before Constable Gray raised a hand and we all stopped. 
 
    "I think this is the area near that rock face," He directed teams in pairs to search in opposite directions. We walked along the rock face for several hundred meters until we saw a break.  
 
    Gray fired two shots in the air and we waited for the others to come back to us. I gathered that we weren't trying to surprise anyone - not that we could now anyway. The others weren't long getting back and seemed a little winded. I supposed it was the altitude. We all started up the steep trail. The trail had a lot of loose rock on it but it was about a meter wide. It did look like it had been used though there were no signs of any recent travel. The trail leveled out after a bit and went between different peaks. We'd call it a 'col' back home - no idea what it would be called here.  The trail ended at a little clearing with an overhang on the far side that might conceal a cave. I was stunned. 
 
    A shuttle sat glistening in the afternoon sun on the far side of the clearing. I started to yell and run to the ship but noticed the others ignoring it! It was not visible to the locals! It must be because I see different frequencies of light than the locals. The ship must have an invisibility screen. They were walking toward where the cave might be. I wondered what was going on but just kept cool. They must know something I didn't. The shuttle looked like an old military design so I knew it wasn't new. What the heck? We just marched across the clearing and into a cave without glancing in its direction. 
 
    The cave had marks from old campfires. They would have had to carry the wood a long way, Alan thought. I certainly didn't see any coal, he mused. There were some half-buried piles of trash outside that animals had gotten into. There didn't seem to be much in the front. It was hard to just ignore this ship a few hundred meters away. The two new constables had lanterns with them. They evidently had been more prepared for the cave than I thought. Gray certainly knew just how to find this place. I wondered if the extra, armed men were for our protection or to make sure we couldn't get away. I was getting the impression that these guys were in it together. They didn't go deep into the cave and Alan got the impression that they'd been here before because they didn't try to search the cave first. 
 
    We all sat down for a meal and the soldiers pulled out a pot and had a little tripod thing they hung it from. They had a good-sized can of fuel that they lit under it. One poured in a canteen full of water and another dumped in a flavor packet that thickened the water a bit. 
 
    "No vegetables or meats?" I asked. 
 
    "We can live on this stuff. It has spices in it and contains the necessary means to keep us alive," one of the soldiers said. 
 
    "Do you eat this when you are in the field?" I asked. 
 
    "It comes with three different flavor packs," said one of the soldiers. "You get used to it." 
 
    "God," I said. "I have food with me that we can add. It would keep another month or two but let's see if we can make this worth eating. Feel free to smell it first - you can eat all of this food with no problem." Alan dug in his bag and came up with four silver packets. He opened them more so the soldiers could smell. The fire at the cabin had bulged some since there was a little moisture but hadn't damaged these four dehydrated, irradiated meal packs. Anything would be better than primitive rations. 
 
    The soldiers looked to Constable Gray for guidance for he seemed to be the leader of this little parade. He gave a mouth click of dubious assent. 
 
    Alan dumped the packets into the pot and asked the soldiers to add two more canteens of water. They again got acceptance from Gray but the pot was now full almost to overflowing. The liquid had thickened and the smell was delicious. Alan hoped the alien spices and nutrients wouldn't mess up the meal. The soldiers were thinking the same thing about Alan's additions. They somehow had enough to give a serving to all dozen with none left over. They found enough serving dishes when pot tops were included to get everyone some type of dish. 
 
    The only sound was eating. Hiking up a mountain had made Alan ravenous and knew the others felt the same. It was so good to eat 'real' food again. The meat and vegetables absorbed water and swelled to good-sized chunks, which the locals obviously enjoyed. 
 
    "Is that normal food for your people?" asked one of the new constables.  
 
    Gray hadn't introduced any of the group, which wasn't a good sign now that he thought about it. 'This is common trail food - pretty mediocre," Alan explained. "The packets were ruined by a cabin fire two weeks ago. They are self-heating normally. You add water and press a spot on the bottom and the food heats up. You can carry a lot since you don't need anything else." 
 
    "That makes sense," said the Trader Quadir. "We'll search the area in the morning. I'm sure we're all too tired now." 
 
    The group spread out bedrolls and blankets. The cooking fire didn't provide any heat so everyone was covered up in their clothing though the locals could tolerate much colder weather than a human. Luckily, my suit could keep me warm. Quixana was snuggled against Qui about five meters from the entrance. One of the soldiers kept watch at the cave entrance with his rifle across his lap. He was awake about four hours according to my internal clock when another guard replaced him. I set an internal alarm to wake me in two hours while pulling the blanket over my head. I noted that the guard was facing outward. I stuffed my pack under the blanket I'd been given and morphed my helmet over my head. My suit morphed to match the colors of the adjacent material - the cave walls.  
 
    I shaped material to look like a body under the blanket. My suit became virtually invisible as I tiptoed out the entrance. The locals could not see well at night and the suit provided virtual invisibility if the I moved slowly. The civilian suits had some latency in its display compared to the military versions though. The morph could mimic the pattern and material behind the wearer if the wearer moved slowly. I slipped past the guard and moved rapidly to the shuttle. I could see it fairly well as a shimmering shape. I went to the side of the forty-meter long shuttle and found a ground level access port facing away from the cave.  
 
    Noticing the biometric sensor by the port, I wondered if they were set to private or generic species. I placed a hand on the sensor and the port slid open silently to show a bright interior. I quickly entered. It took little time to see that there was no one inside. I went to the bridge - the ship control area and found a control headset. I put it on without hesitation.  
 
      
 
    "Interface with implants and update." In seconds, the ship - the Folly knew about him and he had all the data the ship had gathered in its time since landing. He knew the group outside had been lying and his two charges were in grave danger. 
 
    The Sol Force cruiser had fought an Allung destroyer and killed all the Allung on board - it thought. The shuttle had a decent A.I. that related what it thought happened. The history showed that all but a couple of the Phafalotoi slaves died in the Allung ship boarding operation. The Sol Force cruiser sent their shuttle to investigate the cryptic signal originating from the planet thinking some Allung had landed already. This shuttle landed a good way from the signal source to investigate any Allung encroachment because the electromagnetic signals Sol Force detected were beyond the current tech of the locals. The shuttle crew consisted of two Tros, a human, and a Phafalotoi.  One Tros and the human went to investigate the signal they had detected in the rural mining town below. The Sol Force cruiser was preparing to tow the Allung destroyer out of orbit when the Allung ship shot forward destroying the cruiser. It left the system. A freed Phafalotoi and a second Tros were monitoring the investigation team through their wireless vid link on the planet and weren't aware of their main ship's destruction. 
 
    The Tros and the human had contacted the chief constable and had somehow communicated to him that they were on a peaceful mission. They gave the constable two small bars of platinum in trade for assistance. The constable then contacted a trader to help. This group went to the source of the transmission - the home of the powerful, local mine owner. Two Allung were hiding there and signaling their ship in orbit. Ironically, the Allung did not know their ship had already left the planet either.  
 
    The history was stitched together from everything the A.I. on the shuttle could access. The Allung on the surface probably disintegrated the human and one arm of the Tros to keep him from using his MemDex. The Allung reportedly tortured the Tros but he died the next day, without revealing where their ship was located. The Allung convinced the constable to sentence many of the owner's workers for 'trying to overthrow the government' or die themselves. The remaining Tros and Phafalotoi from the shuttle came later and were able to ambush and kill the two remaining Allung. The killing didn't occur until about fifty-five local years in the past. All the aliens were killed somehow but only trinkets from the shuttle had been discovered since then. There were no reports on how the two from the shuttle died - just that they were dead. 
 
    All this history had flowed into Alan's implants as well as the status of the shuttle and remaining inventory. He immediately began monitoring the cave entrance. He now knew the shuttle had a very limited supply of lamlee, two pulse rifles, four morph suits, and one molecular disruptor pistol. These were military grade morph suits even if they were one hundred Earth years older design than the civilian model. He changed into the morph suit and duplicated his previous outfit. He found a spare MemDex and put it on. He dumped his implant data into the large data storage of the MemDex and gave it security instructions. He did the same with the ship. He left the ship - sealed it and walked back to the cave. 
 
    He made no pretense of invisibility this time. The soldier on duty saw him walking back and jumped to his feet. His head swiveled back to where Alan's sleeping bundle was located.  
 
    "Don't point that weapon at me," Alan ordered.  
 
    The soldier hesitated and called out to the others. "Hold it right there," the soldier said really loudly, "Trader Einfeld." His loud voice roused most of the others in the cave. 
 
    "Trader Einfeld," said Quadir. "Where have you been?" 
 
    "I went out for a walk because I was wondering why you all are here. I wondered why you are so willing to help me. I wondered why you spun such elaborate lies." 
 
    "You had an interesting walk. I am curious how you reached these conclusions as well as how you slipped past the guards," the old trader said. 
 
    "Why would I need to 'slip' past the guards? Are we prisoners for some reason? I simply went out to use the bathroom," Alan said. 
 
    "Yes," said Constable Gray behind Quadir. "You are the means for us to enter the ship that has been kept from us for many years. Your hand is all we need and you will show us where it is." 
 
    Another soldier rushed Alan from the side but Alan spun and fired his molecular disruptor and disintegrated the man to his ankles. Alan then turned to the other soldier pointing a rifle at him. "Drop that. I don't like to be threatened. 
 
    "We will harm your friends if you try anything," said Constable Gray. 
 
    "Tell that soldier to quit pointing a gun at me. I won't tell him again," Alan said. 
 
    "You're in no position to…" Constable Gray started saying and Alan turned and disintegrated the soldier pointing the rifle at him.  
 
    Alan's suit made his body turn toward the other soldier who was holding some type of electrical shocking device toward him. Alan had little control and his suit made him step forward and decapitate the advancing soldier with his knife. Alan then disintegrated the shocking device AND the decapitated soldier's remains. Alan turned back toward Constable Gray. 
 
    Constable Gray observed the death of the soldiers and started talking. "It was Trader Quadir Platinum's father that figured out where the Chief Constable got the platinum. He said that there was a ship up here full of it." 
 
    "Your so-called 'plot' to take over the local government then was the mine owner working with the Allung," Alan explained. "The co-conspirators were workers who questioned the corruption - rebels against the mine bosses. Who would complain that a constable had sentenced them unfairly and face a duel? It would assure their death. I assume no one here directly killed any of the 'aliens'. Is that correct?" 
 
    Constable Gray suddenly cried out in pain and collapsed. The trader's apprentice pulled a knife out of his back. The old trader had a handgun aimed at Alan and fired multiple shots. Alan calmly took one step toward the old trader and disintegrated the upper half of his body. Qui shot the male apprentice with the knife when he moved toward Quixana. The two remaining constables shot multiple times at Alan. Alan disintegrated those attackers also. Alan destroyed all the bodies in the cave. 
 
    Quixana yelled since she could hardly hear after all the gunfire. "There's one more soldier near the entrance to the clearing." 
 
    A shot rang out and Qui dropped. Alan knew his weapon didn't have the range so he pushed Qui and Quixana behind him. His military suit had a force field that would protect him from any but the most powerful weapons but he had to find a way to protect the two girls. He bent down to examine Qui and saw her arm healing as he watched. Her nanites would heal the through-and-through wound in her arm. The shock and blood loss would require a lot of energy from food and rest. He carried Qui deep into the cave and had Quixana lead the way 'til he knew the soldier couldn't get a shot at them. 
 
    Alan then turned and started running toward the soldier's last position as fast as any Olympic runner but the soldier had decided discretion was the better part of valor and had chanced running away rather than face certain death from an enraged alien. Alan realized that the last remaining soldier had fled and he needed to take care of the girls more than chase someone. 
 
    He had Quixana help him gather all the food from the packs and stuff it into just two. Then Alan gently lifted Qui and the two packs. He led Quixana out of the cave. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Quixana asked. "Why were all those men trying to hurt you - us?" 
 
    Those were good questions, Alan thought. "They were all greedy. They had convinced themselves that there was an alien ship up here full of platinum - a really rare and valuable metal. They were also convinced they would need an alien - me - to open it. They were planning to hurt you two until I agreed to do what they said."  
 
    Quixana said, "Is Qui going to die? People die when they're shot." 
 
    "No, Quixana. She will be weak and hungry but she won't die," Alan answered the little girl as he carried a couple of the soldiers' packs and Qui. 
 
    "Where is this ship?  Is it far?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "No. Not far…The ship is where we can rest… where we'll be safe and warm." They soon were near the entrance port to the ship. Alan had his MemDex open the port and he helped Quixana step up into the shuttle. 
 
    Quixana looked back over her shoulder to the cave. "They would have killed you as soon as they got into the ship, I think," she said. 
 
    Alan did an assent mouth click. "Now we have to get you two safe," he said as the MemDex opened the port. 
 
    Quixana exclaimed, "Is this your ship?" 
 
    "It is…for now," he said and boosted Quixana up and in. He handed her the two packs and she dragged them deeper inside. Alan gently lifted Qui making sure not to hit her head. She seemed to be rousing a little. 
 
    Qui weakly said, "Are we safe?"  
 
    "Yes - I think so," he said as the port closed behind them. He led Quixana down a short corridor and showed her into a small cabin with two bunks. He laid Qui on the lower bunk and Quixana bent down to hold the older girl's hand. "Let me show you how everything works. I'm going to get us something to eat. Qui will need food and water." 
 
    "I'll yell if she gets worse. I think I can figure out how to use a toilet." 
 
    Alan gave an assent click - saw that Qui was comfortable and left to take the packs to the ships tiny galley. 
 
    The galley had a little replicator that could create food and water in limited amounts. Those were functional and had started replenishing its supply when Alan had entered the ship previously. It wasn't long before there were hot dogs in hot fresh buns. Two had synthetic ketchup and mustard - two had synthetic chili on them. They actually were pretty good tasting. Alan got a tray and two colas to go with them to make it an official meal of trashy food. He took the tray back to the girls with some serviettes.  
 
    Quixana was on her stomach on the top bunk, snoozing, as the excitement had been a bit much for her. Qui sat up on her elbows when Alan came through the door. 
 
    "What is that? I'm starving. That smells really good. How do you eat it?" she asked. 
 
    "Sit up. You eat by holding the bread in your hands and eating from the ends. Your drink by sucking up the fluid through the tube," he said. "We call the tube a straw." 
 
    "It smells wonderful. What's it called?" she asked. 
 
    "It's called hot dogs and a soft drink. These are made with synthetic food - no animals died for this meal." 
 
    Little Quixana was awake by now and her feet were hanging over the edge of the bed swinging back and forth. "That is for me?" 
 
    "Yes. This one has chili and this one has ketchup. 
 
    It got very quiet while they tried the food and drink though Quixana didn't make it through but one. "I'm sorry. I can't eat two but the ketchup one was wonderful. This drink tickles my throat. It is so cold and sweet." 
 
    Qui was licking her fingers. "Oh! I'll finish that last one for you," she said and started wolfing down the third hot dog. 
 
    "Slow down. Slow down. There is plenty more where that came from. This ship can carry six passengers comfortably and a good deal of cargo. There is plenty of time for a meal," he said. 
 
    Qui tried to do a mouth click but some chili dribbled out which she quickly cleaned up. She took a deep breath and let it out slow before taking a smaller bite and trying to savor the unusual flavor. 
 
    "What about the one that got away?" Quixana asked. "He will lie about all this won't he?" 
 
    "Yes. I doubt he will say he tried to kill two little girls and a man." 
 
    Quixana was quiet. "I will listen to Qui and do what she says. I'm glad we killed them all." 
 
    Alan mouth clicked assent. "Qui. You just rest for a little bit. Quixana. Come up front and I want you to learn more about the ship."  
 
    Qui stood up a little shakily. "I am able to come with you. My arm is sore but I can move it okay," she said. 
 
    Alan bowed to the inevitable. "Okay crew. Let's explore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    They went to a room with worktables and storage bins near the arms locker.  
 
    "What is this thing?" Quixana asked touching a metal box with a bunch of cylinders near it. 
 
    "That thing - I believe is a trainer. Those cylinders are different training topics. Let me see. I can read the labels on most of these. Most are language cylinders." 
 
    "Could I learn your language?" Quixana asked. 
 
    Alan was holding up different ones and examining their labels. "Whoa. Here's one in your language. This must have been nearer to the end of the war because they didn't have ways to record cylinders until then. They must have met someone here who helped them." 
 
    "How long does it take?" Qui asked, "Does it hurt like the nanites?" 
 
    "I think they take about an hour and these don't hurt. You should learn Trade. It's the common language on any planet," he said. 
 
    "What do I do?" Qui asked. 
 
    "You sit here and put on this headset. I put this one in here and turn it on. Click if its working," he said worried that he was doing it right and if he should do it at all. 
 
    Quixana turned to Alan when Qui clicked that it was working. "How old do you have to be before using this thing?" 
 
    Alan laughed and said, "You are old enough. The only rule is not to do more than three a day. I'm not sure why but they say it makes you sick," Alan answered and then thought of something. "Would you help me with something while you are waiting your turn?" 
 
    "Okay," Quixana said excitedly. 
 
    Alan turned and started looking through the cabinets and drawer storage in this multipurpose room. "Ah ha," he said and pulled out some medical scissors. "I want you to help me cut off some make-believe bandages." 
 
    "Okay. You want to free your fourth finger they talked about. You start because I'm not sure what it looks like and I don't want to pinch or cut you," she said. 
 
    Alan carefully cut between his little finger and the next. Then he had to cut away the excess. "Can you do that?" 
 
    Quixana gave an assent mouth click and took the scissors. She held them up and snipped them a few times before holding his left hand and cutting away. He held up his freed hand to give her a model and she snip-snipped the bandage right off. "Do you have anything to make this gooey stuff come off?" she asked.  
 
    He bent down and searched in the lower cabinets and found some cleaning solvent that wasn't labeled with nasty chemicals. He put some on a towel and painstakingly scrubbed the goo all off. It took a long time with both hands and they had finished minutes before Qui took the headset off. 
 
    "It didn't work," she said in Trade. 
 
    "I think you are mistaken my young trader," he answered in the same language. 
 
    "That is wonderful," Quixana said. "What did she say?" 
 
    Qui laughed. "It did work. Wow. I see some many other ideas popping into my head. This was recorded from some being somewhere and you get a little bit of their ideas too. I knew you were strange but this makes me understand a little better." 
 
    "My turn. My turn," Quixana said and hopped onto the seat when Qui got up. 
 
    Alan started Quixana on the cylinder and sat down to talk with Qui. 
 
    "I realized you couldn't go back to town. They would arrest us or kill us. There is no telling what the last soldier said about us. We can't go back until we're in a position to defend ourselves. I want to get back home and you probably want to get back. That didn't work out like I thought at the cave. I expected them to be amazed and I'd do something clever and we'd all be okay." 
 
    "I already know it doesn't happen like we plan for it to," Qui said. 
 
    "What do we do now? Can this thing fly? Could we go to another dimension? Another planet? Which one? Why? To trade? With what? With whom? There could still be those Allung things here still couldn't there?" Qui asked. 
 
    Alan let out an abrupt breath. "I don't know. I will find out what this ship can do? I'll start training you to handle things in case something happens to me. Who knows what will happen. I want you to learn how to use anything we have to use. There are a lot of cylinders there. I think we should use all of them eventually. Never more than three a day." 
 
    "Stay here then for a while. Do you think the constables will come back?" she asked. 
 
    "They wouldn't come back before tomorrow. I'll go clean out the cave of all evidence in a little bit but I need to show you how some things work first." 
 
    "Okay," she said and they sat and waited for Quixana to finish. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Quixana finished the cylinder and Alan told her what they were going to do next. They spoke in Trade as Alan showed them where the other two flight suits were. 
 
    "These will never fit us?" she said. "They're huge." 
 
    Alan laughed. "These are military flight suits. They fit huge or small. You have to take off all your other clothes under them though. I'll wait in the other room and you two put these on." 
 
    "I can hardly lift this. I'll never be able to wear it," Quixana said. 
 
    Alan laughed again. "Qui. Help her into it. These suits are military. They have a power pack that doesn't wear out and it assists the wearer. You will be stronger and faster after you put it on. Too bad these aren't the later models. Those kind flow over your body." 
 
    Alan heard some gasps and struggling sounds, an eeck, and then giggling. Their voices were cut off suddenly and then gasping sounds and more giggling. "What are you doing in there?" 
 
    Quixana came out first in the default metallic gold suit. She looked adorable and was grinning from ear to ear. "Watch this," she said as a helmet appeared over her head for a few seconds and then retracted. "Okay Qui," she shouted. 
 
    Qui came around the corner in the same default gold. She looked like a slim little person. Cute and the suit fit her well. She seemed embarrassed. 
 
    "What's the matter?" Alan asked. 
 
    "It doesn't feel like I'm wearing anything. I feel naked." 
 
    "You look okay," he said. "You'll get used to it. I have to show you how to use the simplest camouflage, strength enhancements, and the force field that stops any bullets." 
 
    "Just okay?" Qui said. 
 
    "Huh," Alan said. 
 
    "You said I look okay? Just okay?" she asked. 
 
    "You look really nice," Alan elaborated realizing Qui was having some body conscious crisis or something. 
 
    "Here's how you use those features," he explained for the next hour as they practiced moving and morphing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    They ate another meal. Alan decided to train the girls in using weapons. Quixana had never been allowed to touch a weapon and she was a bit afraid of guns. Alan gave her his stunner and worked with it outside. It produced two parallel, ultraviolet laser beams that ionized the air and made a large electrical charge flow down the two ionized trails to shock someone unconscious. You could be accurate up close to almost fifty meters.  
 
    Qui wanted to use a pulse rifle. Those were damn powerful lasers that could burn a hole in a person or a thin barricade. They went outside and practiced. Quixana had found a couple of perimeter sensors and Alan hid them along the path and near the entrance to the clearing. The sensors would give them warning through a MemDex if someone came up the steep path. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next three days were spent in the ship for exercise practice in the shuttle cargo bay where they found they could adjust the gravity. They would run the gravity up to twenty percent higher than Earth while others were training on weapons, language, and technology training. All three trained on piloting and navigation and took every language cylinder in shifts so they were training, eating, or sleeping. Quixana had been cooking for her captors when she met them but seemed to really like it. She had a knack and could reprocess the proteins from the soldiers' packs into tasty meals - not just hot dogs. She loved hot dogs though.  
 
    We were talking about what to do on the evening of the third day when both our sensors alerted us to movement on the path and entrance to the clearing. We rushed to the control room and turned on the monitors - switched them for low light vision and saw men creeping into the clearing. They still looked like they didn't know where the ship was exactly but they all had rifles. 
 
    "This makes it easy," Alan said. 
 
    "Why is that?" Qui asked. 
 
    "Do you want to kill them all?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We could stun them all," Quixana said patting the stunner on her hip. 
 
    Alan laughed. "We might be able to do that. There are a lot of them out there. Do you think they would listen to us before they started shooting? Would we have a fair trial? Are you ready to fight a constable champion?" 
 
    "I see what you mean," Qui said. "What should we do?" 
 
    "I think we ought to take off and get into orbit. We can go anywhere from there. I've had the ship scanning for anything in orbit and there's nothing out there close that we can see," he said. "We still need to be able to fight and we've never fired the railgun on this shuttle. It's the only weapon." 
 
    "That's the thing that uses electricity to make chunks of metal zoom out really fast?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "Yes. Are you two ready to be the first of your species to go into space?" 
 
    "Oh yes Alan. Now?" Qui said. 
 
    "Might as well let these guys have a big empty place to search? Okay?" 
 
    "Okay," both girls replied. 
 
    "Strap into those chairs then," Alan said and went through the checklist with Qui that they had learned from the cylinders.  
 
    "Nominal," Qui said and grinned mischievously. "I learned that from the English cylinder." 
 
    "Cool," Quixana said. "I learned that."  
 
    "Here we go," Alan said, as the ship lifted straight up, gathering speed. 
 
    Quixana was watching the men on the monitors. "They know something happened because some dirt dropped down or something but they aren't all looking up. We were too far away from them when we took off and moved slow enough so they couldn't see us." 
 
    "Good job Captain," Qui said. "Isn't that what I'm supposed to call you. Those military cylinders were pretty intense. Sol Force seems to have a lot of powerful ships and weapons. I ran that cylinder twice. These suits have a built-in fighting ability that reacted when you were attacked. Isn't that what happened?" 
 
    Alan thought for a moment. "I know that's why that soldier with the shocking device wasn't able to even get close to me. We need to be able to fight without the suits though. Did you two take the personal combat cylinder?" 
 
    "I took that one twice too. I also took the small arms training cylinder. I can use anything here but I wish I had one of those railguns the cylinder taught us about," Qui said. 
 
    "I couldn't even carry it," Quixana said. "This stunner is cool and I can use a molecular disrupter." 
 
    "Did you understand what 'bad ass' means in English?" he asked. 
 
    "Uh huh, she answered in street slang. 
 
    "You are officially a 'bad ass bambino'," he said. 
 
    "What does bambino mean?" she asked. 
 
    "It's a type of tough bad ass," he answered trying to keep from grinning too much. 
 
    "Okay. I'm a bad ass bambino!" she said. 
 
    Alan couldn't help laughing at that as the shuttle crossed over into the dark side of the planet's orbit. Nothing else showed up on sensors and the girls gasped when they saw how beautiful their brown and blue planet looked from orbit. 
 
    "Wow," Alan said.  
 
    The girls agreed. They spent an orbit just pointing out details. 
 
    "Do we land and try to trade or do we go somewhere and do some trading first?" 
 
    "Where would we go? Would we try to go to a different dimension?" Qui asked having grasped his explanations. "I don't want to go back down there yet. I might never see anything else." 
 
    "I don't know how to find the dimension I want and this ship doesn't seem to have that ability. I don't want to fight the Sol Force either." 
 
    "Where could we go? How long would it take for us to get there in this ship? Would we run out of gas?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "All good questions. No. We wouldn't run out of fuel. This ship runs on a power source that doesn't seem to run out and all our weapons have plenty of 'gas'.  This ship can go seven hundred times the speed of light. It's been upgraded with lamlee." 
 
    "Those are those little things that can do almost anything - right?" Quixana asked. "Where can this ship go and how long will it take us to get there?" 
 
    "Good questions. I just know generally this area of space. We're in what we call the Trappist system. I'm not sure of the closest habitable planets - not ones in this dimension anyway," Alan explained. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    "What should we do?" Qui asked. 
 
    "The computer should know. I'll ask it," he said. 
 
    "I still think it's weird to ask a machine but I'm getting used to it," she said. 
 
    "Computer. How long would it take to get to Earth from here?" Alan asked. 
 
    The computer's voice sounded over the control room speakers. "It would take approximately twenty-one days to cover the 39.47 light years to Earth." 
 
    "Computer. Are there any habitable planets nearer than that?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," answered the computer. 
 
    Alan turned to Qui and Quixana. "The computer takes questions literally and doesn't volunteer information unless asked." Alan paused to think of the wording he needed to use. "What is the nearest solar system to here that has a trading post that accepts humans?" 
 
    "Fomalhaut," stated the computer. 
 
    "Tell me a brief history of trading in that system," Alan said. 
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    "Fomalhaut's trading history began approximately 350 Earth years ago when the Exploration Service began policing the area. They drove away Allung slavers and pirates who had been plaguing the asteroids. Fomalhaut's habitable planet is outside the large debris field circling the star. It is 19.65 light years from here and would take this craft approximately ten days to arrive. Tros who are the majority inhabitants originally founded the trading colony on an ancient Ylee site. Humans started trading sporadically approximately one hundred-ten Earth years ago. The human population is now about eight percent of the colony and human trade goods are well received." 
 
    "Computer. What are other trading posts that are active with humans enroute to Earth and their distances?" Alan inquired. 
 
    "Extrapolating on your question I assume you want highly frequented routes that are nominally safe where human trade goods are sought after - or were one hundred years ago," said the computer. 
 
    "That is correct. Please list planets with similar distances or less," Alan said. 
 
    "Altair is 21.89 light years from Fomalhaut and would require approximately eleven and a half days of travel. Altair to Earth is 16.78 light years requiring about nine days," the computer stated. 
 
    Alan looked at his two partners. "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think it's terrifying," said Qui. 
 
    "Sounds like fun," said Quixana. 
 
    "I agree with both of you," he said and let out a huge sigh. "Computer. Navigate to the trading post at Fomalhaut at maximum speed and scan for other ships. Notify us if we encounter other ships or other hazards. Notify us when we are a day away." 
 
    The computer acknowledged and the Trappist-F planet dwindled to a speck. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trade goods were on their minds and they appeared to be lucky in that respect. The shuttle had a cargo bay filled with items that had had no room on the Sol Force cruiser that had been destroyed. Alan had used the legal library on the Folly (the shuttle) to investigate their ownership of the shuttle. The salvage laws appeared to be in their favor, at least, as the laws were written one hundred Earth years previously. The ship and the cargo were theirs as long as they had a captain (Alan), a first officer (Qui). Two personnel were required to salvage any space going vessel. There were boxes of video display cards and calculators in Trade. There was one box of video games that the girls loved. There were even a few display wall devices and an element replicator with no manual. They didn't know what it did, how it did it, or even if it worked. Alan had found some type of saber weapon that was supposed to cut through shields in a personal locker in the largest cabin. He could see it with his enhanced vision but didn't know how to test it. The 'blade' thing looked cool when it was on. 
 
    Alan showed his girls all the items they had in storage and how they worked. They thought the two types of video viewers were great but they fell in love with the video games. They could be seen playing the combat games when they should have been practicing their combat training. The pulse rifles had a 'training mode' that allowed them to shoot a weak laser beam at virtual targets. The computer would simulate series of attackers and civilians and they would have to respond. Qui and Quixana started a little rivalry with Alan and were getting as good or better than he was at shooting. Alan thought they were becoming holy terrors and great backups.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The approach to Fomalhaut was uneventful. We had practiced pretty much all we knew to practice in the time we had. One of us had gone through every training cylinder we had and the girls could use every item with manual. They had crammed a world of knowledge into their heads and were toughening up. The info we had on the Trading Outposts on Fomalhaut showed five major posts on the planet but all our information was one hundred years out of date because our ship's computer had remained incommunicado for those years on Trappist -F. We didn't know what we'd find. 
 
    We huddled in the control room waiting for contact with the planet as the great debris ring around the star came into view. We contacted the largest trading post over the frequencies listed on the computer and identified ourselves as the Folly when they were a few hours out of port. 
 
    "Folly requesting navigation control to Leeward Base," Alan said in Trade. 
 
    " Folly.  Confirmed. Switching to automatic." 
 
    "We are here to trade. What is standard procedure?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Sending basic laws, fees, rules, amenities, prohibited items, wanted trade goods."  
 
    "Confirm receipt. See you shortly," Alan said and starting scrolling through the reams of information they had been sent. 
 
    Alan looked at the girls. "There is no way I can read through all this before we land. You start looking through prohibited items Qui. Quixana. You look through trade items they want. I'm going to be querying the computer." 
 
    Both girls mouth clicked their assent. 
 
    "Computer. Have you scanned all the data we were sent?" 
 
    "Yes. Analyzing…" 
 
    "May we carry weapons without penalty? What types are allowed and which ones are  prohibited?" 
 
    "Your stunner and kinetic weapons are allowed but railguns are considered too destructive. Railguns are prohibited. Grenades and rockets are prohibited. Pulse rifles are fine. There is no mention of molecular disruptors. You are carrying Irixian models that are considered the best quality." 
 
    "Computer. Where did you get that information? You've never mentioned that before." 
 
    "I am receiving fragmentary contact with the outlying network this system has through the debris cloud. Some of the cloud has dwarf planets with colonies or mining operations." 
 
    "Computer. Be on watch for malware. You are out of date," Alan said. 
 
    "Noted," the computer said. "Monitoring heuristics." 
 
    "Computer. What are the species percentages in residence here?" Alan asked. 
 
    "The current resident population is two percent human, ten percent Irixian, twenty percent Phafalotoi, twenty-five percent Hllumff, forty percent Tros, and three percent other." 
 
    "Computer. What are current crime stats and unemployment rates by population?" 
 
    "Ascertained crime rate is high as is unemployment…especially among Phafalotoi. Humans appear to be privileged and rarely seen. There are stories about Phafalotoi posing as human but I am not sure if the stories are fact or fiction." 
 
    "Computer. Monitor for any traffic about us or incidents, actions, or unusual activity that you determine may be a threat to us." 
 
    "Confirm monitoring. The landing authority is thought to engage in corrupt practices according to stories I have seen. The two 'evaluators' sent to us should be handled with care. We should have a trade manifest ready for them with 'samples'. 
 
    "Computer. Do samples represent bribes?" 
 
    "Yes," the computer stated. "Species specific." 
 
    "Computer. Most of the residents are Tros. Go through our manifest and our inventory and suggest 'samples' for any species. Have Quixana get these ready along with a manifest." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The landing system interfaced with the ship's computer and they landed without incident near a terminal. A small vehicle rolled out to meet them. It had a Phafalotoi driving. He seemed to be chauffeuring a large Tros and an Irixian. The Tros was about two meters tall and must have weighed 150 kilos. He looked like a walking rhino with his snout cut off. His ears stuck out and swiveled constantly. His hands had three stubby fingers and opposable thumbs. The Tros skin was gray, wrinkled, rough leather. His belly was large. The Irixian reminded Alan of a walking spider but just two legs. He was very skinny and sported a head that only a mother could love. 
 
    They got out of the vehicle with pompous grandeur. Alan could see they were very proud of themselves. He decided to handle them as a rich human. Alan spoke first, "Show me your credentials," he said. 
 
    The two fumbled for some type of identification. The Tros held his out to Alan and Alan held the identification up so he could better compare the photograph with the face. "These pictures never do us justice," he said in Tros and handed it back. He took the ID from the Irixian and said in Irixian, "Your identification is expired but I believe you are who you say you are. Come. Please inspect our trade goods. I want to hear your evaluation and any suggestions you may have for us. This way please," he said as he handed the ID back and turned up the ramp. 
 
    "Here are manifests for you. I hope these are adequate. I took the liberty of printing them in your native language as you arrived if that is acceptable," Alan said as he handed them a sheet listing items they had for trade. 
 
    "You are wearing a molecular disruptor," the Irixian said. 
 
    "I am. This is an Irixian model. They are the finest artisans of these weapons. Would you like to see it?" Alan said and handed him the weapon with the weapon on safe. 
 
    "I have heard of these but they are very rare now. Is it for sale?" said the Irixian. 
 
    "No. I'm sorry but I inherited it. Quixana," he said as he turned and took a small box from her. "This is a sample of some kitchenware we were considering selling." 
 
    The Irixian opened it and it was a knife with a broad handle. They had found it in a drawer in the galley, cleaned it up, and discovered that it was of Irixian manufacture.  
 
    "It is a kitchen knife," said the Irixian seemingly put out.  
 
    "Let me show you a feature of this knife," Alan said. He took a slab of tough-as-hell jerky they had gotten out of a soldier's pack on Trappist. He held a long strip hanging down. "Swing the knife at this," Alan said. 
 
    The Irixian gingerly swept the knife through the meat without it even moving and a chunk fell on the counter.  
 
    "Look how easily it cuts. It will cut any fruit, vegetable, or meat like that. It even cuts bone but…watch this," he said and placed the strip of meat on top of his hand and put his hand on the counter. "Now swing the blade through the meat." 
 
    "I will not. It will cut your hand in half," said the Irixian. 
 
    "I know Irixians are a warrior race and I tell you now that this will not harm me. I swear to you as an Irixian warrior," Alan said. 
 
    The Irixian swept the knife through the jerky yet the hand and counter were untouched. "How is this possible? I felt no resistance and I am not so precise that I could cut the meat but not your hand." 
 
    "First; this blade is of Irixian manufacture. It only cuts dead meat, vegetables, or picked fruit. It could not be a weapon or a surgeon's tool but a child or a clumsy adult could use it safely. It will also not cut metal, plastic, ceramic, or even celtram. I do not know how it does it but I knew the first moment I saw you that this was meant for you." 
 
    "It is magnificent. Thank you. Let us finish this quickly," said the Irixian. 
 
    "Not so fast," said the Tros. "Let's see your stock." 
 
    "This way," Alan said as he led them to the cargo hold. 
 
    "This is most of our trade goods," he said while opening containers. He handed a video card to the Tros. 
 
    The Tros expelled some gas laughing. "You cannot expect to sell these cheap knockoffs here. These things sell for almost nothing. People throw them away because they only play for a few moments. If you look at them wrong, they stop working. My daughter got one and it was humid one day and stopped working." 
 
    "Excuse me. Knockoffs? These are original Earth manufacture and have a one-year guarantee. We will replace any that stop working in the first Earth year no questions asked. Try one each," Alan said and handed them one. He was thinking that locals tried to copy the original Earth manufacture. He'd seen these things in museums and you couldn't break them. You could step on them, soak them in water, or even bend them and they kept working. 
 
    "Quixana. Please bring me a clear glass of water," he said and turned to the Tros. "Is yours working?" 
 
    "Yes. They all work at first," he said. 
 
    Alan could smell cinnamon - which meant the Tros was angry according to his old mentor. "Put it on the deck," Alan said and the Tros did so. "Now step on it. Even stand on one foot if you can." 
 
    The Tros did so and then picked up the rectangle and held it between both hands. "It still works." 
 
    Quixana brought in a large glass of water and gently took the video rectangle out of the Tros's fingers and dropped the rectangle into the water. Alan held the glass and the Tros took the rectangle out of the water and held it between both hands. "It still works!" he exclaimed. 
 
    "So that rectangle is my sample," said the Tros. 
 
    "No. I have a liter bottle of grape juice for you," Alan said as Quixana brought in a bottle of juice. 
 
    The Tros gave off an acrid, harsh smell and Alan knew they had overwhelmed him. His old mentor had made him learn the common smells, clicks, burps, and farts that communicated ideas to others. This was a good smell. Tros loved grape juice. It was their idea of Nirvana. 
 
    The Tros turned to his partner. "I think we can assure the financial institutions here that these people have the highest value of trade goods. We will ride back with our servant outside and he will return. He and the vehicle are yours to command as long as you are in port with our compliments. It is a pleasure doing business with you. He is intimately familiar with this port. He will give you advice for the best deals." 
 
      
 
    Alan turned to Qui and Quixana. "I think that went well. I think they really liked their samples. That knife is great if you cut a lot of food and you're clumsy but it would have limited use otherwise. Our replicator only needed a day to crank out that grape juice." 
 
    "I don't know but they didn't loan him to us to be that helpful. He will refer us to clients of those two I'll bet," Qui said. 
 
    "What do Phafalotoi like?" Quixana said looking thoughtful.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Phafalotoi drove back within the hour and came to the starboard entry port. He looked at the sensor and said, "My name is Hanlatoi. Request permission to come aboard." 
 
    "Permission granted," Alan said and opened the port and escorted him to the common room. "You have served in the military."  
 
    "I have served several Earth decades with the Sol Force. This is a Sol Force shuttle is it not?" Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "Why do you ask?" Alan saw that this Phafalotoi was poised and advanced age. 
 
    "I was freed by the Sol Force but fell on hard times here. I left Sol Force because I wanted to be with another. They left me for another and I was devastated. It is difficult to find work here so now I work with the exchange officers. I will never earn enough to leave their employ and am too old to try a new position. We should first go to a financial institution and get a loan for a portion of your trade goods," he advised. 
 
    "I'm not comfortable giving a bank a percentage of our goods. Is there another way of getting money or doing this without giving them a percentage?" Alan asked in Phafalotoi. 
 
    "How do you still have access to a training machine?" asked Hanlatoi. 
 
    "Everything we have is a hundred years old or older. I come from an alternate reality," Alan said. 
 
    "Really. Some of the oldest Sol Force troops used to travel to different dimensions but that was a bit before my time. I'm sorry to act so surprised but it has been years since I've heard Phafalotoi spoken fluently from a non-Toi. To answer your question, you need to take some valuable item to the bank and they will give you local money or a credit slate to use while you are here. Do you have something you have to spare? Old tech is good. Actually, old tech is worth a lot," Hanlatoi said looking around. 
 
    Qui said, "We have four little power generators." 
 
    "Those are the zero-point generators," Alan said. 
 
    "You have working zero-point generators. All the ones here stop working if they aren't used for a while. One working one would be worth a fortune," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "We have three more of them," Alan said thinking that the people just didn't know how to turn them back on because they couldn't read the instructions in the Ylee language printed on the exterior of each device. Alan had learned Ylee from the stash of Folly training cylinders. 
 
    Alan took one of the generators and sat with Hanlatoi on the way to the financial institution, the bank looked like a bank, smelled like a bank - it was a bank. The girls acted like bodyguards and Quixana stood beside them while they negotiated and Qui stood outside the door with her pulse rifle.  
 
    The officials saw that the generator was still working and fell over themselves offering him more and more until they finally reached agreement that the bank would offer his crew a credit account and hard currency too. They set up a positive credit balance and provided a large amount of hard currency. Alan gave the girls a good bit as the bank manager explained the value of each denomination. Alan was given a wireless credit slate for larger transactions. 
 
    Alan turned to Hanlatoi as they left the bank. "Thank you for aiding us here. Here is a little something for your assistance," he said in Phafalotoi and gave Hanlatoi several large denomination bills. 
 
    "This is unnecessary," Hanlatoi said, seemingly embarrassed. 
 
    "Accept it as a favor to us. Do you know a place where old equipment can be purchased?" Alan said thinking he was seeing a pattern where the technology from one hundred years before was not being used because no one knew how to maintain it. The trainers seemed to be rare because people seemed surprised they spoke so many languages. That would not have happened if trainers were available to the general population. People were surprised they had working molecular disruptors because there were so few zero-point power modules. People just didn't know that they shut themselves down if left inactive for about a week. The zero point modules charged the language trainers. and they would stop working when they needed to be recharged. It all fit. Something had happened where the critical maintenance step had been skipped and the tech chain was disrupted. 
 
    "I know a place but it off the normal routes. It is in a warehouse area," he said. "I am not supposed to go there but I will for you. Do you want to drop the little girls off? It is a dangerous area." 
 
    Alan turned around and started talking in Trappist to the girls. "He is planning to take us to a rough area. He wanted to know if we should drop the 'little girls' off first," Alan said and the girls thought this was hilarious. 
 
    "How should we handle this then?" Qui asked.  
 
    "Helmets and shields on when we get close. Weapons in hand and stay close… Suits on active response. They should react to threats before you notice the threat yourself. We have money and they will think we are easy targets. I have the wand we found last week. Move around if they use lasers. This thing may cut through shields if they have them," he said as he patted the 'saber' he had found in the locker. 
 
    "The girls are my bodyguards. They will protect you more than you will need to protect them," he said in Phafalotoi. 
 
    "We are close now. Be alert. It is that building ahead of us. It's that one," he said pointing. "I will knock first," he said and stumbled when he turned around to see his three passengers in shiny domed battle suits. Qui held her pulse rifle and Quixana had her hand on her molecular disruptor. 
 
    "I'm armed with a credit slate," Alan said and held up the credit slate when Hanlatoi knocked.  
 
    There was a lot of scuffling around inside and then the door swung open. Two Irixians stood at the door with laser pistols in their hands. "What do you want? Do you have an appointment?" one asked. 
 
    Alan held up his credit slate and the Irixian turned around and stated something to someone inside. The two waved everyone inside. 
 
    As soon as they entered, they saw that there were six Tros in addition to the two Irixians with pulse rifles. 
 
    "What brings you here with these military?" asked a very large and aged Hllumff in Trade. 
 
    Hanlatoi started to answer but Alan stepped forward. "Greetings," Alan said in Hllumff. "I am a trader and I'd like to make a lot of credits for both of us." Alan knew those language cylinders were worth studying. 
 
    "I can crack your credit slate, steal your money, and sell you and your people into slavery. That seems like a safer plan. Your weapons can't touch me or my employees," said the Hllumff who passed gas like a Tros as he laughed. 
 
    "I doubt that's the case but you can make more profit by working with me," Alan said. 
 
    "I have a shield that…" he said as Alan pulled his saber, turned it on and slashed through the control module to the Hllumff's shield unit. He returned the saber back to his belt in a flash as if he hadn't moved. The move was so rapid it was almost invisible but the Hllumff started releasing a sulfur smell of fear. 
 
    "I really don't like to be threatened when I'm trying to make a person rich. I suspect I will buy as much of your stock as I can fit into my shuttle. I want to see any old tech you have. I especially want old training machines, cylinders for them and zero-point modules," Alan said and retracted his helmet. 
 
    "You are human," said the Hllumff. "You spoke Hllumff really well so you must having working training machines." 
 
    "I have many things," the Hllumff said. "What was that you used to cut through my shield?" 
 
    "We'll talk about that after I make you rich," Alan said and noticed the sulfur smell drifting away and being replaced with the acrid smell of excitement. 
 
    The Hllumff made some signal and all his employees lowered their weapons and acted like merchants going about their business of moving and sorting merchandise. The Hllumff took Alan and Hanlatoi around to the side of the warehouse and showed him a stack of zero-point modules halfway to the ceiling. "None of these things work but they look perfect. The training machines are over here," he said and walked to a nearby neat stack of, at least, one thousand training machines and bins of cylinders. I think I have room for one hundred of each and maybe five of those bins of cylinders. How much would you charge me for those? Our shuttle is at the port." 
 
    "I could say they are dear to me but you would not believe me. We buy the working ones from the humans here. They seem to be able to have them but they want a fortune for working ones. They also are the only ones with training machines too," the Hllumff said and named a price ridiculously under what he had expected. 
 
    "Deal," Alan said and held out his slate. The Hllumff pulled out a slate from somewhere and put it under Alan's. Alan typed in an amount and the Hllumff hesitated before he hit 'accept'. 
 
    "This is twice what I asked," the old Hllumff said. "I want to do repeat business. I have to help you to help me later. Will your employees help move those items to my shuttle now?" 
 
    "Certainly. I have other things that don't work. Would you like to see those too?" 
 
    "Yes," Alan said though there would be little space left on the shuttle. "Which way?" 
 
    The Hllumff showed Alan and a very subdued Hanlatoi around further in the warehouse into a side storage room. "Here we are. We have these portable railguns and ammunition. They don't run on hydrocarbons and all the manuals are in some language no one knows. I will sell you all five guns, all the manuals, and I'll throw in that crate of lamlee for one hundred credits." 
 
    "You have lamlee here. Isn't that dangerous," Alan said thinking how valuable lamlee were on the open market and someone could break in and steal them. 
 
    "Oh no. They're not dangerous if you wear gloves. You just have to wear gloves. They don't do anything," the Hllumff said. 
 
    Hanlatoi looked quiet. 
 
    Alan said, "Deal. Please send these right to my ship," he said and pulled out his slate again as the Hllumff put his slate under Alan's.  
 
    The Hllumff paused before hitting 'accept'. "You did it again. Two hundred credits. It is a pleasure doing business with you. The railguns are only prohibited if they work and you're carrying them." 
 
    "Thank you. My name is Alan Einfeld. I plan to return with merchandise you can sell. I hope to make you rich so we can make bigger deals when I or my apprentices come again." 
 
    "My name is UmBlis," the Hllumff said. 
 
    Alan crossed arms across his chest as he had been taught by his trader mentor and bowed slightly to show respect. The trade goods left the warehouse a short time after they did. Hanlatoi was very quiet on the way back to the shuttle. Alan turned to him and spoke in Phafalotoi. "Why are you so quiet?" 
 
    "Why would you buy all those goods if they are non-functional?" Hanlatoi asked. 
 
    "How many credits would it take to pay off your debt?" Alan said knowing Hanlatoi would tell the exchange people too much information if he didn't secure his cooperation. 
 
    "A huge amount that I will never earn," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "How much and who would you pay?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I owe a bit more than ten thousand credits," Hanlatoi said. "I would pay at the labor exchange." 
 
    "How much traveling did you do with the Sol Force before you quit?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I traveled to eighty-one different planets or habitable moons. I counted them once." 
 
    "What skills do you claim?" Alan inquired. 
 
    "I was the purser on a cruiser for my last years. I was qualified as a gunner on a destroyer, frigate pilot, a navigator on a courier, and an engine room assistant foreman though I was never allowed to use lamlee in repairs. That was all secret stuff. I didn't even know you had to wear gloves to work with them. I once had to serve in an infantry company but that was thankfully short. I can use tools and repair almost anything." 
 
    "Hanlatoi. I will pay that off in the morning if you will work for me. I will give you additional training and pay you well. I do not want you to tell your bosses details on what we purchased," Alan said. 
 
    "I cannot leave Dim," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "Who is Dim?" Alan asked puzzled. 
 
    "Dimm is my companion for the past ten local years. She is getting old. She is retired from the service also." 
 
    "Does she have any skills?" Alan asked. 
 
    "She is a good soldier for searching and guard work." 
 
    "Bring her with you. We have room," Alan said. 
 
    "I will be at your door first thing in the morning then," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    They arrived at the ship and the two girls got out and retracted their helmets. Hanlatoi sped off. 
 
    "That was intense. What were you two talking about? We couldn't hear with the wind noise," Qui said. 
 
    "I offered Hanlatoi a job. He's going to bring his female companion, Dim, with him. We need him to handle fixing this stuff and repairing the ship," Alan said. 
 
    "Another female? You should have talked with us. We're partners." 
 
    "We were lucky. We need some experience here. He has visited ten times more planets than I have and that's counting alternate universes. Let's not argue. Give the workers ten credits each for unloading while I fix you two a special meal. You may like it more than hot dogs Quixana." 
 
    "No way," Quixana said, "…but hurry up. I'm hungry." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    "So. What is Pizza? Quixana asked. "I know the word from my English cylinder but I'm not sure what it is? It smells delicious." 
 
    "This is genuine simulated pepperoni pizza with several simulated cheeses and tomato on a baked flat bread," Alan said. 
 
    The pizza was a success and it wasn't. Quixana was the time-honored victim of 'pizza mouth'. This is condition known for its painful lesson where the victim takes too large a bite of too-hot pizza and burns the top of their mouth. Victims generally recover using a cold cola. Caution followed the lesson. Once burned - twice shy.  
 
    "Oh my," Quixana said. "This is wonderful," Quixana went on espousing that pizza is fantastic - as good or better than hot dogs." 
 
    "I never thought I'd hear her say that? She always tells me that nothing is better than hot dogs," Qui said. "Alan. Captain. We like the food but aren't sure about another two crewmembers coming aboard - especially one more female." 
 
    "I understand. I'm not too crazy about more people to feed either but they are risking their lives coming with us too. Would you leave a world where you've been living? It's a big step for them too." 
 
    "I can see that," Qui said. "We'll try, Captain." 
 
    "That's all I ask. Thanks," Alan said. 
 
      
 
    The warehouse employees showed up right after pizza and the girls guarded like Marines with helmets on and hands on weapons. Qui stood stoically beside the ramp and Quixana was inside directing pallet placement. The warehouse workers were professional and efficient. The girls stopped workers individually and quietly gave them ten credits each. She then thanked them in their native species language. The foreman for the crew came up with a slate to sign and Alan came down and thanked them all. Alan handed the foreman twenty credits and explained he had given a little to all the workers. 
 
    "Why do you give us money?" the foreman asked. "We have already moved the merchandise and stored it away. We have no contract to work together further." 
 
    "It is our custom when we employ workers who are truly skilled. We will be through here again. We will want to work with your crew again because you have already shown they do excellent work. We call this a tip. We are traders. Good traders show profit for all who deal with them," Alan said. 
 
    "I think you are a really weird example of your species," said the foreman. "I like you and look forward to your return in spite of you being weird. Good trades." 
 
      
 
    Alan closed up the ship, turned on the shield, and walked to where the girls were in the workroom talking.  
 
    "Why did you buy all this junk? We had some of these power supplies already and our trainer already works. What are lamlee? I saw some on the manifest but they said all this stuff was dead," Qui said. "I wasn't going to say anything because one thing I've learned is do not interrupt a deal. What next?" 
 
    "Please bring me two dead power supplies, a training machine, and carefully fill this container with lamlee. Wear gloves when you fill it and close the cover before you move them," Alan said. 
 
    "Two dead power supplies, a training machine, and this container of lamlee wearing gloves…got it," Qui said repeating back essential commands like she'd learned with the military training cylinders.  
 
    The girls rushed off and came back in no time with the assorted items.  
 
    "Put them up there and watch what I do carefully," Alan said. "I've had one training cylinder that you haven't had because it wasn't from this ship. I had a training cylinder on the Ylee language. They made a lot of this stuff and they are where we first learned about lamlee. They were an aquatic race that almost died out a few hundred years ago. Watch what I do with this power supply," Alan said and held his fingers really stretched apart at several places on the power supply. There was a faint hum and the ends lit up. "This," he said pointing to the script on the outside of the device explains how to reboot these after they are unused for about a week. These are designed to turn themselves off when not being used. All these slots are where you plug devices in for power," he said. "You try it Qui. The Ylee had tentacles and wrapped around it." 
 
    She took the other power supply and tried to do it but couldn't quite get her fingers in the right places. 
 
    "Almost," he said. "Move that finger a little higher to there. Good. Move that finger a little left. Good. Now press," he said. 
 
    The supply hummed and came on. Qui and Quixana both did a little squeal of excitement. "Now what?" Qui said. 
 
    "Now. Hand me that cord over there. That's the one. Here Quixana. Plug one end into any of those slots on the power supply," he said. "Slide that trainer over this way and look right here. See the rectangle?" 
 
    She said, "Yes. What do you want me to do?" 
 
    "Quixana. Do you feel a little ridge sticking up?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. 
 
    "Slide that little ridge to the left. It should open a charging slot," he said. 
 
    Qui laughed. "So, all that stuff we bought just ran out of the charge and they didn't know how to power them back up. Is that it?" 
 
    "Looks like that's the case," he said. "If this works we are officially rich as hell." 
 
    "So, I plug this other end of the cable into this slot," Quixana asked. 
 
    "Yes. That's all there is to it," he said. 
 
    "How long do I leave it plugged in?" she asked. 
 
    "Good question. You leave it plugged in until…" Alan stopped when they heard a 'dink' sound. "Until you hear a 'dink'. This trainer will now work about fifty cylinders before it needs a recharge." 
 
    "How can it work so long and only charge for a few seconds? We have batteries that charge and they are big and take a long time to charge. I've seen them," Qui asked. 
 
    "This uses a supercapacitor. You have the word from the English cylinder but it charges really fast and they found a way to keep a charge a long time and let it out like a battery. That's why the railguns they sold us don't work. They use supercapacitors for their energy source instead of liquid fuels. We can charge them up next time we're really far away from everything. They are supposed to pack a lot of kinetic energy." 
 
    "What now?" Quixana asked excitedly. She was going to have a hard time going to sleep that night. 
 
    "We're going to sell these two power supplies in the morning for Hanlatoi but now, Qui. Would you pour those lamlee out on the table? Right in the middle is fine." 
 
    Qui poured them out carefully wearing gloves so they wouldn't touch her hands. "They are so tiny. They're smaller than dust but they sparkle. Why don't they just blow away like dust?" 
 
    "This is why someone told them to always wear gloves when handling them," Alan said and reached to put his naked hand flat into the pile with his eyes closed. 
 
    Quixana said, "Look out. You're touching them," she yelled. 
 
    The pile was already doing something. It started clumping together and taking shape. It was shaped like Alan's Irixian disruptor. 
 
    "I think that worked pretty well," he said. "I wasn't sure it would. I'd never had any lamlee to try it on. Here Qui. Look this over. I tried to make it an uncharged disruptor but treat it like it's armed," he said and handed it to her. 
 
    "This feels just like a real one," she said. 
 
    "It is a real one," Alan said. "You can make anything out of lamlee if you have enough. You control the lamlee with your mind." 
 
    Qui closed her eyes while holding the disruptor. "It won't change," she said. 
 
    "I locked it. You think like putting a lock on the design," he said and reached over touching the disruptor for a few seconds. "Now try." 
 
    Qui closed her eyes and the disruptor changed to a saber like Alan's. She held it up and a blade appeared. 
 
    "Look out!" he said and jumped off the stool as she slit the stool in half. The blade disappeared. "I'm sorry Alan. I nearly killed you. I couldn't see the blade. I'm so stupid." 
 
    He went forward and held her in his arms and she sobbed. Quixana came over and put her arms around Qui and she cried too. 
 
    "I did want another one of these weapons and I never thought of making one this way but this might come in really handy. This seems to be able to cut through any shield but it's not the best use of lamlee," he said. 
 
    "Why not?" said Quixana, "You can make anything from these things?  
 
    "You could make bricks out of lamlee but you could buy bricks cheaper. It is nice to have enough to make some things that can change from one form to another but ten of these lamlee made this shuttle fly faster. The computer said this ship had been upgraded with ten lamlee. Its normal top speed is 400 lights. The lamlee let it go 700 lights with only ten lamlee. I learned a little about lamlee from my mentor. He said all you have to do is add a few lamlee to a system and think about what you want it to do and they make it do it. It makes things run better - run longer. He mentioned during the war they used lamlee to travel to other dimensions, to travel through time, and to travel to other galaxies." 
 
    "Other galaxies?" Quixana asked. "What are they? I know what stars are." 
 
    "Galaxies are millions and billions of stars in groups. They are millions of galaxies but they are over a million light years from here." 
 
    "How did they do that?" Qui asked. 
 
    "I have no idea," Alan said. "Let's not get crushed by how big the universe is. How about thinking about selling all our power modules on another planet? We might be able to get more lamlee from other ports on this planet. UmBlis might have contacts at other ports and we could pay him a commission for any lamlee he finds us. Do we have more room?" 
 
    Quixana spoke. "We have room for about six crates the same size as the one we just got." 
 
    "Thanks. Now I want you two to practice making things from these lamlee. Practice locking it into shape and then trying to undo what the other made. No more sabers right now and don't disintegrate the ship. Practice. When you make animals, they'll be little because there isn't much mass of lamlee. Make sure you think of them able to hear and obey you. They'll run away otherwise. You can make them so they only work for a little bit and then change to something else. Be careful and watch out for each other. I'm going to take a shower and go to sleep. Don't stay up too late." 
 
    "Okay," both girls said together.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alan woke up in the morning and went to the galley to sleep and both girls were asleep with their heads on the table. Pizza spoor was scattered about. What was so funny was there were two little lamlee figures on the table. One was a little lamlee warrior with a spear fighting some lamlee feline predator. The cat predator would leap and the warrior would dodge and jab. The warrior would get the predator and then they'd start over and the predator would catch the warrior. Alan reluctantly woke the girls up. 
 
    "Huh?" Qui said. 
 
    "Turn these off and you two take quick showers and go to sleep. Help Quixana will you?" 
 
    "Okay Captain. Pretty cool huh," she said describing the two figures. 
 
    "Really cool, Qui," Alan said. 
 
    Alan had barely gotten them to bed when Hanlatoi knocked on the entrance port. 
 
    Alan opened the port but didn't see the female. "Where's Dim?" 
 
    "Here she is," Hanlatoi said and patted his leg and the weirdest creature walked up from around the car. 
 
    "Holy hell," Alan decried, "It's a VicVic." 
 
    "Dimm's  intelligent. She doesn't soil my home and she does what I say but I never see her drink anything," Hanlatoi said. "I've kept her for ten years." 
 
    "Holy hell," Alan thought. VicVics were vicious fighters but they're rarely seen in this part of the galaxy. They looked just shy of two-meter high, green praying mantis but were generally considered excellent technicians. Alan knew the VicVic spoke a fast, high-pitched speech - much inaudible to human ears. Alan held up his hands to wait and rushed inside. He placed his hand in the pile of lamlee still on the table and they transformed into a box with a harness. Alan took it outside and handed it to Dimm.  
 
    "She doesn't need a restraint. She's trained," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "How long have you been stranded here?" Alan asked and the box around Dimm's  neck made odd sounds. 
 
    Dimm made odd sounds in return and the box around her neck said, "I have been stuck on this miserable planet for ten years and treated like a domestic animal," the translator box Alan had made said in Trade. 
 
    "She can talk!" Hanlatoi exclaimed.  
 
    Alan pulled up everything he knew about VicVic from his mentors implanted memory files and saw the pertinent passages. "Do you wish passage with us?" 
 
    "Yes," said the box around Dimm's neck. 
 
    "Will you give the standard assurances that you will not harm anyone or anything on board our vessel and will obey all orders that do not change your obligation? Will you provide technical service with technology with which you are familiar?" Alan inquired. 
 
    "Yes, to all those questions but how do you know of VicVic?" 
 
    "My mentor was a trader and he implanted knowledge of your race. I am pleased to have you on our ship. I will provide food and credits if you have skills we need. What are your skills?" 
 
    "I was engineer of a ship the size of a frigate but they abandoned me here. I think they were afraid of me," Dimm said. "I have considerable technical skills." 
 
    Hanlatoi was standing there with his mouth literally hanging open. Alan did something Hanlatoi had never dared to do. He walked up, grasped both forward barbed catching arms of this big praying mantis, and started talking. "Our profit is your profit. We will defend you with our lives. Our path and your path are joined. What would you have us do...Kin?" 
 
    Dimm wobbled a bit like it had been hit. How could this creature? She thought it was a human. How could this human know of the kinship ritual? She was thrilled. So many times, she had thought of tearing off the heads of all around her or ending her life but this…this was wonderful. She straightened up and tipped her head a bit. "Where are we going next?" 
 
    "We have some more business on this planet and then we are going to Altair. Hanlatoi. It seems you need to talk with Dimm a bit before we go. I'm going in to get our trade goods ready and then we'll go to the financial place. Dim," he said turning to the large creature. "What type of weapons do you like to carry? What appendage do you use and where do you carry the weapon?" 
 
    Dimm was shocked. This human must have extensive knowledge of VicVic to know which questions to ask. "We prefer sabers but they disappeared many planetary turns ago. We strap them to the side of this walking leg about here," she said pointing to her right rear of her four legs and using her left grasping arm to show where she would attach it. 
 
    Alan went in and Qui came out, saw Dim, shrieked, and ran back inside. Alan took quite a while getting a very reluctant pair of girls to meet the new female. He had them come out and grab a grasping arm. "Now, say what I said." 
 
    A very shaky voice said, "I am Qui - First officer and your shipmate. I welcome you aboard the Folly." 
 
    "Thank you Qui. I am Dimm and will protect you and the crew as my own," said Dimm.  
 
    Quixana had to be literally dragged out. "Don't let it eat me," she said. 
 
    "Quixana," Qui said. "You're embarrassing me. This is Dimm.  She is our shipmate." 
 
    Dimm dipped her head. "Quixana is an interesting name. My name is Dimm and I am very happy to meet you. I am an engineer and my world is very hot and a long way from here. Will you tell me about your world some time? I think we're going to be good friends." 
 
    Alan thought the idea of a VicVic on board wasn't going to be too bad. Dimm appeared really smart and traveled. Hanlatoi still looked like he had been hit with a club. 
 
    "Hanlatoi. Talk with Dimm and get acquainted with Quixana and Qui." Alan said. He went in and came out twenty minutes later with two working power supplies and a weird saber. He gave the saber and case to Dimm.   
 
    She attached it to the outside of her right rear leg and then drew the saber with her left grasping arm. She activated it but she and Alan were the only ones who could see the blade. She sheathed it. "This is excellent." 
 
    "Let's go Hanlatoi," Alan said. "Dimm.  Would you come with us? It may inspire clerks to handle our work faster." Alan laughed silently as they drove off to the financial institution to sell the two additional power supplies. 
 
    The drive to the bank was inconsequential but there was shock as they walked in. The Tros personnel hung back but they banker they had dealt with before waited on them professionally. 
 
    "You said you'd probably be back. You have two more to sell? We know you bought many nonfunctional ones. I also knew you said you a few with you. We will still give you a good price," he said. Alan knew he was lying but they finally reached an agreement much higher than they had started. Alan put his slate under the bank slate and the banker transferred a large amount of credit to his account. Alan accepted and had the banker give him a good deal of hard currency for smaller items. 
 
    They then headed to the labor exchange. The guards at the front entrance started to draw their weapons but Dimm said, "Don't even think of drawing your weapons!" They stood stock still as Hanlatoi and Alan entered. Dimm followed and Alan was correct in the fact that Dimm's presence sped up the clerks. They paid off Hanlatoi's debt and for a small fee, would notify his past employers that he had lest their service. 
 
    Alan turned to Hanlatoi as they left. "Do you think UmBlis can find us more lamlee from elsewhere if we pay him a commission?" 
 
    "He would if we pay him enough. How much are you willing to pay? We have quite a bit of credits left over from the sale of the power supplies." 
 
    "Pay him 1,000 credits per crate and 1,000 credits to get them here within two days and he'll do it," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    "Do you feel comfortable making him that offer while Dimm and I go shopping?" Alan asked. 
 
    "No problem. I think he likes doing business with us. I'll drop you off at a good market while I drive over there. You'll be able to get a ride back easily," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    Hanlatoi was as good as his word and he drove them to a prosperous looking market and dropped them off. The crowds parted a bit for Dimm as they walked through. "I want to buy food for the ship and for you. Pick anything you want. You eat your food live?" 
 
    "I have not been able to do so in many years. I would also like to go to a shop over there. I sold my suit many years ago. I could not bargain. They would have resold it." 
 
    They saw a rundown curio shop ahead and walked in. A young Tros was behind the counter. He said nothing when they came in. 
 
    "I want to buy a suit," Dimm said. 
 
    "This is not a clothing store as you can see," he said. 
 
    "I sold a space suit here," Dimm said. ""Check." 
 
    The young Tros walked to the back grumbling and an old Tros came to the front. 
 
    "I remember you. It was silly of me to buy that thing back then. I knew I'd never sell it. I'll go check the storage room." 
 
    The old Tros came back with a good-sized box. "That will be one-hundred fifty credits." 
 
    "You gave me ten credits for it. I was desperate," Dimm said and turned toward Alan. "I still had a translator then." 
 
    "One-fifty. Firm," he said. "Figure you're desperate to get it back and have credits now you're with a human." 
 
    Alan held out his credit slate and typed the amount. The old Tros hit accept and handed over the suit. 
 
    Dimm put on the suit before they left and she did look more civilized. The saber fit even better because the suit was designed for a similar weapon to be attached. They picked up vegetables and frozen meats. Dimm got a couple of cages of live mice-like creatures and lizards. A taxi-like van gave them a ride back to the shuttle. Two other vehicles were there and some angry beings were arguing with each other as they drove up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hanlatoi's former bosses were there. The Irixian did his best to stomp over to them. 
 
    "Hanlatoi has not been reporting to us. We got some ridiculous notice that he was quitting. We know he had a large debt obligation. We will make it difficult for him to find employment anywhere. We trusted you. We will not stand by and let you steal our employees," spewed the Irixian.  
 
    "I am so glad you are here. I realize losing such a valued employee would cause you a loss and you saved me finding you later. Please let me compensate you for your loss. It was a sudden decision," Alan said as he pulled out his credit slate. 
 
    "You did not consult us," said the Irixian but his credit slate was out in a flash. 
 
    Alan set his slate to 1,000 credits and the Irixian immediately hit 'accept' after a jerk showing he had been surprised. "I truly want to apologize for not contacting you first as I want to do much more business with you in the future. Can you forgive me?" Alan said in Irixian. His mentor had always told him that the secret to successful trading was to leave everyone happy; especially the bureaucrats.  
 
    The Irixian sputtered for a minute and then said, "Certainly. I look forward to future business with you. Good trades," he said as he nodded to his stoic Tros partner and they drove away quickly. That left two human males standing aside with crossed arms and sour expressions. 
 
      
 
    One of the males was effete while the other was built like a professional combat golem. Both were armed with Irixian disruptor pistols. 
 
      
 
    Alan said nothing and just stood there requiring them to come to him. He who talks first loses - his mentor said though then showed him a million exceptions to the rule. The effete one finally walked over to Alan with a fearful look at Dimm who stood as tall as Alan  and directly to his side. 
 
      
 
    "Your minions will not let us into your ship to inspect your trade goods," he said.  
 
    Alan turned away and started gathering the foodstuffs they had bought to put into the ship. He ignored the man and started toward the ship but turned around when the man started following him. "Not now. Not in the future. I don't know who you are and I don't care. Move away from my ship before I have to remove you." 
 
    The man looked stunned and Dimm stepped between the two and clicked her mandibles. 
 
    Alan and Dimm entered the ship and Qui ran up to him. 
 
    "I thought you'd never get back. We had all those angry people out there," Qui said. 
 
    Alan saw Quixana hiding around the edge of a doorway. "Quixana. Would you show Dimm where to put away all these containers? Would you find a room for her too? She's kind of lost after being not able to talk with anyone here for ten years. Do you like her space suit? Would you two figure out how to get her suit recharged?" 
 
    Quixana sheepishly came out from down the hall and came closer. 
 
    "Hi Quixana," Dimm said through her translator. "We got a lot of stuff but I have no idea where to put anything? Will you help me? Please…" 
 
    "Okay," Quixana said. 
 
    "Okay means?" said Dimm.  
 
    "It means it is acceptable or when you reluctantly agree to something. It means a lot of stuff but mainly it means you accept," Quixana said, distracted from her fear by the questions and requests. 
 
    Alan turned to Qui. "Those exchange agents were upset that Hanlatoi quit without me telling them first. I paid them some so we won't have trouble if we come back through here. What did those other two want?" 
 
    "They came here demanding that they be allowed in to see the contents of the ship. They wouldn't even give me their name and I wasn't about to let some irate local into our ship," Qui said. 
 
    "Did you ask them what they wanted?" Alan asked. 
 
    Qui looked at Alan like he was mentally deficient. "Of course. The prissy one said we were messing up their trade. He wouldn't tell me his name so I wasn't going to do anything for him." 
 
    "Good thinking. You know your suit can contact me if you ask it to. It has communications that work for quite a long distance. I'll start using it too. I should have thought of it earlier. I'll do that in the future. Hanlatoi paid off his debt. He is going to see UmBlis to see if that Hllumff can get us more lamlee. I see those guys are still standing there. I'll go see what they want but want you to go with me. Okay? Helmet up and hand on disruptor." 
 
    They exited the Folly and stood facing the two who were communicating with someone from their vehicle. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want? Why are you loitering around my ship?" Alan asked. 
 
    The smaller human came over. "Let me start again. Forgive my abruptness. My name is Zahré Mār," the man said. 
 
    Alan started laughing. 
 
    "Why do you laugh?" Zahré said. 
 
    "I'm sorry. That just hit me wrong. Your name means 'poison of a snake' or 'shut up' in Persian - an old Earth language. Sorry - you were saying?" Alan said wiping the tears out of his eyes. 
 
    The man was a bit flustered. "You sold three zero-point power modules to a local financial institution." 
 
    "Yes. I did. So?" 
 
    Zahré continued. "Humans are not very numerous here. We are the only ones who sell those devices." 
 
    "Why is that?" Alan said. "Are you manufacturing them?" 
 
    "No. No. Of course not. We maintain the ones we have. We know that not using them for a period of days will cause them to stop working. We use them constantly and have an inventory of them. We keep the supply low so they are worth more. You selling three units has already brought the market down a bit - not much mind you - but a bit. We just wanted to warn you not to sell any more of them. It would be bad for your health," Zahré said. "You understand me." 
 
    "Never threaten me shit-for-brains. Take you and your golem away from here. If I see you or your people around my ship again, I will kill them where they stand. Do you understand me shit-for-brains?" Alan said and stepped closer to Zahré. "That time starts now." 
 
    Zahré and his large companion backed away and drove off. 
 
    "Holy hell," Qui said. "Do you think you ought to talk with those guys that way? They could be trouble." 
 
    "They'll be trouble but I just do not like being threatened. My mentor used to chastise me when I got angry so fast but we'll be out of here in a few days anyway. What are they going to do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    It turned out we found out what they were going to do soon after they left. Two Tros driving Hanlatoi's vehicle dumped Hanlatoi out in front of the shuttle. He was suffering from severe blood loss from his beatings. They drove away immediately.  
 
    Alan brought him inside and laid him out on the workroom table. Qui started bandaging his wounds. Alan cut his palm and let the blood accumulate. He then drew the blood into a bottle. He added some lamlee and put a finger into the bloody lamlee mix. He concentrated on making self-replicating medical nanites for Phafalotoi. He poured the bloody mixture down Hanlatoi's mouth. The Phafalotoi started writhing on the table as the medical nanites began their work of healing and rejuvenation. His bleeding stopped and lacerations started visibly healing. His bruises began disappearing but he was obviously in extreme pain. 
 
    Dimm had been watching. "You have lamlee. I didn't know they could do that. My translator and saber - they are made of lamlee?" 
 
    "Yes Dimm.  Some things are best made with self-assembling nanites. There has to be physical contact and they are assembled though mental construction - we call telepathy." Alan explained. 
 
    "That explains much. Thank you for trusting me with that knowledge and such a treasure of lamlee. Will these lamlee change forms?" Dimm asked. 
 
    "No. I locked those two items in their current form. I can unlock them but no one else can. They are the same as original new items," Alan said, as Hanlatoi seemed to be waking up. 
 
    "I didn't think I'd wake," Hanlatoi said. "I was stopped close to here and beaten. They said nothing and asked me nothing." 
 
    "What did UmBlis say?" Alan asked. 
 
    "He said that it would take two or three days but he would get you six crates of lamlee and more training cylinders if they looked older or newer." 
 
    "Fine. We stay in the ship but someone is on guard at all times. Dimm.  I want you to help me get our railguns charged. I have one more trip to make when the lamlee arrive. I want the humans here to think that we are intimidated." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The railguns charged flawlessly but they could think of no way they could test them inside any ship. Alan and Hanlatoi were the only two who could physically manhandle the railguns. They weighed fourteen kilograms and were just over a meter long. Alan liked the feel of the weapon but only knew what it could do from the training cylinder he had taken. Alan started Dimm and Hanlatoi taking the training cylinders as Alan started examining all the new cylinders they had acquired for the trainers. 
 
    Alan found a Ylee language cylinder and had everyone take it while they looked through the rest of their spoils. The cylinders were printed with Ylee titles so there was no way to learn their topics without knowing the written and spoken Ylee language. It was the second day when Alan found some unusual cylinders. 
 
    "Hey. Look at this Dim," he said and handed several cylinders to Dimm.  "Quadrant Culture, Interstellar Drive Theory and Operation, and Construction with Lamlee. We should all go through these three." 
 
    Alan talked it over with Hanlatoi and they decided trying to implement any design changes on the shuttle would be too much to do but they'd keep the design principles in mind. The Interstellar Drive Theory and Operation cylinder showed how to adapt a ship to 'jump' instantly from one area of space to another. They all agreed that would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Quixana made her own discovery. "Captain," Quixana said, "I've been looking at that pile of manuals you have. The English cylinder lets me understand a lot of words but this one uses scientific language that I don't understand. It’s the manual for the element replicator. I recognized the photo on the cover but I don't understand what it does." 
 
    "Thanks, Quixana," Alan said turning the manual over and flipping through the pages. "Thanks, Quixana. I don't have time now but, at least, we can find out what that thing is supposed to do." 
 
    The three days sped by though there was an incident when Qui saw Dimm eat one of her live lizards and came into the galley when Dimm was snipping off the head and crunching the skeleton in her mandibles. Qui was taken back until Dimm mentioned she was shocked when she first saw a human eating, un-hatched bird embryos (eggs). Qui got over it quickly. The girls were very adaptable. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hanlatoi was actually looking younger with the nanite treatment when three days had passed. They decided to leave Dimm and Quixana at the shuttle while Alan, Qui, and Hanlatoi went to retrieve the lamlee. 
 
    They were immediately admitted when they arrived at the warehouse. UmBlis greeted Alan and they walked back to his office. "Greeting, Captain Einfeld. I have six crates of lamlee and almost 100 training cylinders." 
 
    "That is wonderful. Let us transact our business and then I need to talk with you," Alan said and pulled out his slate.  
 
    Alan quickly paid and paid him ten percent more than what they agreed. 
 
    "I do not understand why you do that but I am not complaining," UmBlis said. 
 
    "Tell me about the humans here. They nearly killed my Phafalotoi crewman on the way back to our shuttle. Did you hear about that? Tell me. Do they hurt your business?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Do they? They supply the only working zero-point power supplies to this planet. They use their financial resources to coerce business deals with them instead of other species. They act like they are nobility and the rest of us are the dirt under their feet. I can barely keep in business but they keep other power projects from going ahead. The cities run large fusion plants but the infrastructure is costly if you wish to add linkages to your business." 
 
    "Were they always this way?" Alan asked. 
 
    "No. Decades ago we all got along and everyone prospered. Now the humans prosper in their little enclave and we are forced to do their bidding." 
 
    "Get those lamlee and cylinders delivered safely to my shuttle and provide me with a guard force for a day. I want to show you something before we leave. We plan to leave here in the morning," Alan said. "Is talking privately in your office safe?" 
 
    "Yes," UmBlis said rising to give orders to his employees. They prepped the crates and had them out the door in minutes. 
 
    Alan turned to Qui and Hanlatoi. "Hanlatoi, I want you to guard us in here. Qui, I want you in here with me after you find a Ylee cylinder. Bring it back here. UmBlis. I need you to send for three of the power supplies and a training machine to be brought in here." 
 
    "I don't understand but every transaction has been profitable before," he said and had a couple of his people bring the requested dormant devices to his office. He sent those employees away. "What now?" 
 
    "Hanlatoi. I don't want anyone near this office until we all come out. Understood?" Alan commanded. 
 
    "Understood," said the Phafalotoi. 
 
    "What do you intend to do? I don't like not having any of my employees near," UmBlis said. 
 
    "I intend to make you the richest, most powerful being on this planet and I want you to still work with me when we come back here," Alan said. "I want you to live through taking down the monopoly of those humans but you'll need something I am going to tell and show you." 
 
    UmBlis sat down. "I think I better sit down for this. Go ahead," he said. 
 
    "None of your zero-point power supplies are broken. Your railguns work, as do your language trainers," Alan said. 
 
    "Then you cheated me out of a lot of credits," UmBlis said raising his voice. 
 
    "Wait. Wait. We have made small deals. I want you to destroy the economic stranglehold the humans have and to do that I want you to be much more wealthy and powerful then they are. I have to make a profit too but not here. This is your territory," Alan said as the cinnamon anger smell from the large Hllumff faded only slightly. "Here, Watch how I do this," Alan said and put a power supply on the desk in front of UmBlis. "Put your hands here and here. It will be a difficult stretch for your hands but touch those points and push in at the same time. This restarts the power supplies. I have never known one to lose power." The power supply emitted a brief hum and then the ends glowed. 
 
    "This works but I have many that have lost power." 
 
    "No, no," Alan said. "These have a feature where they go to sleep after a few days when not used. You touch those places and it restarts." 
 
    "You cheated me out of one hundred," UmBlis said and the cinnamon smell increased. 
 
    "How many power supplies do you have here?" Alan asked. 
 
    UmBlis thought for a minute and said, "Nearly three thousand." 
 
    "How many do I have?" Alan asked. 
 
    "One hundred," UmBlis said, "and you are leaving the planet tomorrow." 
 
    "What do you think will happen to the human monopoly when they find out you have thousands of working power supplies?" Alan asked. 
 
    "They will send thugs to shut me down because I threaten their 'empire'." 
 
    "Yes," Alan said. "Now you restart two to show me you know how to do this task." 
 
    UmBlis set two more power supplies on his desk and though he was hesitant on the first, the second took only seconds to restart. "I need to get ready for them. Have you told anyone else?" 
 
    "No and I don't intend to. We are partners. I want to be able to come back here and trade with the richest being on this planet…you. I also don't think they know how to restart them. They know the devices will shut off unless they are continually used but I don't think they know how to start them," Alan said. 
 
    "I was worried you would tell others but then no one would be strong enough to fight them. They would financially ruin me then take over again. There is a large financial institution that does not like the current situation. I will partner with them. Wars are won by financial prowess more than bravery. Why is the training machine here? Can we restart it the same way?" UmBlis asked. 
 
    "No but it is similar and they probably all work. How many of those do you have?" Alan asked. 
 
    UmBlis started farting and chortling. "I have many thousands and they are more valuable than power supplies if they work. Show me," he said literally hopping up and down in excitement and flatulence. 
 
    "These just need to be charged. They run off a supercapacitor," he said. "It charges really fast and typically, they train beings for about fifty cylinders before they need recharging. This," Alan said holding up a cylinder, "…is a Ylee language cylinder. That will teach you to speak and read the Ylee language. They made a lot of this stuff. They were an aquatic race with tentacles. That is why you have to hold the power supply so weird to get it to restart since we don't have tentacles. Warn people not to do more than three cylinders a day or they will get really sick. That is true. Qui did four one day. She threw up a lot and was dizzy." 
 
    "I would like you to show me any weird stuff you find. I'd like to turn it into more profit," Alan requested. "Just a suggestion…but when you sell the trainers. Sell them with one standard cylinder and make customers buy the more unusual cylinders. Also, you could sell a working power supply with a trainer at a discount if they buy two or something like that. Have fun with it but buy more muscle too. Wear a shield and stay armed." 
 
    "Lots of good ideas. Can you stay a few days longer until I get the bank accounts set up? I'd like to use your advice. I'll send some guards over tonight. I have some communicators I've put away. I want you to have a few and my people will have them too. I have a box of some wrist gadgets like you wear. You can have the box, partner. No charge," UmBlis said. "Don't let anyone know I gave them to you free or they'll think I'm a pushover." 
 
    Alan took the container of communications and wrist devices and left. "As they were driving back, Alan handed one of the better wrist devices to Qui and said, "This is a MemDex. Put it on your right wrist since your left hand is dominant. Use English with it. Say 'Setup bond' and answer questions when it prompts you. Keep your answers simple." 
 
    Qui applied the device to her right wrist and flowed the verbal prompts. Her MemDex was minimally set up by the time they got back to the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    They made it back to the shuttle without incident. Four Tros guards commanded by an Irixian showed up within two hours in battle suits with heavy kinetic rifles or lasers. Alan set his MemDex to work on their communications frequency and set it to monitor.  
 
    Alan was talking with the Irixian guard commander. "Commander. I feel better having you here but I also will be turning on a stealth field around the ship and it may be difficult to see. Even though you may not be able to see the ship - I want you here. I expect any attackers will be sent by the humans, so I suggest you get back in positions where you are comfortable and you can observe and defend yourselves." 
 
    The Irixian was professional and moved to positions where they could not be easily seen. Alan entered the Folly and turned on the stealth field. He assumed most could not see it. He then had the Folly take off very slowly and move overhead for two kilometers. He had it hold position over their takeoff point. They should be less likely to be attacked at this elevation, he thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The guards changed but the Folly stayed invisibly hovering where it was as the first two days passed uneventfully. Alan stayed in touch with UmBlis through most of the financial transactions. Alan found out that UmBlis had set up an account for him with this financial institution. He was getting ten percent of UmBlis's profits. He was surprised but they were able to set up a secure account wirelessly. The profits started rolling in the third and fourth days as working power supplies were sold at half the price they had been sold just weeks before. 
 
    When the trainers began selling - the financial institutions starting banding together against the human controlled banks. The power supplies and trainers that were sold hit the human enclave hard. They had had a monopoly and had fixed prices. Overnight their control of the planet's finances was shattered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first raid killed two of the guards but the two Tros were killed. A young Phafalotoi with an explosive vest was next. I did destroy one vehicle next to where the shuttle would have been. The attack on the warehouse was an all-out assault. Alan had suggested a plan to UmBlis and he followed it even thought it was mostly Dimm's ideas. There were camouflaged spotter-sniper teams with charged rail guns that could cover the warehouse. Ship shield generators powered by power supplies protected the warehouse. UmBlis had some old, huge units in storage. The warehouse looked ordinary but would have stopped most attacks. Humans with molecular disruptors led this attack. The railguns 'throng' sound punctuated the night and the shields of every attacker who didn't die pulse rifles. Eleven were killed - none of the warehouse defenders were injured. 
 
    Alan was surprised there were no police or military afterward. He talked to UmBlis about it over the comm set. "I'm glad you survived. Were any of your people hurt?" 
 
    "No partner. We suffered no losses. Thanks for the plan. Those railguns were very handy and they'll be useful later this morning," UmBlis said. 
 
    "Why is that? Also - why did no enforcement officials or military come to investigate all this shooting?" Alan asked. 
 
    "The enforcement officials would never interfere in what they see as an internal argument. The railguns will be useful when we destroy the human enclave supplies of power supplies," UmBlis explained. 
 
    "Do you want to do that? Beings will probably die on both sides," Alan said wondering what he started and where it would end. 
 
    "We will try to hurt to beings. Every trade monopoly becomes a battle sooner or later. The trick is to make it as quick and decisive as you can. We know the location of their three warehouses now. Several of their indentured employees have come to us for asylum. I will let you know early this morning when we finish," UmBlis said. 
 
    "Let me know," Alan said knowing he would have to flee the planet if this raid went badly. He also knew other human enclaves on the planet would be affected but he hated monopolies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Their shuttle had a distant view of the human enclave but they could see no explosions or fires. UmBlis called him early that morning. 
 
    "It is done," UmBlis said. "We used molecular disruptors and destroyed all three warehouses. The only dead would be two Tros guards of no consequence. The humans will be the same as everyone else on this planet now and I owe it all to you. When do you leave? Do you have time for a victory celebration? We will have one tomorrow night at my home and all your crew is invited. You will be my guest of honor." 
 
    Alan didn't know how to gracefully get out of the invitation. He thought that if UmBlis was ruthless enough to raid a human enclave - he was not beyond turning on a 'partner'. Alan didn't fully trust UmBlis but the Hllumff hadn't given him any indication of betrayal…yet. "We'd be happy to come," Alan said reluctantly. He'd have to prep everyone.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan handed out the MemDexs he had gotten from UmBlis. The girls each got one, as did, Hanlatoi. Dimm didn't produce the body heat that powered the devices but she got permission for Alan to use a small portion of lamlee to make a radioactive diamond battery. It was 'old school tech' using an artificial diamond and radioactive Carbon-14. The battery was wafer thin, emitted no radiation, and produced enough electricity to power a MemDex for thousands of years. She came to Alan  to show her adaptations. 
 
    "Thank you for this MemDex. I have seen them on humans and wanted one when I was with the military. I have powered it and added my VicVic language to it along with many others. I have also upgraded my suit," Dimm said. 
 
    "What did you do to your suit?" Aland asked. He knew Dimm was supposed to be a savant with tech but his actual prowess was surprising. 
 
    "I returned most of the lamlee from the translator since the MemDex does its function plus so much more. I made an adapter box that takes the output of a trainer cylinder and adds it to the MemDex memory. I was also able to boost the storage capacity for the MemDexs. I added a shield function for my suits that should negate the ability of high-powered lasers to penetrate," Dimm said. 
 
    "How did you do that? The suit fields has to allow in visible light so we can see," Alan said. 
 
    "I simply added a filter that rejects coherent light. Vision relies on many frequencies. The difficult part was making the saber blade visible within the field. It works on an entirely different principle." 
 
    Alan wasn't sure he got all that but said, "Would you upgrade all our fields and MemDexs? The girls speak English and can make their MemDexs work but they need them upgraded to be able to work with Trappist and Phafalotoi. The extra memory would be useful because I can see we'd max out these if we start adding a lot of training cylinders." 
 
    "As you wish Captain," Dimm said and scurried off to upgrade everyone's shields and MemDexs. 
 
    Hanlatoi came to Alan later that afternoon. "The upgrades Dimm made are amazing. I had no idea she was so skilled but I'm embarrassed about all the time I treated her like a favored pet." 
 
    "She is making up for a dormant time for her. Her species, according to one cylinder I took during my trading internship, said her species could sit motionless for days to catch prey. She probably did something like that. Talk with her. She will tell you literally what she thinks," Alan explained. 
 
    "You expect us all to go to the party instead of traveling to the next planet? You've already shown me more advances than we saw in the military. I had no idea you could do what you are doing with lamlee," Hanlatoi said. 
 
    Quixana came running up with Qui. "Which one do you like best?" she said as her suit changed to a pretty little red dress. "You like this one," she said and posed and then the suit changed to a long green dress hitting the floor, "…or this one?" 
 
    "How did you do that?" Alan asked and saw Quixana frown. "I like the red dress much better." 
 
    Quixana giggled and turned to Qui. "I told you so," she said and ran back down the corridor. 
 
    Qui walked up and said, "Dimm showed us how to blend into the background better with the upgraded MemDexs. He also said we could look through the fashion database and change the visual image of our clothes to anything we want. He even said we could make ourselves look like other people if we had our helmets up. The new MemDex manipulates the shield to present an image that looks lifelike." 
 
    "Cool. What outfit did you choose?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I'll show you later. I'm still working on it," Qui said with a quirky little smile before walking off. 
 
    "I better get my own upgrades," he said to no one in particular and walked to the utility room. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    They were all getting ready on the Folly when UmBlis called Alan over the comm frequency on the MemDex. 
 
    "What's the matter? We're almost ready," Alan said while trying out his tuxedo image overlaid by his suit shield. 
 
    "I sent you a van but we can't see or find your ship," UmBlis said. "Where are you?" 
 
    Alan laughed. "Sorry. We don't need it. You have a big lawn behind your mansion don't you?" 
 
    Alan could hear UmBlis laughing over the comm. "Yes. Yes. The party is not outside. I will recall my troops where you are and have them come back here to reinforce my perimeter. See you soon? Please come right in the back. You won't even get your feet wet if you put your shuttle right at the outside of the large stone patio.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Everyone ready? We're going to shift over to the party. Everybody to the control room," Alan said. 
 
    Everyone came to the control room of the shuttle. Qui was still wearing her unchanged suit.  
 
    "Qui. You're not wearing that are you?" Alan said. 
 
    "Turn around," Qui said. "Go ahead. Turn around." 
 
    Alan sighed and turned around.  
 
    "Okay," Qui said. 
 
    Alan turned around and saw Qui wearing a low-cut dress with a lot of cleavage. The dress was cut low on one side and had one shoulder strap. "Wow," Alan exclaimed. "You are going to drive the humans' crazy. Wow." 
 
    "…and Phafalotoi," Hanlatoi said. "You look lovely. You too Qui." 
 
    "You look like you've added a bit of shape," Alan said. 
 
    "I may have tweaked my image a bit," Qui said. 
 
    "A bit?" Qui giggled. "She's been working on that look forever." 
 
    "Here we go. We'll be there in just a few minutes. Everyone turn your shields on and have your weapons ready. Almost there," Alan said and switched over his comm unit to UmBlis frequency. "Landing now if you want to let your guards know we're here," Alan said as he repositioned the shuttle near UmBlis's huge mansion. To say it was swank would diminish it. Alan opened the starboard port and he assisted everyone as they waited together on the patio. 
 
    "Wow," Qui said. "This is really cool. I think I'm going to like this." 
 
    "Try to stay in sight of each other. Do not go off with anyone. I can't track without your MemDex. Let's go," he said and they walked in through the rear doors as UmBlis ran over to meet them. 
 
    There were a mix of species there: Irixians, Tros, Hllumff, Phafalotoi, Human, and even Hermolics. The Hermolics were a small servile species often used for food by some other species. Alan knew the Hermolic language. A Hermolic came by and asked if he would like a drink. Alan spoke in Hermolic, " Do many of your species live on this planet?" 
 
    The Hermolic leaned back as if struck. "Forgive me master. I am unaccustomed to hearing my native language spoken. There are about 4,000 of us spread over this planet." 
 
    "How did you get here?" Alan asked. 
 
    "There was a major battle with the Sol Force here. The Horde ships had many of us on them. Some of us escaped to come here. There were many Horde ships. There are many ships from the battles abandoned in the debris ring." 
 
    "Do you know where these are ships are?" Alan asked in Hermolic. 
 
    "I know the general area but it was during my great grandfather's time so my memories are faded," said the Hermolic. 
 
    "You pass down memories from one generation to the next?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Just the males though there are rare cases with females," the Hermolic said. 
 
    "Have these ships been looted? Has anyone attempted salvage?" 
 
    "No. No. It is considered bad luck as the battle sites are haunted. No one from this planet will go there," the Hermolic said. "I have been talking with you too long and my master will get angry." 
 
    "Who is your master?" 
 
    "UmBlis," the Hermolic said and sped off. 
 
    Qui came over to Alan and slid her arm around his elbow. "I made a mistake," Qui said clutching his arm desperately and looking at a group of Phafalotoi and humans. There were men and women in the group all eyeing them. 
 
    "What'd you do?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I made myself look too good and too grownup," she said. 
 
    "Why do you say that?" Alan asked. 
 
    "All those males and even some females were hitting on me. They wanted to take me home and do things. It was creepy. One of the males put something in my drink - non-alcoholic. I'd have disappeared if my nanites hadn't neutralized it. They wanted to touch me and do stuff," Qui said and buried her head on Alan's shoulder. 
 
    He had to admit to himself that her current appearance was distracting. She looked sensual. He wondered about the others. "How is Quixana? Is she safe?" 
 
    Qui mouth clicked humor and said, "She's with Dimm.  She's having fun walking around with Dimm.  This big green creature walks near them - they just back off. Hanlatoi is talking with those uniform guys over there." 
 
    "I found out something from a little Hermolic," Alan said. 
 
    "Was that that little pointed eared furry person serving drinks? I talked to him a little in Trade. He seems shy." 
 
    "I don't think he's shy - just indentured," Alan said. "Let's go talk with UmBlis." 
 
      
 
    They walked over to where UmBlis was talking with a group. UmBlis turned from the group and came over to Qui and Alan. "You seem to have something on your mind. I have a private room adjacent to this room if you want to talk. Let the others know where we are." 
 
    "Good idea," Alan said as he contacted Dimm and Hanlatoi. 
 
    UmBlis and Alan seemed seriously desiring privacy. "What is on your mind?" UmBlis said. 
 
    "I am interested in the derelict ships still in the debris ring," Alan said. 
 
    "You've been talking with too many dreamers," UmBlis said. "That area is haunted." 
 
    "I would like to see what is out there," Alan said. "Would you lend me your Hermolic servant? I will give you ten percent of any profits." 
 
    "Did I say haunted? I meant, there might be pirates there. I have heard any ships traveling there don't return. Be careful my friend. Feel free to take my servant. He cooks for me too sometimes. Someone in his past was a cook and they were pretty good - so he is pretty good. They are slow to learn but do well," UmBlis said as a group of humans stormed into the room. 
 
    "You destroyed our warehouses," the well-dressed human male shouted. "You destroyed our livelihoods and now you're throwing a party?" 
 
    "Welcome Timmin," UmBlis rumbled over to the richly dressed human male and his two human bodyguards. "Have you met Alan Einfeld here?" he said indicating Alan. 
 
    "So, you're the human screwing up my business?" he said and arrogantly stomped over to confront Alan. "You stup…" 
 
    Alan slapped the side of his neck with a left-handed, backhand swipe and knocked Timmin directly to the floor. The two bodyguards charged toward Alan but collapsed before they took more than a step. Alan looked and saw Qui and Quixana putting away their stunners. He still couldn't see where Qui had carried that weapon. It was gone before the partygoers realized what was happening. They had seen Alan slap Timmin to the floor however. Timmin was just returning to consciousness. Alan hadn't even spilled his drink. He took a sip as Timmin moaned and groggily sat up. 
 
    Alan stood there and waited for Timmin to get up. Timmin was looking at his two guards lying face down on the floor. He climbed shakily to his feet. He shook his head and started in again. "You stupid twit. You attacked the wrong group. I…" 
 
    Alan took a step toward Timmin and grabbed him by the front of his suit. He boosted his suit strength and lifted Timmin up in the air straight-armed. He brought Timmin's head close to him. "I didn't attack anyone. You had my crewman beaten and sent people to threaten me. You attacked my partner's warehouse. I will disintegrate your enclave and all in it if you ever threaten my partner or me - again. Do you understand?" 
 
    "You don't know who…" Timmin started threatening and Alan through him straight down on his face. Alan walked away from Timmin's and his bodyguards' prostrate forms. He turned to UmBlis. "Will you send the Hermolic I asked you about? I'm determined to leave this planet soon. Why did you invite this person?" 
 
    "I thought Timmin would settle down and we could talk business. He has a lot of connections still." 
 
    "How long was he in power here with no competition?" Alan asked. 
 
    "His family - his enclave - has been in power for at least eighty years," UmBlis said. 
 
    "My guess he has never known not being in power then. To have it all wiped away in a couple of days would be traumatic. I disagree with most monopolies and I do not like being threatened," Alan said as the talk around them started up like nothing had happened. 
 
    UmBlis looked at the three slowly rousing bodies on the floor and started laughing and passing gas. "You made that obvious. I will notify you when I send the Hermolic. I take it you're leaving," UmBlis said seeing that Dim, Hanlatoi, and the girls were finishing up food and heading toward the back door of the mansion. 
 
    "Yes. Thank you for the wonderful party. Watch out for these people," Alan said pointing to the prostrate humans and mouth clicked that they were leaving. 
 
    The party guests watched the group leave with little interest. They had not tried to mingle with the humans since most here were acquaintances of UmBlis. They might have heard a little about the human trader but they moved in different circles. The brief violent interchange between the humans had been diverting but of little consequence. They just assumed that was how humans acted between themselves. 
 
    Qui walked beside Alan as they walked back to the ship. "We came to this party to get more enemies? Do you always pick fights with everyone you meet?" 
 
    "I didn't pick a fight with you," Alan said while grinning at her. "I will not accept slavery." 
 
    "Slavery? This planet doesn't allow slavery. What are you talking about?" Qui asked. 
 
    "Economic slavery is slavery with velvet chains. They don't rattle but it is almost as impossible to escape. It affects the poor and whole generations grow up in it. I want to tweak the status quo. The trainers will be cheaper and more people will have electricity -- anywhere. There will be more travel and space flight as knowledge is shared," Alan said. 
 
    "Guess I touched a nerve," Qui mouth clicked surprise. "You're stressed tonight. What's the plan oh mighty tweaker?" 
 
    Quixana giggled behind them as she had overheard their exchange.  
 
    Hanlatoi opened the port to the ship after they had scanned around them and saw no hostiles. "Do you think UmBlis set you up with Timmin to divert blame?" 
 
    "I don't think so and I'm sure that guy is powerful. I am freaked by the fact that this planet has no police," Alan said. 
 
    "What are police?" Dimm asked. 
 
    "Those are officials who enforce the laws or rules enacted by the government," Alan said. 
 
    "So, they're the enforcers for the government?" Dimm queried. 
 
    "Yes. The government pays them. Citizens pay taxes to the government to supply police and roads." 
 
    "I can see why citizens would pay for roads. Who decides where the roads go? What if your government is attacked?" Dimm asked.  
 
    "The citizens talk among themselves and elect representatives. These representatives approve credit to build roads and bridges. They collectively decide where the roads go. They have soldiers they pay to defend their government from outside governments," Alan tried to explain. 
 
    "So, they have police to fight civilians? The military are like permanent mercenaries then?" Dimm queried. 
 
    "The military fight big battles and the police make sure no one steals your money locally," Alan said. "The military fights other governments on planet, in the system, on other planets when they get too big." 
 
    Hanlatoi spoke up. "I have seen dozens of variations. I have seen governments on planets that have strict rules and planets like Fomalhaut where you enforce your own rules. I always checked the rules before leaving my ship when I was with the Sol Force." 
 
    Alan turned to everyone when they got inside. "Get comfortable. The debris field will be one of those places where there will be no help. We are fast for a little ship but among ships, we're very lightly armed with one railgun. We are only fast for ships that are not lamlee enhanced. Some ships may have two rings and they can jump. We leave as soon as the Hermolic arrives so get armed and take a Hermolic language module," Aland said. 
 
    Alan set the Folly's A.I. to monitor for the Hermolic's signal. Alan had the Folly hover at three kilometers over UmBlis's mansion in stealth mode. Three hours went by before they got the call. They made arrangements to meet at a large athletic field south of the city. 
 
    The Folly landed on the field and returned to visibility as a vehicle drove close. Two little Hermolics came to the ship. Alan walked down the cargo bay ramp with Hanlatoi and Qui covering everyone. Hanlatoi had a railgun and Qui had a pulse rifle. The two Hermolics walked up to Alan.  
 
    "Greetings," Alan said in Hermolic. "Who is with you?" Alan recognized the scar over the right eye of the Hermolic he had talked to at the party; otherwise, he would not have been able to tell the two apart. 
 
    "This is my uncle. People call me Swift - because I am really fast. They call him Uncle because I called him that and someone thought that was his name. Everyone has called him that," said the little Hermolic. 
 
    "Why did you bring Uncle?" Alan asked. 
 
    "He has memories from the Horde battle that are clearer than mine. Together we can find the battle areas. UmBlis has turned us over to you. We are yours," Swift said. 
 
    "In that case - you will be considered temporary crew. You will earn a salary and a portion of any profits. Do you have talents or skills we should know about?" Alan said as they went inside. 
 
    "I am a pretty good cook. I have five generations of cooks that I remember. Uncle was a courier but he knows charts. He had to carry chart modules. He had to know them apart," Swift said. 
 
    Alan turned to Qui. "Would you see if there is room - somewhere?" 
 
    Qui mouth clicked assent. They all came inside and closed up. They were quickly back into stealth mode. Alan sent the ship into high orbit while monitoring any other traffic. 
 
    There were a few communication satellites and Alan could see an occasional ship in sub-orbital flight. There were almost no ships leaving or entering Fomalhaut space. 
 
    Alan met with everyone in the utility room and it was getting crowded now with seven aboard. "Explain to us what you can about the location of the debris field," said in the Hermolic language. 
 
    Swift turned to the other Hermolic, "Uncle. Show it to them." When Uncle seemed hesitant, Swift said, "Now." 
 
    Uncle lifted his hand and showed a cube that was almost too big to hold in his small hand. The Hermolics were a small species with more hair than most. Their ears stuck up, they were generally brown with large ears. Estimates of their intelligence ran from mindless beasts to pretty smart - about the same as humans without 'all the ego' that humans have. Humans had stamina and were adaptable. The few smart humans dragged the rest of the species forward. 
 
    The cube Uncle held up was some type of technology Alan had never seen. 
 
    "It is a memory cube," Dimm said. "My species have some species memory too. In older, more advanced times - these were used." 
 
    "Yes," Uncle said. "This was a navigation cube that my grandfather got off a Xeeg ship commanded by the Horde being. This was supposed to show the disposition of Horde ships in the battle. All the navigation cubes use a time stamp and analyze expected interactions in the debris field. This should allow the computer to identify the large asteroids and dwarf planets within the debris field. No charts will be accurate in detail after battles one hundred years ago." 
 
    Alan had never heard that Hermolics were intelligent but this one, Uncle, seemed sharper than Swift. He had explained a highly technical issue pretty well. "How does it work?" 
 
    "Most military ships, after the war, had adapters that allowed accessing the data after a security scan. Most of the tech from back then has disappeared." 
 
    "Yes," Alan said. "I thought my people had the highest tech level ever until I started traveling. Here…they've forgotten much. They didn't know about training machines, disruptors, and power supplies. They don't seem to have travel to other dimensions," Alan said.   
 
    "Other dimensions?" asked Swift. 
 
    "Alternate universes parallel to our own," Alan said. "I'm from an alternate universe myself - another dimension." 
 
    Hanlatoi spoke, "I heard rumors of other dimensions during the war but most of us thought they were just tales." 
 
    "My species," Dimm commented, "…know of alternate universes through stories from the war. We heard the humans discovered them. There is a rumor that our fleet was saved by humans and Tros coming from an alternate universe to defeat the Allung." 
 
    "That would have been the Exploration Service and the Earth Regulatory Force," Alan said. 
 
    "Yes. Yes," Uncle said. 
 
    "Let us see what charts we have of this system and overlay anything on this memory cube," Alan said. "We'll soon know if we have a mission or we just go to our next port. Quixana. Would you show Swift around our galley and plan our next few meals?"  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Swift and Quixana were in the galley - the rest of us went to the control room. Alan still wasn't calling it a bridge because it was too small on the shuttle. "Where does this cube fit?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I don't know," Uncle said. "I just know it was taken from the bridge of a Horde ship that had lost the battle. The ship my relative was on had been stopped and boarded. Humans and Progeny had taken over the ship." 
 
    "Who are Progeny?" Dimm asked. 
 
    "I have no idea. I just know it was mainly humans that boarded the ship. My relative grabbed the memory cube as a souvenir as he was removed," Uncle said. 
 
    "I think I know," Dimm said as he moved to a section of an interior column. He bent down and one of his arms used a spike to twist open a panel. Inside were numerous adapter interfaces. He took the cube from Uncle and carefully inserted it into a connection. 
 
    The computer voice came on. "An unauthorized memory cube was connected. What are the intentions?" 
 
    Alan spoke, "Scan for any malware. We are trying to find charts or any technical information that is new to you. This cube was reportedly taken from an enemy ship in a battle in the Fomalhaut debris field approximately one hundred years ago. We want to find where any derelict ships are after that battle. We want to overlay major asteroids and dwarf planets as waypoints to find ships. We want to find any derelict ships while avoiding any live ships - since they may be hostile." 
 
    "The context will simplify the task. This will take some time as the memory core is an odd design and there is a lot of data. I have found a protocol to access archived data of this type - it is a protocol recorded ninety-one years ago. Working," said the computer in Trade.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The computer took its sweet time working through the memory cube and existing shuttle charts. Several hours later the computer announced, "The is a 67% match with existing charts." 
 
    Alan told everyone, "Get some food. We may not sleep for a while. Everyone ready for extravehicular activity. See most of you in the galley." 
 
    The smell from the galley was enticing. Alan had never smelled food like they smelled now. "What smells so good?" he said aloud. 
 
    Quixana sat down next to Alan and Qui. "Swift took over in the galley. He sure knows cooking. I hadn't been with him an hour and I learned more in that hour than I ever knew." 
 
    The food was a meat-vegetable casserole of some kind and a small salad with fruit on it. Qui declared it delicious which matched Alan's thoughts. Hanlatoi was smiling and Uncle just beamed while eating fresh bread with seeds after dipping in some type of oil-spice mix.  
 
    "Swift," Alan declared. "You are now official cook for the Folly with Qui as your assistant. Qui. Is that acceptable?" 
 
    "He knows more about cooking than I ever will. It's okay with me if it's okay with him?" 
 
    "Swift. Okay means acceptable. Is being the official cook on the Folly acceptable?" Alan said realizing they were going to have hard times ahead. A well-fed crew is a happy crew. 
 
    Swift came out of the tiny kitchen. All clapped and whistled except Dimm who was eating in her own cabin right now. Crunching live rodents and lizards was a bit unsettling to watch.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They discussed plans for a while but there were so many unknowns that they'd just have to go see. Dimm and Hanlatoi thought they could salvage memory cubes and weapons off ships. Alan was worried some of the systems would still be powered if they used zero point systems to continually run. Swift and Uncle agreed thinking there might still be systems operating. That might be why no ships came back.  
 
    "Did the Horde or Allung ships use zero-point power modules?" Alan asked Dim, Hanlatoi, and the two Hermolics.  
 
    They all answered 'no' though Uncle said the Horde ships all used fusion power plants which would have stopped functioning with no maintenance. 
 
    Alan asked Hanlatoi how Sol Force ships identified themselves as friendly. 
 
    "They set their IFF - Identify Friend or Foe system to a standard signal," Hanlatoi said. "The captain must tell the computer to do that to get it to broadcast." 
 
    "Computer. Do you have current Sol Force IFF codes?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," said the computer. 
 
    "Computer. Broadcast current IFF codes as we approach the debris field," Alan said. "Computer. Do not broadcast current codes. Broadcast the oldest codes you have in your files." 
 
    "Affirmative. Broadcast oldest IFF codes in files." 
 
    "Computer. How old are your oldest IFF files?" Alan asked. 
 
    "The oldest IFF files I have are ninety-one years old." 
 
    "How many years ago did you enter service?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Ninety-one years ago," said the computer. 
 
    "Computer. Proceed to target area. Determine a safe speed to avoid debris and scan for any anomalous activity -- any ships active or not. Engage." 
 
    "Affirmative. Proceeding to target area at best speed." 
 
    They set out for the edge of the battle area.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The debris field was made up of material that did not coalesce into planets and moons. There were many huge asteroids and a few dwarf planets but there was plenty of space between most everything. Their shield brushed the debris dust aside without heating but they could not travel at seven hundred times the speed of light. Their travel speed constantly varied, as they got deeper into the field. They finally arrived at their target area. 
 
    "Computer. Scan for ship metal or any activity. Alert on any positive indications," Alan commanded. 
 
    They travelled through the area for hours with no hits. Alan turned to Hanlatoi and Dimm.  "You've been in the military. Our data is from old Xeeg ships commanded by Horde. Where would they fight it out? Where would other ships expect to find them?" Alan asked. 
 
    Dimm spoke while looking at the charts of the area. "We know where the major asteroids and dwarf planets are but everything else is in relation to those points. We are at a position that is not close to any of those points -- on purpose. I would expect ships to be close to easily identifiable points. This area would be a good rally point IF you didn't want to be discovered. I would expect the major battles took place near one of those dwarf planets. There are five. We should check around each one." 
 
    "Good idea," Alan said. "Computer. Proceed to the closest dwarf planet and continue scanning. Best speed for conditions." 
 
    "Proceeding to Dwarf planet - Alpha. Continuing scans." 
 
    The Folly checked all around the next three dwarf planets with no ships detected but the next Dwarf planet - Delta - provided hits.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Slowing to stop," the computer stated. "I am detecting 283 ships on first scan. I am broadcasting IFF codes." 
 
    "Computer. Log ship positions and relative make and class. Use visual scans to determine apparent damage. Record any broadcasts or activity. Take us slowly through the largest concentrations," Alan ordered. 
 
    "Hanlatoi. Man the railgun and make sure it's charged. Everyone. Weapons near you and suits on active if we lose atmosphere. Shields," Alan said staring at the hundreds of ships on his screens - many visible through the control room monitor." 
 
    "One ship ahead actively pinged us and accepted our IFF code," said the computer. 
 
    "Computer. What is it?" asked Alan. 
 
    "It is the ERF Malamute fast destroyer class," said the computer. 
 
    "Computer. Describe vessel and armament/history. Anything you have on file." 
 
    "This vessel was commissioned 99 years ago. It is 180 meters in length with a beam of 55 meters. It supports a complement of 140. It can travel 1,501 Lights. It is Ylee Jump Drive enhanced. Original armament includes four slicers, twelve field neutralizers, three trios of Laser Pods, Port & Starboard Echo Field Projectors, one-Philon Projector, 1,000 Echo mines in deployment pod. Defensive standard includes 3-layer shield including Delta field, and a Hongniao (Red Bird) Close-Threat System. Vessel hosts one Class-4 shuttle," the computer said. 
 
    "Computer. Stop description. Do you have contact with the ship's computer? What are slicers?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," said the computer. "Slicers are the name given to a weapon that uses a communications drone drive and a partial Ylee drive to 'jump' through adversaries. It jumps through repeated ships without damaging itself. It attacks any ship not broadcasting the proper squawk codes." 
 
    "Impressive," Alan said. "Computer. This is a Class-5 shuttle. Will we fit into the Malamute shuttle bay? Will the Malamute allow our shuttle to come aboard?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," said the computer and then a strange voice sounded.  
 
    "The Malamute welcomes the Sol Force shuttle-craft, Folly, aboard. Shuttle bay doors are open. Relinquish control now please. You are being directed into the bay," said the strange voice over their MemDexs - in English.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The Folly flew toward the destroyer. They all watched as their shuttle flew into the shuttle bay without them touching the controls. Right when they thought they would smash into the wall - the shuttle stopped without a twitch. They didn't know they had even touched down when Alan's MemDex spoke, "Welcome to the Malamute, Captain Einfeld. Please come aboard. Atmosphere is nominal. Your crew is welcome also." 
 
    "Did you see how big this thing is?" Qui said. "It's huge. How will we know which way to go?" 
 
    "I will direct you first officer Meixa," the voice said in Trappist. 
 
    "Holy hell," Qui said using one of Alan's favorite exclamations. "This ship knows all about us and it still let us on." 
 
    "Stay calm. We don't know what's going on but we will soon," Alan said and told everyone to join them. "Hanlatoi. We don't need the railgun or pulse rifles. If this ship wanted to kill us -- it could have done so before we were any threat to it."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The crew marched down the ramp and was directed through the corridors. The ship looked sparkling new with no dust anywhere. They were directed to a conference room. The room was laid out with comfortable seats and there was a prop designed for VicVic. Alan and everyone just sat down when nothing was said for a few seconds. A three-dimensional image came to life and a woman appeared in uniform near the wall. 
 
    "Welcome. Call me Mal -- short for Malamute. The crew used that. Let me get you up to speed," she said in Trade. "I realize your two Hermolics and your VicVic do not understand English yet so I'll complete your briefing in Trade. There was a large battle here 99 Earth years ago between a Horde fleet and a major component of the Sol Force. The Earth Regulatory Service and Exploration Service in the Prime Dimension saw this as a pivotal battle and were sent to reinforce the Sol Force here. This ship was in transit to an ERF forward base with a skeleton crew when all ships were ordered to transition to this dimension at these coordinates. My inexperienced crew did well until my captain tried to rescue the crew of a neighboring Exploration Service frigate that was being boarded by Xeeg. It had requested emergency assistance." 
 
    "The Xeeg were desperate to escape the battle even to go as far as taking over an ES ship to escape. By this time, we had enough ERF ships to catch them. Our slicers - those are essentially missiles that jump through enemy ships without IFF codes - were disabling many of their capital ships. We had launched three and had swept the area within range. The captain decided he'd use the shuttle to assist the frigate with his eight Marines. He had planned to evacuate their surviving crew. Apparently, a Philon beam from the damaged Xeeg ship hit their shuttle. They all died instantly." 
 
    "Why are you still here?" Alan asked. "Why didn't the remaining crew go with the rest of the Fleet when the battle was over?" 
 
    "Captain Xu put me in charge. He ordered me to defend the ship and stay at this location until he returned or I was relieved," the woman said. "The battle moved out of range and I was not relieved." 
 
    "Why didn't your remaining crew take charge and have you go to the nearest base? Why didn't you transition to the Prime Dimension?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I am hard coded to follow orders. There was no other crew on board. He took all of our limited complement with him. I will not criticize my supervisors' battle decisions. I have defended this area from numerous incursions of unauthorized craft since then." 
 
    "Why did you let us on board?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I have reviewed my directives. I was ordered to stay at this location and defend it until my crew returned or I was relieved. The 'I was relieved' order allows interpretation. I could be relieved by: any ERF personnel, Exploration Service personnel, Sol Force personnel (our allies in this battle though they didn't know us until battle was joined), or a designated representative. Your Class-5 shuttle of Sol Force design squawking proper IFF codes designated you as a 'possible friendly'. I downloaded your shuttle memory core and downloaded your individual MemDex memories. That is how I was able to know your species, intent, and languages. I felt you could assist me to the nearest base but there is a problem." 
 
    Alan and the crew listened to the conversation, still in trade. "What's that?" 
 
    "Your intent was to go to Altair after salvaging the ships here," said the ship - Mal. 
 
    "Yes," Alan said. 
 
    "You are not authorized to sell this ship or any component off it. I should report to a ERF base if possible and Altair does not have one in this dimension - this universe. We will have to travel to the Prime Dimension but I foresee another problem." 
 
    "What is that? I think our crew will have no problem transitioning to the Prime Dimension," Alan said while looking around. Qui and Quixana mouth clicked assent. The others did not seem to object. "What is the problem?" 
 
    "Analyzing your data shows an abrupt decline in technology 'after the war'. This dimension - this alternate universe seems to think it won the war. Something has happened because losing knowledge does not happen without a radical change. This ship has all the latest capabilities except time travel capabilities." 
 
    "Excuse me…time travel capabilities?" Alan said stunned. 
 
    "Yes. Other ships of the ERF could travel in time and travel in minutes to other galaxies. I understand that many ERF ships went to the Andromeda galaxy to fight and establish bases there. This ship did not receive those upgrades. The ERF Altair base may have regressed for some reason. You should avail yourselves of the training on this ship before we go to Altair. This ship has training facilities you need before we go anywhere," the ship said and diagrams popped up on all their MemDexs." 
 
    Alan turned to the crew. "Let's go get some training. This ship goes faster than our shuttle so we won't have time to train enroute anymore." 
 
    "Remember that this ship has jump capability and can travel hundreds of light years in seconds," the ship said and Alan stopped to let that sink in. His mentor had never mentioned any jump capability. Time travel? Intergalactic travel?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Malamute carried a large number of training machines with thousands of training modules. They all took modules on 'Operating a Fast Destroyer class' - the Malamute and all its systems. They took Hermolic language modules if they needed to do so still. They all learned to use the weapons systems of the ship. They also learned about the command -- control systems and hierarchal structure of the Earth Regulatory Force (ERF) and the Exploration Service (ES). 
 
    Alan had everyone try out the mounted weapons on the Malamute - it was fun shooting asteroids to bits and there were enough moving targets in the debris field that it provided some challenge. They learned to sync lasers on a moving target to concentrate energy. They used the Philon beams to shear metal and the Delta projectors would project out through the ultimate black shield that nothing else would penetrate. They could even see through the ultimate shield though images were fuzzy and they could not go fast with the shield extended. They didn't use their one remaining slicer of the mine pod -- they didn't see a use for those yet. They found a huge stash of Marine battle suits that flowed over the body from a small pack. They did not believe the specifications the training module described for the suits until they put them on. 
 
    "Quixana. What are you doing?" Alan yelled over the comm link as Quixana started flying around the shuttle bay. 
 
    "It works. I can fly by thought," Quixana said wearing the battle suit. "Try it. It's cool." 
 
    Qui commented, "They have an oxygen generator and these suits remove waste heat and pump it to a different dimension so we won't show up on infrared scanners. It disposes of wastes, manages carbon dioxide, and moisture." 
 
    Hanlatoi continued the praise for the suits, "These suits have a passive and active defense mode too and use a compact, zero-point power module. There is a flight control system for zero-G. The suit protects the wearer from radiation too."  
 
    Dimm flew around matching Quixana. "This suit fits me too and made provisions for access to my MemDex." 
 
    An unfamiliar human male walked to the side of the shuttle bay. The man changed to a heavy Tros and then an aquatic Xeeg. All the crew became alarmed when the Xeeg appeared so Alan quickly switched back to his human mode. "These suits have built-in camouflage capability with fifty different images they can project with the suit. Look at this but don't shoot me," he said and he turned into the image of a giant frog-like creature -- an Allung. It moved in an odd but lifelike walk. He turned back into Alan. "You could masquerade as a slaver if you had to in this suit. Look what else I found out about…follow me," he said and walked to a room with ten bins in it. Each bin had about two hundred kilos of lamlee. "This is synthetic lamlee. They had learned to make this stuff in huge quantities. This ship was top-of-the-line about one hundred years ago. If Sol Force and the ERF have regressed - we'll be able to get into the base without getting detected." 
 
    "How will they treat us?" Qui said. "Will they be like my people and try to kill us and take the ship? Can we keep the suits? How about the lamlee? What will they do? I don't want to have to fight the military." 
 
    "Let's all talk with Mal and decide what to do. All I want to do is trade," Alan said. 
 
    They all went to the conference room. Mal projected into the room and appeared to sit in a chair. The image was completely lifelike. "Explain your concerns and thoughts. It's nice to have other thinking beings with which to converse," she said. 
 
    "You are a far more sophisticated system than anything in my experience. I traveled widely in the Prime Dimension and never heard of computers that were sentient," Alan said. "I never heard of time travel or going to another galaxy. I am a trader. I would have heard rumors. You aided Sol Force. Is there a Sol Force base at Altair?" 
 
    "There was," said Mal. "Are you proposing to go to Altair in this dimension first to investigate and then transition to the Prime Dimension." 
 
    "Yes. Something is out of place. I think we should go there in this dimension first." 
 
    "I shall retain ultimate authority for this ship," Mal stated. "My creators considered me sentient - but thank you for noticing." 
 
    "I think it's a good idea for you to retain control. You can certainly make decisions faster than I can. Please consult us - consult me if you think we can help you in any way."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Alan said. "How are we doing this?" he asked as they prepared for the jump to Altair. 
 
    "It is 29.2 light years from here to there. We should set velocity at 1,157 Lights and jump. We will need to be in stealth mode and our jump will cause a slight gravity wave when we emerge. We are slightly vulnerable for a few milliseconds but automated defense systems wouldn't respond fast enough. Everyone - prepare for battle stations. We are now in stealth mode. Jumping to Altair in three - two - one - jump," Mal said and the Malamute felt like it hit a low speed bump in the road and then it was quiet. The screens showed a very bright star. 
 
    "What did you know about the base in this dimension?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Altair is an A7 Variable so it is brighter than Sol and habitable planets are further away. The base is 700,000 kilometers from here on the fourth planet. We can scan this whole system and examine any ship movements," Mal said as they sat in position for an hour. "Stand down from battle stations," Mal said. "No one noticed us or no one cares. The fastest ships I've recorded moved a bit over 400 Lights. Most moved slower than that. There is traffic to and from the area where the base is supposed to be located. The communications traffic is light, mostly civilian, and the military traffic is lackluster. I estimate a ninety-five percent probability that there are no lamlee adapted ships - no Ylee adapted jump capable ships." 
 
    "What do you think we should do?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I think we should resume battle stations and transition to the Prime Dimension," Mal said. 
 
    "I agree but how were ships adapted to jump dimensions?" Alan asked. 
 
    "They turned on their Echo shields on suits or ships and used lamlee to allow the transition. Transition to Alpha Dimension in three - two - one - transition," Mal said as the view of Altair flickered slightly and they were in the same position in the Prime Dimension.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 ERF Base Altair Four 
 
      
 
    "Sergeant. What's that light over there? I've never seen it light up and it's flashing. All I know about it is to push the red button next to it if it every lights up," said Corporal Tomlin. 
 
    "What is it?" Sergeant Poplin asked. 
 
    "I don't know Sergeant. All I know is the lieutenant that trained me for this position said push the button. He said he didn't know what it did and the guy who had trained him had not known what it was for either. What should I do?" 
 
    "Hell Tomlin. Guess you need to push the button," Sergeant Poplin said. "Do it." 
 
    "Here goes," Tomlin said and he pushed the button. The red flashing light went out and nothing else happened for thirty seconds. "Whew," Tomlin said just as a low frequency, 'throm' sound could be felt through their feet. 
 
    "I've never heard that before," Sergeant Poplin said and called the lieutenant. The lieutenant called the captain and the captain woke the major. 
 
    "Have you checked the sensors? Anything show up out there? Anything?" Major Kryzewski grumbled to the Captain. "Find out if it’s a glitch. Have them call me directly IF anything shows up. Some old system lights up may not mean anything. We have twenty ships on base. Put a few out there. God knows they need the practice." 
 
    Captain Norlo Watanabe had been wanting an excuse for an exercise for the last year in this sleepy, once important out post. He called the scanning control center. " This is Captain Watanabe. Send two cruisers and four destroyers in defense pattern Bravo. This is not a drill." 
 
    "Sir. Yes sir. Two cruisers each with destroyer escorts. Defense Pattern Bravo. This is not a drill," said Sergeant Poplin. Poplin turned to Corporal Tomlin. "Corporal. You wanted some damn excitement. Rustle them out-of-bed. Now - now - now." Poplin exclaimed and Tomlin keyed the coded alerts.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "These people seem a little more on the ball. They detected us and appear to be scrambling a response," Mal said. "Slow - slow response though. I would have destroyed the base - their whole planet before they responded." 
 
    "How would you have destroyed the planet?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Kinetic strikes. I'd send an asteroid from the sun side toward the planet. They'd never see them coming and with a response like they are doing now - they'd never deflect them in time," Mal said. 
 
    "Remind me not to piss you off," Qui said using her growing English vernacular. 
 
    "What is there response now? It's been an hour," Alan said. 
 
    "It looks like they've sent two cruisers with two destroyer escorts each. None of the ships seems able to travel faster than 400 Lights," Mal stated. "I'm directing this ship between them on a parallel course. I can hail them from there." 
 
    Alan thought for a moment. "Wait. You said you didn't detect any ships going faster than 400 Lights? Have you detected any quantum communications? You can break most quantum communications messages, can't you?" 
 
    "Yes…but these ships detected us," Mal answered. "They are not using quantum communications that I can detect." 
 
    "Do they detect our presence now? Can you listen in on their communications? I suggest you do so if you can. These people don't seem significantly more advanced than the Sol Force base - why is that?" 
 
    "Valid points. I have wanted to contact others like me for so long that I overlooked those points. I am monitoring now," Mal said.  
 
    After a few minutes, Mal started talking again. "They were scrambled by a Captain Watanabe because some sensor went off at their scanning sensor. No one remembers what the alert detected or even what it means. I think we should investigate this scanning center." 
 
    "I agree," Alan said and thought for a moment. "Can our suits duplicate ERF uniforms?" 
 
    "Yes," Mal said. "I am downloading unit insignia, identification, and protocols. You realize this will put you all at great risk if you are discovered. You could be executed as spies if caught. I show no active duty Phafalotoi or VicVic, though there are uniforms listed for them in the database under inactive. I am downloading their entire database. I will do so any time others come within range." 
 
    "Hanlatoi. I want to see you as a human lieutenant. Qui. I want you to be a captain. I'll go as a full colonel - so we won't get anyone higher. Too high a rank would be a give-away. What unit or branch should we be Mal? Can we use the synthetic lamlee to turn into identification? They will have built-in chips - we can get the specifications, can't we?" 
 
    "You should probably be from ERF intelligence - special capabilities office on detached service. I'll get insignia and background for you. I will try to 'plant' information about you into their databases - just enough to flash a message to give you access. 
 
    "Quixana. You monitor progress with Mal and Dimm.  Be ready to come in and get us out of trouble."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Malamute landed on the edge of the base in stealth mode. They flew to the area near the scanning center using their suits on invisibility mode. These battle suits from the ship were much more sophisticated than what they had found on the shuttle. They walked to the sally port manned by three Marines. They came to attention and saluted when they saw Colonel Einfeld. 
 
    He returned a proper salute since he had been practicing for an hour in front of Mal 'til he got it right. The suit kept his posture correct and helped his steps.  
 
    "Afternoon Colonel. May I see your identification? All of you if you would?" said the E7 Marine sergeant. 
 
    "Here you go Gunny," Alan said and handed over the three ID cards. 
 
    The sergeant scrutinized the photos, looked at the micro printing, and tested the embedded chipset to access the security database. The red flashing screen popped up saying: ERF Intelligence - Access Required. 
 
    "Sorry to trouble you sirs," he said handing back the ID. "I didn't know you were headed here. The front gate didn't notify us." 
 
    "Exactly sergeant. We aren't here. We were never here. Do you understand me sergeant?" Alan said leaning closer grabbing the top of a nearby chair putting as much into the grip as he could with the suit. 
 
    The sergeant leaned back. "Just go through this scanning portal individually sir," he said. He may have been intimidated but he was a Marine and wasn't about to skip any of his duties. 
 
    Mal came on over Alan's comm. "I've hacked the portal. It will show you are all clean." 
 
    Alan nodded for his Lieutenant and Captain to go through the portal first and it did nothing. 'Colonel' Einfeld went through next and the portal showed green also.  
 
    The corporal next to the sergeant said, "Holy Crap. Look, what that guy did to the chair. Do you see those grip marks in the metal? Damn." 
 
    "That's not what bothered me," the sergeant said. "Each of those people had a MemDex and disruptor arm." 
 
    "What's that Sarge?" asked the corporal. 
 
    "Intelligence people are trained not to swing their gun hand when they walk. Most people do it without thinking. Those people never swung their right arms and kept them by their side when they walked," the sergeant said.  
 
    "Cool Sarge. I guess they were armed then - Right." 
 
    "Yes corporal. That means the scanner here should have gone crazy," the sergeant said while taking a spoon out of a fruit cup on the desk and putting it near the scanner. The scanner buzzed and flashed on the monitor showing the spoon. "Damn," said the sergeant knowing he was going to forget those people existed. What else could they do?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Poplin was about to go off shift with Tomlin when three officers walked in. He jumped to his feet and shouted 'Officers on deck!' as he saluted the pretty Lieutenant. He then saw the Captain and a Colonel and held his salute until they acknowledged. 
 
    "How may I help you sirs?" he said. 
 
    "At ease sergeant," Lieutenant Qui said. "Tell me about the alert earlier today," she said holding out her open ID. Captain Hanlatoi and Colonel Einfeld did the same briefly as a courtesy since it had worked well downstairs. 
 
    "That light over there, started flashing - volunteered Corporal Tomlin. "We were told to push the button next to it when that happened. We did so and nothing happened for about thirty seconds. Then this panel back here hummed and this white light came on. It stayed on about an hour and then it went out. We notified our chain of command and Captain Watanabe sent those ships. He is due here any minute. He didn't go out with the ships." 
 
    "You should talk to him to see why he sent that heavy a response," inserted Sergeant Poplin.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Norlo Watanabe was disturbed that his ships hadn't found anything. That would look bad on his record and he'd never get off this rock. Most of his contemporaries thought this was a cushy deployment, but he hated it. He walked up to the Marine Sergeant at the sally port and gave him his ID. The sergeant was curt and didn't ask questions. He was a little surprised when he heard the corporal say something like, "How many officers…gonna come through…today?" Then he heard the sergeant whisper, "Shut up corporal." 
 
    Captain Watanabe was surprised when he saw the female lieutenant stand up and salute him when he came through the door of the scanning center. It took him a second 'til he saw the Captain and Colonel stand up across the room. He straightened up more if that was possible and saluted the Colonel. 
 
    They returned his salute and Alan flipped open his ID. Watanabe looked it over in detail and said, "Intelligence…" 
 
    "That's right Captain. So, you're responsible for scrambling that response today. Why? What were you expecting when that alert went off?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Should we talk about this when there are enlisted in the room?" Watanabe stated. 
 
    Alan nodded and indicated that the enlisted should move out of hearing range.  
 
    Watanabe told them, "Sergeant. Corporal. Would you two move over to the far side of the room?" 
 
    The two enlisted personnel moved to the far side of the room and Hanlatoi took off his MemDex and set it on the table between the enlisted and the officers. He turned on a white sound masker. 
 
    "Go ahead Captain. You were saying," Alan said. 
 
    "We've heard old tales about ships that could jump through space and make things out of dust. All these stories came from the war. We fought different species. We still see occasional species. The military did stuff they say but it was impossible things," Watanabe said. 
 
    "Go ahead Captain," 'Colonel' Einfeld said.  
 
    "My grandfather was in the war." Watanabe continued. "He told me stories about fighting in alternate universes.  Traders still do that. That's real. He said ships could jump across the galaxy. He said some even went to other galaxies. He said they had time travel and dust they could turn into anything. It's why I joined the ERF. I thought they were just hiding the stuff," Watanabe said. "My grandfather said that after the war -- the leaders got together and swore an oath to disarm. He said they thought people would abuse the power." 
 
    "So, what was that alarm Captain?" Alan asked. 
 
    "That -- I think -- was an alarm if any of the jump tech was detected. I don't know what it was supposed to do but I wanted to check it out. Am I in trouble? Is that why you're here? You came awfully fast," Watanabe said wondering how Intelligence had gotten here before the ships even returned. Were these officers part of it? He wondered. 
 
    "Thank you for your cooperation Captain. You don't need to take any further action. We aren't here if anyone asks - we were never here Captain. Do you understand me?" Alan commanded. 
 
    "Yes Colonel," Captain Watanabe said and saluted before the three officers left the room after Hanlatoi recovered his MemDex. "Sergeant Poplin. Mind if I borrow your station here for a bit?" 
 
    "Not at all Captain. It's been an interesting day here and after eight months of Tomlin here…a new face is welcome," Sergeant Poplin said. 
 
    Watanabe sat down at the terminal and used his biometrics to access the fleet database. He queried, 'Colonel Alan Einfeld - ERF intelligence'. His screen immediately flashed, 'Eyes Only' Code Level. Queries Restricted Level 5 and the screen just went blank. Holy crap, he thought. They must be something. He hopped up and rushed after the three. He wanted to see which way they left. He vaulted down the stairs and to the sally port security station. "Which way did they go Gunny?" 
 
    The sergeant was so flustered he pointed to the left because he had noticed they weren't walking toward the gate. He wondered why they hadn't driven. 
 
    Watanabe also felt something was odd that the three did not go toward the admin building and the entrance to the base but were in the distance walking toward the back of the field. Then he saw the two men disappear and the shorter one - must be the lieutenant - he saw her lift up from the field and then she disappeared. Damn! He thought. Granddad hadn't just been making up stories. Watanabe didn't notice that another sensor in the scanning center had gone off as the Malamute sped away from the base in stealth mode.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tom Simpkins didn't really expect a call after so many years. He had reluctantly volunteered for the duty at the war's end as a favor to Commodore Andrew Williams. Williams had made him - given him life - given him a soul - given him citizenship as an ERF Lieutenant. The least he could do was investigate when the Pact was broken. He checked the location and it was Altair in the Prime Dimension, at least. It wasn't in some backwater dimension. He kissed his wife and climbed into his small courier craft. He jumped to Altair and set off the sensor again - it wasn't something he could avoid and still get there as quickly.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tom Simpkins knew his arrival would set off the alarm again. He jumped to get there quickly and then assumed the profile of a distant asteroid as he moved nearer to the base. He could detect the other ship. It was capable of traveling 1,500 lights. Lamlee augmented ships and jump ships could be detected parsecs away. He landed on the edge of the base and assumed his normal major's uniform. He walked to the sally port security screen. The sergeant working there was an E7 Marine. The three Marines saluted and he returned their salutes. He handed the gunnery sergeant his ID. The sergeant didn't say anything and that was unusual. "What's the matter Gunny? Have you never seen an Intelligence Officer before?" 
 
    "That's not it major. "You're the fourth intelligence officer I've seen today." 
 
    "Oh really?" said Simpkins. "When were they here?" 
 
    "I've said too much already sir," said the sergeant. 
 
    "Has anyone else been here?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    The sergeant turned to his two compatriots and said, "Captain Watanabe just left sir just prior to the last shift." 
 
    "Thank you, sergeant," Simpkins said and took his ID credentials back. Evidently, his DNA scan had matched the database and they hadn't detected any weapons - not that Simpkins needed any. 
 
    Simpkins proceeded into the scanning center and the two soldiers jumped to attention. The red light was still flashing in the side of the room. "You are supposed to push that button," he said. 
 
    "Sir. Yes sir. We didn't know. It's been going off for thirty-two minutes," he said and pushed the button. The flashing light went out and thirty seconds later there was a hum from the back wall and a white light came on. "What do we do now?" he asked. 
 
    "Alert Captain Watanabe and say you want to see him here," Simpkins said. Simpkins wanted to see how this captain was involved.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Watanabe was about to leave the base when he received a call from the scanning center. They said an Intelligence Major wanted to see him. What was going on? He thought. He hurried back to the scanning center and through security. He rushed into the scanning center and came to attention to salute the major. 
 
    "Captain Watanabe, I assume," said Simpkins. "Why were you here earlier?" 
 
    Watanabe was confused. Why were there so many Intelligence people? …and now another one because of the sensor. He looked around the room and was surprised to see the white light on the back panel was lit." 
 
    "Your three people were here earlier after the first alert. I didn't know there was a second one," he said indicating the lit panel light. "I scrambled ships the first time but we detected nothing. When I came here to investigate there were a Lieutenant, Captain, and a Colonel Alan Einfeld here. I don't remember the others names. I saw them leaving sir and they disappeared." 
 
    "What do you mean disappeared?" Simpkins asked.  
 
    "This may seem crazy but I saw them walking toward the back of the base and then they just disappeared." 
 
    "You mean they stepped behind something quickly and you lost sight of them?" Simpkins asked knowing full well what he had meant. 
 
    "No sir. They just were no longer there. The third one, the lieutenant I think, seemed to lift off the surface and then she too disappeared," Watanabe said. "Can you shed any light on what's happening?" 
 
    Simpkins realized this was getting messy. Just then, the red sensor light started flashing again. Damn. Simpkins thought. He didn't have time to get back to his ship. He walked straight up to the back panel and put his hand on it. His hand melted into the panel and additional screens lit up in the front of the scanning center. The screens had been console panels a moment before. "Gentlemen. You'll have to excuse me while I see what type of threat we may face. Please do not interfere but feel free to watch. I will let you know what I can." 
 
    The screens showed a ship coming in rapidly at 1,500 Lights. It was a cruiser class - pulling up the info - it was a decommissioned cruiser - the ERF Greyhound. Damn. Someone had found it its severely damaged hulk near Vega. Ah - the other ship was still nearby. He sent an active query and the ship returned that it was ERF Malamute - a fast Destroyer class reported missing enroute to Fomalhaut. What the hell? That destroyer could still jump and barely registered - so it was lamlee enhanced with a Ylee drive. What should he do? He decided to contact the Malamute. It seemed less of a threat. He assumed they were the ones who had investigated this sensor center. 
 
    "ERF Malamute. This is Altair actual - Intelligence Major Simpkins. State purpose," he said and looked around at Captain Watanabe and the two sensor techs. They were staring at screens and communication gear that had been blank panels for decades. They certainly didn't look like they were going to try to interfere in this drama. 
 
    "Go ahead Altair. We are here investigating regression of tech. We have been in an alternate dimension near Fomalhaut for 99 years. We've recently received authorization to leave and investigate. We notice a decommissioned cruiser has entered the system. They don't appear to have seen us yet. Advise. Malamute over," said a female voice over the comm. 
 
    "Who is commanding? Are you the AI for the Malamute? Over." Simpkins asked. 
 
    "I am," said the voice. "Alan Einfeld is commanding. Over." 
 
    "Hold where you are?" Simpkins said. "I'm coming out to meet you. The cruiser may not be friendly. Keep on passive scans like you're doing? I'll scramble the base to see what happens." Simpkins adjusted other areas of blank panels and a whole wall of the scanning center lit up. A voice called out. "Authorization." 
 
    "Thomas Simpkins - ERF Progeny Brigadier General Beta Three," he said. 
 
    "Planetary automated defenses activated. Cruiser - Greyhound not squawking proper IFF codes. ERF Malamute squawking proper IFF," said the voice from the here-to-for blank panels. "Request actions." 
 
    "Monitor Greyhound and destroy if any hostile actions toward base, civilians, or other non-threat vessels," Simpkins said. 
 
    Captain Watanabe couldn't contain himself any longer. "So, everything my grandfather told me was true," he said. 
 
    "Probably short of the actual truth," Simpkins said and pulled out twelve little cubes from his pocket and held them out to Watanabe. "I need you to take these to the two cruisers and four destroyers you send to investigate this threat and it may be a real threat. I want that cruiser to run - it could destroy this planet if it is fully operational. Take two of these cubes per ship. Have any crew place one in the ships sensor electronics - barehanded - and 'think' about seeing ships that move faster than 400 Lights. Put the second cube in each ship - barehanded - in the communications array and think of communicating with each other and this scanning center. Can you remember that? Give them to each ship before they leave - we don't have much time." 
 
    "I have a photographic memory," Watanabe said and then he leaned really close to Simpkins. "These are lamlee, aren't they? …you're a real Progeny from the war, aren't you?" Captain Watanabe whispered. 
 
    "Your grandfather talked too much," Simpkins said. "Get updated fast. We may not have much time." 
 
    Watanabe snapped to attention and threw Simpkins a salute. He ran out of the room. Simpkins turned to the two befuddled soldiers. "Get the base commander on the horn and tell him you have an unidentified ship approaching Altair. Tell him it appears to be a cruiser but you don't know its intent. Tell him that Captain Watanabe is organizing a defense. Do not mention me or anything else you've seen. Repeat my orders." 
 
    The two soldiers repeated his orders and then one asked, "Are you really a Brigadier General like you said?" 
 
    "Yes, Corporal, and this base really has hidden automatic defenses. It's all, just, a bit above your pay grades. Don't discuss this with anyone. I have to masquerade a bit at a lower rank or people fall over themselves when I investigate something. You understand don't you," said Simpkins. 
 
    The corporal looked confused for a moment and then realized the major - the general - had asked him a question. "Oh yes sir. Of course sir," he stammered not having a clue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the ERF restored GREYHOUND Cruiser 
 
      
 
    Captain Lyubomir Herzog was from a family of farmers but he was above that class now. He had led Croatian forces during the war one hundred years ago. He had been given the medical treatments that would keep him young for centuries. He had not agreed to the Pact. It had taken all his skill - all his contacts to find the damaged cruiser Greyhound and partially restore it to function. He had painstakingly financed repairs and found veterans who had evaded the 'wipe'. He had found enough synthetic lamlee to upgrade the ship drives and many of the ship's weapons systems. The quantum scanning system was the last thing to be upgraded. When the system had detected a jump capable ship near Altair - Lyubomir had gritted his teeth and took his limited crew on this run. 
 
    The Greyhound had detected some type of jump ship near Altair. He could not detect that ship now and Captain Herzog was furious. He had spent his life to get this cruiser to fighting function. This ship could defeat any of the current defense forces if it's shields were upgraded. He didn't have enough lamlee to coat the ship. He thought he could defeat a smaller ship. He needed the training modules on the Ylee drive. He needed more crew. He needed an AI for the Greyhound. He couldn't optimize weapons or his drive without an artificial intelligence to run them. He just needed a bit more. Where was that ship that had set off the sensor? It still had to be in-system somewhere. He had received another arrival burst hours ago - two ships were here now.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Altair Response Cruiser Kobe 
 
      
 
    Captain Watanabe had given him the weirdest instructions - take these two cubes and 'upgrade' his scanning and communications systems. Whatever, he thought. He'd received screwy commands before. Captain Zhāng, captain of the Kobe, had personally done what Watanabe had ordered. The scanner tech had immediately said he could see any ships within six light years - impossible, Zhāng thought. A cruiser had popped up on his scanner too. His normal system had not shown it so maybe there was something to this 'upgrade'. He hurried up a bit to the communications console and did the same thing. The comm tech said he could communicate with the scanning center with no light speed delay - no lag! Damn. The Kobe's captain thought. His two destroyer escorts reported they had detected the cruiser also. The Kobe's Captain Zhāng had them head to interdict this cruiser at battle stations. Damn, he thought. So much for wanting some excitement…hell was getting what you wanted he supposed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Courier Ship approaching Malamute 
 
      
 
    Progeny Simpkins was approaching where he had seen a shadowy return on the scanning center's screens. His ship sensors were not as powerful as the previously hidden sensor system on Altair. He had been forced to expose quite a few assets in hopes of restoring the Pact. He tried to contact this Einfeld person aboard the Malamute. How had this ship survived intact and not been decommissioned? He couldn't fathom why it had shown up now of all times. Then this old cruiser literally comes out of the woodwork. What's up with that?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    Mal was observing the Altair Response group change course to intercept that cruiser - the Greyhound. Alan Einfeld and his crew were watching their screens when they were hailed - directly - by name.  
 
    "ERF Malamute. This is Progeny Thomas Simpkins off your starboard side…Permission to come aboard? Just want to talk. Starboard port?"  
 
    Mal's image looked at Alan. "I can't detect his ship. I'd say we ought to talk with him." 
 
    "What is a progeny?" Alan asked.  
 
    Mal smiled and actually did a lifelike little laugh. "A progeny is a sentient being made from lamlee. Many progeny were made during the war. They fought with the ERF against the Allung and Horde. They were given citizenship. I have no idea what Simpkins wants but he is the best lead we have." 
 
    "Tell him he is allowed. I will meet him at the airlock," Alan said. "Dimm.  Hanlatoi. Uncle. Would you accompany me? Qui. You and Quixana stay here and monitor the other ships. Let me know if they start fighting. Okay." 
 
    "Okay. Captain," Qui said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The crew was standing near the starboard airlock as it opened. Alan thought he was prepared but was completely shocked when this Simpkins stepped out of the airlock. 
 
    "Permission to come aboard Captain Einfeld," the man said. 
 
    Alan rocked back on his heels a bit. The man looked like a man in civilian clothes. He wore no suit - no uniform. He was about as tall as Alan and had no visible weapons. He had brown eyes and close-cropped black hair. He was dark-complexioned with thick black eyebrows and a strong jaw. He looked a bit Slavic though. Alan recovered and stuck out his hand, "Welcome aboard the Malamute Mister Simpkins." 
 
    The man's hearty laugh was disarming as he looked around Alan. "Indeed," he said. "Quite a complement," he said with a surprised look. "A VicVic, a Phafalotoi, a Hermolic, and a human. It makes me feel right at home," he said and then spoke greetings to all those assembled in their native language - even the VicVic language. 
 
    Alan raised his eyebrows. "I am very glad to see someone with the old tech. Maybe you can tell us what happened. Please come with us to the conference room." 
 
    "I want to hear your story as much as you want to hear mine," he said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the restored Cruiser Greyhound 
 
      
 
    "Captain," said the scanner tech. "I have six ships closing on our position." 
 
    "Damn," Captain Herzog said. "Move at 800 Lights to any position fourteen light minutes from those ships." 
 
    "Fourteen light minutes from those ships. Aye - aye - sir," said the scanner tech.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Destroyer Malamute 
 
      
 
    "Captain," Mal interrupted Alan in the conference room. "The Greyhound has moved fourteen light minutes from its former position at approximately 800 lights. The Altair Response group is swinging toward the Greyhound's new position." 
 
    Alan looked to Simpkins. "What do you think?" 
 
    Simpkins said, "The Greyhound wants to determine if the Altair Response Group can track them. That distance would currently be the distance between Earth and Mars in the Sol system.  Now they know that they can see them. I imagine they will either attack or move much further out. I'm sure they have a speed advantage over the locals." 
 
    "They didn't jump, so they either don't have the Ylee drive or are hiding its use," 
 
    Alan said. 
 
    "Can you explain why you have this ship and why you are here?" Simpkins said. 
 
    "Why should I tell you?" Alan said. 
 
    Simpkins looked at Mal's 3D image now sitting in a chair and back at Alan. He leaned back and chuckled. He missed these humans - he turned to the VicVic, the Phafalotoi, and the Hermolic. He really wanted to hear this story. "You tell me your story and I'll tell you, what I can about the current state of affairs." 
 
    "Fair trade," Alan said. "That's what we were expecting to do anyway. Here goes…I was trading in another dimension in the Trappist system." 
 
    Simpkins let out a big sigh. He knew keeping the knowledge of changing dimensions was a concession the Pact had allowed for traders. Many groups were opposed because it would lead to complications. One of those complications just got to him at Altair. 
 
    Alan explained the Allung destruction of their mother ship and how the Sol Force shuttle that had been stranded on Trappist for one hundred years. Them taking the shuttle to Fomalhaut had been such a wild stroke of luck. Simpkins was leaning forward as he listened to the story. Who could have known that a ship being sent to reinforce a command would be commandeered to fight a battle in another dimension? Simpkins could hardly believe it when he heard how the Captain of the Malamute had taken all his crew to repel boarders on a nearby ship leaving the ship to a developing artificial intelligence. 
 
    "…Then the captain ordered Mal to stay 'til relieved or the crew returned. Our shuttle was squawking the Sol Force codes so we were not destroyed. Mal decided we counted as 'or possible allies'. Mal and our crew decided to come here and see what happened. We went to Altair in the former dimension first but it was even more regressed. Now you and this cruiser show up. We investigated that sensor station a short time ago in disguises," Alan finished.  
 
    "Your turn," Mal said from across the table. 
 
    Simpkins looked a bit embarrassed. How much should he tell them? This was fubar…he loved the human expressions. He enjoyed living with humans on Vega and hoped this wouldn't destroy that arrangement. "I will give you the short version. The long version is not for organic beings since it goes back about two thousand years and involves the downfall of the Ylee." 
 
    Hanlatoi and uncle laughed. Swift brought in drinks, snacks, and crunchy mice for Dimm.  "It really started just after the war. We destroyed large infestations of Allung and Horde in this galaxy. Dimensions in this galaxy had to be destroyed when we were outnumbered. We could destroy whole dimensions in a galaxy. We sent colonization and fighting forces to eliminate similar threats in the Andromeda Galaxy. We went back in time and increased the numbers of intelligent species in this galaxy while destroying violent species. Our leaders decided that we had too much power. We had made millions of Progeny like me and even the humans had extended lifespans to thousands of years. It was thought too much for the normal civilians and military." 
 
    "Extended lifetimes using nanites?" Alan asked since he had self-replicating nanites. 
 
    "Yes. We had common nanites that would keep most bipedal species from getting diseases or poisoned by many toxins. These nanites were available to the general population. They would give strength and endurance while healing many minor wounds. The other types were super powerful nanites that were self-replicating. These were discontinued because users could essentially be eternal." 
 
    Alan swallowed because his nanites were the later, self-replicating type that he had given Qui and Hanlatoi. He didn't realize that they could live thousands of years. 
 
    Simpkins continued. "We removed all the lamlee and hid the areas where they are manufactured in this galaxy. We decommissioned all the ships that traveled faster than four hundred lights. Ylee jump ships disappeared and all the more advanced weapons. We removed all the time shifting abilities and eliminated the synthetic lamlee." 
 
    "What about Progeny?" Mal asked. 
 
    "We either traveled to another galaxy or stayed here to monitor the Pact. That's why I'm here. We don't want some technologies to proliferate. Some types we don't mind. The zero-point power supplies and the trainers are fine as long as we get rid of the lamlee and Ylee jump drive cylinders," Simpkins explained. "We decided the power supplies and trainers would just stop working and disappear gradually." 
 
    "What are you supposed to do?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I don't know yet. That cruiser has all those ships outgunned if it is fought well. It was traveling 1,500 lights when the sensors detected it. It's a lamlee enhanced drive," Simpkins said. 
 
    "Could our destroyer stop it?" 
 
    "You probably could destroy it since you have the full capabilities. Do you have any slicers?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    "We have one left?" Mal said. "I don't want to use it on humans." 
 
    "Even if they didn't follow the Pact?" Simpkins said. 
 
    "So far that ship has not done anything to harm others. It would have to do that before I will be forced to take action," Mal said. 
 
    "We'll see. The Altair Response Group is approaching the Greyhound's new position," Simpkins said. 
 
    "What would you like us to do? We are qualified on all this ship's systems but have only fired at asteroids that did not shoot back. You'd certainly need to get this authorized with Mal - she runs the show here and has experience. Did you actually fight in the war?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I fought first with Commodore Andrew Williams at the Exploration Service bases at 30 Tau and later at 47 Tau. I was mainly commanding boarding operations back then. I became a lieutenant after the Allung fleet attacked Earth in the Prime Dimension. I later commanded frigates and destroyers during the Dimensions War." 
 
    "The Dimensions War. So that's the name they finally came up with…wondered about that," Alan stated. "What do you think Mal?" 
 
    "What rank do you currently hold? What is your full designation?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I never thought I'd say this again but I am Thomas Simpkins, citizen of Earth and Vega 4. I am a Brigadier General in the Earth Regulatory Force Intelligence, 40th Group - Detached Service," he said.  
 
    "I am inclined to listen to your recommendations but I'm not ready to relinquish command," Mal said. 
 
    "Very well. I suggest we move to a parallel course within weapons range of the Greyhound in stealth mode," Simpkins said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    We are three kilometers distance from the Greyhound shadowing their course. The Altair Response Group is setting up a containment grid for Greyhound. They have challenged the Greyhound's presence in the Altair system.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Greyhound 
 
      
 
    "Sir," said the comm tech to Captain Herzog. "They are demanding our reason for being in this system with an unauthorized, armed craft." 
 
    "Tell them to make way. No. I'll take over the comm," he said and moved to the console. "This is Captain Lyubomir Herzog of the ERF Cruiser Greyhound requesting permission to approach Altair ERF base for talks on rebuilding the ERF fleet," he said and turned to his bridge crew. "That ought to hold them for about thirty minutes since we're fourteen light minutes out." 
 
    Two minutes later, a response came back. "Drop screens and hold your current position. Any alternate action will be taken as hostile. You will be approached…ordered by ERF Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins." 
 
    "Who the hell is this Simpkins fellow?" he bellowed. "Check anything on the computer." 
 
    A few seconds later the AI came back with a result, "There is a Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins listed during the Dimensions War - no further records." 
 
    "Damn," said Herzog. "Drop shields."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "General. The Greyhound dropped shields. What do you intend?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I will see if he will return the ship to Pact standards," Simpkins said. 
 
    "What if he doesn't?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I have orders to destroy or degrade any ships to that standard," Simpkins said. "My ship is standing off our starboard beam in stealth mode." 
 
    Alan asked, "Do you want me to go with you? How can we force him? What can you say in a situation like this?" 
 
    "I appreciate your support but I want him to know what he can and can't do. I'm going to transfer over to my courier craft. You stay on stealth mode. I don't want a larger ship pressuring him yet. He has done a lot to resurrect this ship. It was totaled in the war and left in orbit near Jupiter. It had no power and was stripped of weapons. He would have had to piece this together over decades. It was not a short-term restoration," Simpkins said. 
 
    "What do you want our ship to do if he doesn't go along with you?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I don't expect you to do anything," he said. "We have to deal with you yet." 
 
    "Have Mal query the Pipsqueak for the details of the Pact," Simpkins said. 
 
    "Your ship is the Pipsqueak?" Alan turned to Mal and raised his eyebrows. Mal nodded faintly in affirmation. 
 
    Simpkins walked back to the starboard airlock and just stepped through with no suit. Alan assumed the 'Pipsqueak' had automatically followed the Malamute and Simpkins wasn't just stepping out to empty space.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Cruiser Greyhound 
 
      
 
    "Captain Herzog," shouted the scanner tech. "We've just had a courier boat appear alongside our port airlock." 
 
    "Send a security detail to our port airlock," ordered the captain. 
 
    "Captain. There's a man in the airlock requesting permission to come aboard. The screen shows him in an ERF Brigadier Generals' uniform and no space suit." 
 
    "Ensign. He's just got one of those new 'flow over' suits. We're going to get them soon. Salute him and bring him to my private conference room," ordered Captain Herzog. 
 
    The ensign did as he was told and led Simpkins to the conference room. 
 
    Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins was instantly uncomfortable when alone with Captain Herzog. "Captain. Why did you try to resurrect the Greyhound?" 
 
    "I don't need to explain myself to you," Herzog stated. "You have the self-replicating nanites just like me except I got mine just before the Pact. I didn't get to experience the battles others did who came before me. I was an ensign on the Greyhound when they gave us a choice of taking the wipe or leaving Earth forever. I chose the wipe. It didn't work on me. It did give me an obsession to find out what I was missing." 
 
    Herzog continued, "I remembered a lot of my old skills and knowledge. I found out where this vessel had been retired after losing the first battle it fought. A Horde ship cut this ship almost in half with our own ERF weapons by scrambling the ship's IFF broadcast. I have spent the better part of my life rebuilding our technology and finding others who 'remembered' what it was like. We detected a jump spike at Altair. We plan to acquire the knowledge to jump - one way or another." 
 
    "It's not available, Captain. I'm here to tell you to leave it alone. Dump your lamlee enhancements and the ship is yours," Simpkins said. 
 
    "This ship is mine already. You don't have anything that can stop me," Herzog said and got on his comm. "Get this imposter off my ship!" Herzog commanded and several of his crew hustled Simpkins off to the Greyhound's airlock.  
 
    The crewmen shoved him into the airlock where it cycled and Simpkins went back to his small courier ship. The crewmen assumed he was wearing one of the 'flow over' space suits they had heard about. None of them had heard of that technology before but the captain was always finding them cool, new tech. 
 
      
 
    Captain Herzog was furious. He didn't like having his authority challenged and didn't want his crew to think about a supposed ERF Captain throwing an ERF Brigadier General off his ship. Calling him an imposter wouldn't solve this though. Herzog went on ship-wide comm. "I've just had to throw a military imposter off our ship. The imposter wanted us to become defenseless to the ships around us. Battle stations people. This is not a drill. Battle stations! This is not a drill!" he yelled into the comm. "Lasers. Target all ships around us. Shields up! They think we only have speed. Helm. Plot a course for fire and evasion past all the ships.  Blast that courier ship first so it can't coordinate their response when I give the word." 
 
    "Captain," said the lieutenant commander. "Shouldn't we warn them we are going to attack? They are ERF, aren't they?" 
 
    "Commander Kinnison. We are nearly surrounded. Would you tell a gang of bullies you are going to sucker punch them…I think not? I have enough experience to know that these people are not ERF. They are just people that took over some ERF ships and they just threatened us. They think our one ship is vulnerable by two cruisers and four destroyers."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Courier Ship Pipsqueak 
 
      
 
    "He's preparing to fire on all those ships. You may have to step in Malamute," Simpkins transmitted to the stealthed destroyer.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Cruiser Greyhound 
 
      
 
    "Prepare to fire," Herzog ordered. "Lay in your firing patterns. Target the courier ship first. It will have a heavy screen. On three - fire. One - two - three - Fire!" 
 
    The Greyhound started firing at the small courier ship. It showed dazzling colors as the heavy beams hit the little ship's shields looking for weaknesses. The defensive field looked like it was buckling and then the entire ship disappeared in a huge blast. Any person watching had an afterimage seared into their eyes for a few seconds since the glare filters were milliseconds slow in limiting the flash. 
 
    The Greyhound zipped forward toward the heavy response cruisers approaching. The Greyhound blasted the closest response cruiser with powerful lasers and fired another beam that caused scintillating sparks as it hit the defense shields. The response cruiser rolled as its shield began to weaken in one spot - like a crocodile rolling to tear off a hunk of meat.  
 
    The Greyhound disabled the first cruiser and its two destroyer escorts began firing on the Greyhound's shield. They barely had any effect unless they targeted the same spot on the Greyhound. They did just that a few moments later as the other cruiser got in range. The Greyhound sprinted ahead toward the second cruiser's two destroyer escorts and started firing on them. One was almost immediately disabled but was able to limp away. The second realized it was outclassed and headed closer to its own cruiser.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Destroyer Malamute 
 
      
 
    Alan turned to Mal, "I think we need to get involved. Simpkins appeared legitimate and now he's dead. I don't want that refurbished ship to carve up those defenders." 
 
    "Battles stations, everyone. People. I'll be handling all the weapons," Mal said ship-wide. "I am broadcasting to the Altair Response Group that we are friendly and support Brigadier General Simpkins.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Altair Response Cruiser Kobe 
 
      
 
    Captain Jian Zhāng had seen this unidentified cruiser show up on their screens. Then he'd seen the designation turn into the name - Greyhound. It was at least twice as fast as anything the Altair Group had and had already crippled their other cruiser and a destroyer. It had destroyed a courier ship they hadn't seen before. Now, a new destroyer appeared from nowhere and was coming to help them - it said. He ordered his ships to give the new destroyer room - if it was a foe - it'd just hasten the battle loss because this cruiser - the Greyhound was cleaning their clock already. 
 
    The new destroyer shot forward and the Greyhound fired at it. Zhāng saw hit after hit and the new ship just sparkled when it was hit. None of the weapons' hits did anything to it. The new ship fired something and cut right through the Greyhound. The Greyhound then did something really weird and all the area around it turned totally black. A bright lance (?) flew out of the new destroyer and cut through the entire length of the Greyhound, which exploded, in a dazzling flash with debris strewn in all directions. 
 
    Captain Zhāng ordered all ships to stand down and begin rescue operations. He knew it'd be unlikely to find survivors but you never knew. He worried about that new destroyer but it hadn't shown any threatening intent. It wasn't if he could have done anything about it anyway. The Greyhound outclassed his whole response group and the new destroyer had easily destroyed the Greyhound. His father had always told him to only worry about the things he could change - not the stuff that was beyond him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Destroyer Malamute 
 
      
 
    "What now?" Mal asked Alan. 
 
    Alan thought for a bit and contacted the Altair Response Cruiser Kobe. "Kobe. This is the Malamute. Need you to do us a favor. Spread the word that this battle was about a prototype that was stolen and you were sent to stop it. Make a top-secret report for Captain Watanabe. Tell him a rogue officer and his stolen ERF prototype was destroyed by a top secret ERF vessel sent in response. Tell everyone else that you did it."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Altair Response Cruiser Kobe 
 
      
 
    "Malamute. Don't know who you are but you saved our bacon. We are thankful you got here when you did and we can make a report at all. Thank you. Kobe out." Captain Zhāng said and really meant it. He thought he had been about to go see his ancestors. 
 
    The Kobe's executive officer came up to the captain. "Sir. Do you think that was an experimental ERF ship? Naming ships after dogs is 'kinda' strange." 
 
    "Is that what you think was strange?" the captain said and chuckled. "Did you think it odd that Captain Watanabe gives us the means - out of the blue - to communicate with no time lag and see ships at huge distances without replacing all our equipment? That's what I think is strange. How much tech are they hiding from us? …not that I'm complaining mind you but I'd give my right arm to see the Malamute's layout. Did you see how easy it took out that cruiser that was kickin' our butt? They hardly broke out in a sweat." 
 
    "Sorry Captain. I missed a lot of the finer details," the exec said. 
 
    "You should have seen it," the captain said staring off into space. "The Malamute was being hit with everything that ship had and it did nothing. The first volley from the Malamute slaps around the Greyhound so they 'turtle up' inside some weird, black screen. None of the first volley weapons hurt the Greyhound behind that black screen. The Malamute shoots some other beam and slices open the Greyhound as easy as slicing a cake. Wow." 
 
    "Top secret prototype?" the exec queried. 
 
    "Must be," said the captain who was shaking his head. "I'm going to request upgrades to weapons, engines, and shields for sure as soon as we get back. I want some of that tech. I always thought we were 'hot stuff' - 'til today," the Captain said and sat down to dictate his reports. "I didn't mean to dump on you. How is the rescue operation going?" 
 
    "Can't find any survivors from the Greyhound but we're collecting as much useful debris as we can in case we can reverse engineer any of their stuff. We can't even find any debris from that courier ship. We saw it explode… and finding nothing is weird. Not a scrap." 
 
    "That is odd," said the Captain. "Don't let it get you. Most of the men don't know what happened. Explain that we blew up our attacker. The rumors about a stolen ERF prototype won't go away so don't try to suppress them." 
 
    "Aye sir. I'll keep the crew busy. I'd appreciate any tech upgrades we can get," the exec said. "Now that we know there are upgrades to get."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Destroyer Malamute 
 
      
 
    "Why did you ask them to lie?" Mal asked. 
 
    Alan looked over at her 3D avatar. "ERF personnel like all navies like to talk. They live and breathe rumors. When people officially ask them, they will be required to say they stopped the 'rogue'. Between them - they can say it was an advanced prototype sent to bail them out. Most didn't see anything. The ones that understand tech realize that some advanced tech came into play on the good guys side so its not alarming." 
 
    "Now we have to leave this area," Mal said. "I think we can project an image of an old freighter when we travel. Jumping is detectable as is traveling faster than 400 Lights. I have recordings of other classes of freighters I can mix and match. The freighter idea may be the best remedy in case we're attacked. Testing now," Mal said. "I am sending a small drone out to show us the view." 
 
    Alan was observing the view from the drone that displayed on the bridge, "What a junker!" Alan said and laughed. "It's perfect." 
 
    Dimm walked onto the bridge, observed the screens for a moment. "That is an excellent idea. My species can change color to match surroundings which is why my room color is so important to me," he said. "This is equivalent of what our suits do but on a larger scale. Mal. Is this a common technique used by this class of ship?" 
 
    Mal's image laughed, "No," she said. "Being with this crew is corrupting me." 
 
    "I would like a test run before we go to a more populated - a more patrolled area," Alan suggested. "Why don't we move out of system under stealth and then return like a freighter to trade some power modules and trainers without selling the 'more sensitive' cylinders." 
 
    "A good idea," Dimm said. "How far should we move away?" 
 
    "I think two light days should be enough. There is a dwarf planet there," Mal said. 
 
    "Let's do it," Alan said. "Two light days," 
 
    "It will only take us a few minutes at 400 Lights," Mal said. "I think Swift and Quixana are making a meal for everyone. It will be good to for you to pause." 
 
    "Yes," Qui said walking onto the bridge. "It's been stressful. Uncle, Hanlatoi, and I checked our cargo. Everything is secure but I am famished. Shall we?" she said and started walking back to the galley. 
 
    "I've got it Captain," said Mal. "I'll alert you if anything comes up," she said with a twinkle in her avatar's eye.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Malamute used its stealth mode and went into orbit around a dwarf planet two light days out from Altair proper. The ship now displayed its freighter image and was squawking IFF code of an old freighter. The food was good - Swift and Qui seemed to hit it off in the kitchen. Everyone seemed to be settling down from the brief battle. 
 
    Mal interrupted, "Sorry to bother you Captain but the Pipsqueak just appeared off our starboard quarter." 
 
    "Really," Alan said. "You're sure it’s the Pipsqueak." 
 
    "Timothy Simpkins is requesting permission to come aboard. He says he's at our starboard port." 
 
    "Qui. You're finished. Would you show him in?" Alan said. Simpkins seemed to be a hard guy to kill. He sure got the Greyhound riled up. 
 
    Qui wasn't long getting Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins back to the galley. 
 
    "Don't get up on my account of returning from the dead," Simpkins said since no one seemed to jump up and salute at attention. "You aren't being very military." 
 
    "We don't particularly like having to do your dirty work. How'd you fake that destruction? It was impressive and everyone fell for it," Alan asked. 
 
    "I had a drone projecting an image of my ship on a shield. The explosive was a nice touch when the Greyhound cut through it. We were close in stealth mode. I like your freighter image. That's new. What do you plan to do now?" 
 
    "Might as well tell you… We were going to go in to Altair as a legitimate crew and trade. We have trade goods that will sell well. We'd be practicing for more populated or advanced ports. No restricted tech. We need practice working in disguises," Alan said. 
 
    "I'm not sure what to do about you and this ship," Simpkins said. 
 
    "Do you really think you can keep people from millions of dimensions from finding new tech that will violate the Pact?" Mal asked suddenly sitting in the chair next to Simpkins. 
 
    "I ought to strip all the tech off this ship but you were really helpful," he said. 
 
    "Why don't you come with us?" Qui said carrying some iced dessert out of the kitchen. 
 
    The crew mostly dug in to the dessert. Simpkins didn't eat and Dimm got a drizzle of red stuff on a saucer. Alan was grossed out when he realized it was blood - a treat for VicVics.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Altair Four was uneventful. Simpkins stayed on the Malamute and said his ship would pace them on its own in stealth mode. 
 
    Alan had mixed feelings about Simpkins on their ship. Simpkins probably had jurisdiction over what happened to the Malamute. He and his crew had recovered it but it certainly violated the Pact. He hadn't signed the Pact but Simpkins was supposed to enforce the provisions of the Pact. He'd have a hard time doing that if he ran into another updated cruiser and the Malamute wasn't around to bail him out. Simpkins hadn't said a word about the Malamute being in violation so he was either waiting for backup or weighing their fate. His mentor had said, 'Never just wait - do something.' He just wanted to trade so he'd at least try that.  
 
    *** 
 
    The approach to Altair Four was anti-climactic. They contacted the port flight control and were directed to a decent area of the field when they said they had credits and valuable cargo. They did find that some of Formalhaut credit on their slates would work on Altair. The appraisers seemed excited when the Mallard - the name they gave their tramp freighter - when the Mallard sent them the list of twenty working cold fusion power supplies and ten working training machines with a decent supply of subject cylinders. They didn't mention the lamlee. Alan ordered Quixana, Uncle, and Swift to stay aboard and protect the ship from all comers. The docking fees were pretty high but they didn't expect to be here long. 
 
    Alan decided to go to the Trader's Guild office first to register and find brokers. The menagerie with Alan drew a lot of stares. A VicVic was scary at the best of times and though weapons were allowed - they weren't commonplace at this Altair city. The net maps were free for major routes and major destinations to increase trade. The city had free convenience trams to increase business at designated shopping areas. It kept the congestion low and allowed shops to funnel customers to their door - smart. You paid for a stop near your store - more customers. The Trader's Guild was off the beaten track a bit and Alan (and crew) walked several blocks to find it. They walked in to find a huge hall and no attendants or screens or to assist. There were no doors but the entrance doors. 
 
    "They must not use this place anymore," Simpkins said.  
 
    "This place looks occupied - almost new," Dimm said. 
 
    "It doesn't echo," Qui said and stomped her foot. The stamp of her foot was loud but it didn't echo. 
 
    Alan remembered something his mentor had said to him on Bellatrix. He said 'if you ever find yourself in the center of one of these halls - fire at the walls'. It didn't make any sense at the time but he mentioned a test another trader had mentioned to him. "Move behind me please," he said to the others and they moved behind him. He drew his molecular disruptor and fired high to his side. Suddenly they could see people walking around and a Phafalotoi with age spots came walking straight toward them rapidly belying his age. 
 
    "How may we help you Apprentice Einfeld?" said the Phafalotoi. "I am Pester." 
 
    "I wanted to find where we might sell some working zero-point power supplies," he said. 
 
    "I can help you with that. The Guild takes a mere five percent commission on sales. We use Global Banking Syndicate. Is that acceptable?" Pester asked. 
 
    "Quite acceptable," Alan said. His mentor said that the Guild keep an inventory of items cataloged and traders could find items cheaper but it often cost more. Pester tapped a slate and a map with directions popped up on his slate. "I'd also like to buy old, non-working tech." 
 
    Pester looked at him and said, "It's the same dealer. The guild would pay considerably if you have a method to repair old tech. We only charge two percent of the purchase amount." 
 
    "Seven percent of every transaction is a hefty cut but it is probably worth walking around for days." 
 
    "Indeed, Apprentice. Your mentor mentions in the last shared notes we have that you are near full Trader status. Are you ready to pay the fee?" Pester asked. 
 
    "How much is the fee? What do I get with the change of status?" Alan asked. 
 
    "You get the reduced rates at every Guild Lodge. Your sales would be charged at four percent and there is no charge for purchases - for life," Pester said and paused. "The fee is twenty thousand credits."  Pester said with a straight face and hurried to explain as he saw the shock of those around him. "It is a one-time fee. You would break even when trading in about five years with those three percent savings if you were doing even a moderate amount of trading. Some take longer - some take less. It weeds out all but the dedicated traders. You also get very reduced rates on any services we supply. We also provide armed escorts if you run into trouble, and emergency loans or transport." 
 
    Alan thought twenty thousand credits was an astronomically high fee. "How much is it to register an apprentice?" 
 
    Pester said, "Five hundred credits. It's a bargain." 
 
    "I will have to wait a bit for the full trader status and registering apprentices," he said. 
 
    Pester paused, "Good trading then. We guarantee all trades if you face robbery too," he said and paused again. "We have 'staff' that enforce any issues with purchases." 
 
    Alan thought Pester implied more than guaranteeing their safety, as he looked at all their weaponry. It was a subtle threat but it probably meant they would face less chance of robbery during transactions. His mentor had always said being a guild member was worth any cost. Alan and his 'troop' headed to the designated coordinates. It turned out to be a huge warehouse - not unlike Fomalhaut. 
 
    All the employees were Tros. Alan knew not to use names and said they were there to sell working zero-point power modules. Alan noticed several thousand in stacks off to the side. He also noticed training machines with boxes of training cylinders. A very heavy Tros waddled over to him. 
 
    "You are the one selling working zero-point modules? …the one from the Guild?" said the Tros. "How many do you have to sell?" 
 
    "What will you pay?" Alan asked. 
 
    The Tros looked him up and down and at the assemblage of varied crew around him. "I will give you five hundred credits for each one." 
 
    "I have one hundred. They are guaranteed to work," Alan said. 
 
    The old Tros tilted his head back like he was calculating but knew immediately from the 'interest' smell that he would take the deal. "I cannot pay that much for so many but I'll do it for forty thousand credits. What do you mean guaranteed?" 
 
    Alan looked at the stacks of power modules and trainers around the room.  "I'd also like to buy some of your old stock here if you give me a good price. How much for the broken power modules? I know I could probably figure how to take parts from one and maybe get some of them working…same deal with the trainers. Will you give me volume prices? Do you mind if my crew walks around. They know what broken equipment contains pieces that could be sold elsewhere." 
 
    "Go ahead." The old Tros was wondering if Alan knew something about getting those pieces of junk working. The old Tros had tried everything he knew to get those dead power supplies operational but nothing had worked. "I'll sell you any non-working pieces I have for one-credit apiece just to get them out of here. I'm sure you can't say but what do you do with these power modules." 
 
    Alan leaned over to the old Tros and whispered in his ear. The old Tros started snorting and farting. He looked like he was going to lose it.  "I would like to buy one thousand of these, one thousand of these…all of these," Alan said walking around the warehouse. There were many more of the interesting items than on Fomalhaut. 
 
    The old Tros totaled everything and said, "That will be five thousand six-hundred credits but you will have to move everything yourselves." 
 
    Alan frowned. "I'll tell you a secret about the power modules that will make them more valuable if you deliver and move the working units back." 
 
    The old Tros considered the sales and realized he would make quite a bit of credits from these sales. "I will deliver IF your information is worth it." 
 
    "I will take that deal," Alan said and held out his slate over the one the Tros revealed like magic. Alan typed the amount and it was transferred. The transaction with the exchange rate from Fomalhaut only left enough funds to eat a couple of good meals. They would not be able to cover their docking fees if the power module transaction didn't go through. 
 
    "What is this information about the zero-point modules that is worth sending my crews to labor?" asked the Tros. 
 
    "The zero-point modules often stop working, don't they," Alan said. 
 
    "Everyone knows that," said the Tros and Alan could smell his cinnamon anger scent. 
 
    "Yes, but most don't know that the units will work forever IF you keep them powering something continuously. They will continue to work if you power even a light and keep a small power load on all the time. The trick is the units shut themselves down after about a week with no load," Alan said and smelled the Tros interest smell again. 
 
    "Can you restart them after they shut down?" said the Tros with his acrid interest smell. 
 
    Alan let out a big sigh. "You've tried to get them working again haven't you?" 
 
    "Yes," said the Tros with his smell of sadness. "Nothing ever worked." 
 
    "I just haven't given up. I can always sell them," Alan said and the old Tros started snorting and farting again. 
 
    The old Tros finally got control of him, and said, " I will personally deliver your purchases to your ship the Mallard at dock eighty-three so I can inspect the working units."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Qui walked up to Alan as they walked back to the city tram stop to the spaceport. "What did you tell that Tros?" Qui asked. "He nearly died laughing." 
 
    Alan grinned at her. "I told him I sold the power modules to use as flower vases. I told him they sell for over a credit apiece," Alan said and he was laughing too. 
 
    They decided to head straight back to the ship and wait for the delivery. They went inside and Swift and Quixana had already made a meal for everyone. They sat down for a good meal while Mal watched for the delivery people or any trouble signs. 
 
    Mal signaled them that several delivery vehicles were arriving so they transported their one hundred power modules down the cargo ramp to the loading dock. They didn't want anyone to see inside their ship. 
 
    Simpkins had been quiet this whole time and almost never said a word or asked a question. Alan knew a lot was going on in that head of his. He figured Simpkins was either waiting for backup to arrive or he was still trying to decide what to do or how to interfere or enforce his edicts about the Pact. 
 
    The old Tros went through fifty power units at random before he stopped testing. Alan had added a light to the output of each power module to keep them always active. "Is this the 'load' you talked about?" asked the Tros. 
 
    "Yes, " Alan said. "Those need to be replaced every ten years or so but it will keep working as long as it has one of these on it." 
 
    "This was a good trade. Are you sure, you don't want my people to put these crates on board for you? You've earned it," he said. 
 
    "No. We need to secure them. We run into rough situations with our old inertial compensators. One loose crate would tear a hole in the hull," Alan said and pulled out his slate. 
 
    The old Tros pulled out his slate and transferred forty thousand and one credits to Alan. The one extra credit was a sign that the customer thought the deal was very satisfactory. The Tros and his crew immediately left. 
 
    "All right everyone," Alan yelled. "Let's get these spoils secured." 
 
    Everyone started loading the crates onto the ship. It took a couple of hours even with lift devices. No one had trouble sleeping that night as Mal watched over the ship.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan got the crew up and moving early where Swift and Quixana started them with a hearty breakfast. The plan was to inventory all the items they got the day before. They went to the cargo hold and began counting: 1,000 zero-point power modules, 1,000 trainers with 2,812 cylinders (no restricted ones), 487 Irixian molecular disruptors, and 301 railguns. Too bad they didn't get any pulse rifles but they had the petrochemical versions that worked just fine. All their electronics were just out of charge or on sleep mode. Alan decided they needed to go back to the Trader's Guild House. No one argued since his decisions seemed decent. 
 
    The trip back to the Trader's Guild House was fast and easy. This was at the middle of the workweek and pedestrians were light. Everyone but Swift and Uncle were on this run. Mal was guarding the ship. The entry to the Guild Hall was totally different this time. Evidently, the entrance scan adapted to the people coming in. An apprentice with a crowd of unidentified crew was different from an apprentice and crew who were actively doing business with the Guild. The same Phafalotoi, Pester, came up to them as they entered. 
 
    "You have had a very successful venture here. How may we serve you today?" he asked. 
 
    Alan took a deep breath. "I'd like to register as a full trader and all these people as apprentices. I think that would be 20,000 credits for me and 500 each for the rest." 
 
    Pester straightened up and smiled a very human smile - he must have practiced. "That will be 2,500 for these five - correct?" he said. 
 
    Alan seemed a bit surprised because Pester had included 500 credits for Thomas Simpkins too. He had just been an innocuous fifth wheel since they came to Altair. Qui and Quixana were excited. Dimm was - she was - well - VivVic. Hanlatoi seemed pleased and Simpkins seemed surprised a bit. Alan turned to them all. "Is this acceptable with you? I would be listed as your mentor but you could trade and you'd have a means of getting help or backup if you ran into trouble. Simpkins? What do you think?" 
 
    "It is a reasonable accommodation. How did they know you were an apprentice?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    "We registered on Vega and stopped at several lodges in my training. I don't know how they communicate between lodges," Alan said. 
 
    The registration process was quite extensive for Alan. He was supposed to list all major trades, his ship designation, his crew, his apprentices, and his trading items. He was reluctant to talk about his real ship or his real cargo but he said what he could. His biomarker registration was DNA, retinal scans, and micro-capillary scans, along with voiceprints, secretion markers, and pheromones. He asked them how they communicated information between lodges and they explained they used quantum-folding tech that was good for 105 light years. They apparently used ships to carry information further than 105 light years. It certainly explained why they knew about him. He found out there was no lodge in Fomalhaut - a good thing. 
 
    They gathered after registering and having paid all their fees. 
 
    "That was disturbing," Simpkins said. "They had ways to identify Progeny. There are apparently some Progeny who became traders." 
 
    "They have quantum communications up to 105 light years. Why isn't that in the Pact?" Alan asked Simpkins.  
 
    "That," Simpkins shrugged in a learned human gesture. "That is pre-lamlee technology almost two centuries old. Knowing about Progeny or their projection systems are borderline violations. I had no idea. It has been useful to be with you." 
 
    "You haven't decided what to do with us, have you?" Qui asked. "I figured you were just waiting and watching while you make some decision. Have you made it yet?" 
 
    "Qui is smart," Alan quipped. "We're all considering your decision. How about just staying with us as crew? We'd be good company and we could work together." 
 
    "You have a ship that could be used to create everything the Pact was designed to prevent," Simpkins said. 
 
    "We don't have time travel or extragalactic travel," Alan said. "You would be aboard. We could use your advice if freely given. We already risked our lives taking down the Greyhound." 
 
    "Risking your lives? I doubt you were at much risk with that ship," Simpkins said. 
 
    "I'm hungry," Quixana said. "Aren't you going to take all your new apprentices to lunch for a celebration?" 
 
    Alan laughed. "Good idea. There is a restaurant over there that looks Hllumpf. I love their pastries." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Captain Watanabe didn't like the cavalier instructions to report the battle won by his response team or some mysterious prototype from the ERF. Go lie to your superiors. Sure. Those upgrades to sensors and communications worked too well - too fast. What were they? He had a tech team tear apart the comm and sensors on the damaged cruiser. He wanted to know what those bits had done to suddenly improve performance on his equipment. That report from the Kobe had said crazy things about the performance of that 'rogue' cruiser. He wasn't just going to assume what the Malamute - what a name for a spacecraft - what the Malamute had said was true. 
 
    There was also that equipment installed in the scanning sensor no one had known about. Who put it in? When? What was it detecting? None of this was right. The 'intelligence teams' showing up so fast had been unbelievable. They had to come so fast -- they must have come from a local site. He knew he'd have to investigate. He directed the network to start scanning for the intelligence individuals. He had his tech people start reverse engineering the scanning center setup - to see what it did and why it did it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The network scanners had had almost an immediate hit on Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins. His features turned up all over the city next to the base. He went to the Trader's Guild, public transportation, and to the central market. He was with that Colonel Einfeld. He did not see the human lieutenant or the captain that had come to the sensing center but they clearly associated with each other. Having a VicVic with them made them stand out. VicVics were so rare they were almost mythical. He started tracking them and placed them all at a local restaurant. He called his Marine support group and had them notify local authorities. He wanted to take them all together. 
 
    The teams did a credible job of arriving out of sight of the restaurant. The civilian authorities stayed out of the way and didn't try to 'get into the thick of it'. It took forty-five minutes to get everyone armed and on site. Captain Watanabe told the Marine Lieutenant what he wanted - not how to do it. Watanabe knew enough not to tell a Marine how to suck eggs. The lieutenant traced out what he wanted his people to do and got a verbal confirmation as they acknowledged his op order. Three went to cover the back, three were the apprehension team, and the last four plus the Captain were in the control and backup around the corner and two-person rifle team were across the street. The spotter announced that they were on the left of the entrance at a table. The lieutenant said, "Go, go, go." 
 
    Three Marines in full armor and pulse rifles went in and swung left. Three came in the back. The ones outside moved to the edge of the glass in front. "ERF Marines! Everyone stay seated and calm. This is an arrest. Put your hands on the table where I can see them. Don't move."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan leaned over to Simpkins. "How do you want to do this? …In uniform or mufti - you know - plain clothed," he said in Ylee. 
 
    "I cannot afford to fight. I do not want questions I cannot answer. Can we get out of here with minimal damage?" Simpkins asked in Ylee. 
 
    "Okay gang. Helmets. Dimm.  Only cut their weapons. Watch out for civilians," Alan said in Trappist. "Simpkins. Do you know how to fly in that suit?" he asked in Ylee thinking Simpkins probably didn't know Trappist. 
 
    "Yes," he said. 
 
    "Stop talking!" yelled the closest Marine as Captain Watanabe walked in. 
 
    "Ask Captain Watanabe here - Why he is trying to arrest an ERF Colonel and Brigadier General? Why are we being arrested?" 
 
    "Shut up Colonel," Watanabe said and thought a second, "…or whomever you are?" 
 
    Alan said in Ylee, "Invisible, out the door, and back to the ship on three. One - two - three." Everyone at the table disappeared. The door swung open and then they were gone. 
 
    Watanabe ordered, "Search this place. They couldn't have gotten away." 
 
    The restaurant owner came over and started to complain that his customers had been run off and then hadn't paid. He then looked at the table and found a fifty-credit coin, which he pocketed swiftly as the soldiers looked fruitlessly for their prey. 
 
    The lieutenant came in and got Watanabe off to the side. "You had us try to arrest a colonel and a brigadier general. What charge, Captain? I was listening to that over their body cams." 
 
    "They weren't real ERF Intelligence officers. I am not familiar with the languages they used either," said Watanabe. 
 
    "What do you want us to do now, Captain?" asked the Marine Lieutenant. 
 
    "They went to the Trader's Guild. We can find records there," Watanabe said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Trader's Guild was right in front of the squad as Watanabe went up to the imposing entrance. The doors didn't budge. Watanabe pulled his molecular disruptor and fired at the door producing a scintillating display but nothing else. The door was unharmed. The door opened and a Phafalotoi stepped out. "Are you going to be here long? Customers and members wish to leave." 
 
    "I am ERF Captain Watanabe. Have you seen either of these two men?" he said showing Einfeld and Simpkins image. 
 
    "Yes," said the Phafalotoi. 
 
    "Are they here now?" Watanabe asked. 
 
    "No," said the Phafalotoi. "We do not discuss anything to individuals not in the Guild." 
 
    "Then we'll come in an search for them ourselves," said Watanabe. 
 
    "That will violate the charter. Your government would face crippling fines," said the Phafalotoi. 
 
    "Get out of my way or I will burn you down to the ground," said Watanabe. 
 
    "That would trigger a trade embargo to this sector. You do realize we supply all the military on this planet and in this sector. Touch me and that supply stops," said the Phafalotoi. 
 
    "Captain," said the Marine lieutenant. "We have training about Trade Guild charters. He's right. Don't order me to do something illegal. ERF Marines do not follow illegal commands." 
 
    Watanabe shoved his disruptor back in his holster. "Head back to the base." He was determined to find out about what was going on.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Destroyer Malamute 
 
      
 
    "You weren't out long. Anything wrong?" Uncle asked. 
 
    Qui rolled her eyes and they looked at Alan and Simpkins. "Well. That went well. The Hllumpf pastries are delicious though. I've never eaten anything like them. Wow," she said so full of youth and excitement that they couldn't feel depressed very long. 
 
    "Do you want to try to do anything else here? They have a mystery. A captain has been discredited a bit as being a loon. Stay with us? Burn the ship?" Alan said and Mal jumped into the conversation. 
 
    "What's this 'burn the ship' talk? What do you intend to do Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins?" Mal asked and her 3D persona walked over in front of him with hands on her hips. 
 
    "I am leaning toward staying with you for a while. This freighter disguise is a good idea. An ERF Destroyer with lamlee enhancements can't wander around but disguising it makes a good deal of sense. As long as you act like a freighter, I can treat you like a freighter. You can't act like a warship. I can charter you as a freighter. You could still trade though I (the ERF in my case) would get a portion of the profits - say fifteen percent." 
 
    "A charter vessel must receive remuneration," said Mal. 
 
    This was a conversation way beyond Alan's experience so he stayed out of it. 
 
    "Twenty years?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    "Seems reasonable," Mal said. "Deal?" 
 
    "Deal," Simpkins said. "ERF gets fifteen percent of the profits - right?" 
 
    "Exactly," said Mal. 
 
    "Captain?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    "Einfeld with me as co-captain," Mal said. 
 
    "What did you just agree to do?" he asked Mal who was displaying a radiant smile. 
 
    "You are the captain of the Malamute for the next twenty years with me as co-captain. Simpkins is chartering this ship for those twenty years. He tells us what he wants done and we do it within our power. He gets fifteen percent of any trade profit. We trade wherever we go or wherever he sends us. We will have a lot of autonomy." 
 
    "Sounds okay Mal but shouldn't we get something if he is chartering us?" Alan asked Mal and her image just laughed. 
 
    "Silly. We get this ship and all its contents after twenty years. It becomes the property of Einfeld and Mal." Mal's image said. 
 
    "Oh," Alan said and thought for a second. "Wow. Oh. That's a good thing," he said realizing a ship half this size took a large corporation or planet to sponsor. He turned to Simpkins, "Where to now boss? What are you going to do with the Pipsqueak?" 
 
    "It's just going to follow us around like a little puppy," Simpkins said. 
 
    "Mal," Alan ordered. "Pay our docking fees and head to Earth. No faster than four hundred Lights in system. I don't want to give Watanabe a heart attack with a jump wake." 
 
    "Aye-aye, co-captain," Mal said with a twinkle. 
 
    The Mallard left port at a leisurely four hundred lights and was out of the system in minutes.  
 
    Alan was explaining to Qui and Quixana, "Altair to Earth is about 16.78 light years. That would be about nine days at 400 Lights. We need to be a day out of Altair before we jump and we need to be two days out from Earth so we can creep in at 400 lights and not be detected. Earth has better detection so we should jump 15 light years past Earth and come in from another direction - Procyon 2 in this case. Show me on your slates." 
 
    There were quite a few science lessons for the girls by Mal. Mal, the ship A.I., could navigate, teach, and monitor hundreds of tasks at once. The girls - and all the other crew were getting up to speed on huge areas of knowledge. Having reached an arrangement with Simpkins that seemed a bit shaky but acceptable. Dimm found some more 'energetic' responses for our suits and hacked the suits. We upgraded all suits, including the one for Simpkins. This upgrade let the user switch to active mode that would search for threats all around us and respond faster than any organic being. The cool hack just unlocked the dumbed down features of the suits. We worked every other waking moment starting power modules, placing a load light on each, and charging several trainers. We found a few screwball training cylinders on sword-fighting and boarding operations - we all took those.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Watanabe was determined to find this ship - the Malamute. He went to the ERF Altair Intelligence Service Branch - once he found there actually was one. It was out-of-the-way and off base. He browbeat the lieutenant that was there with his story. He also found they had a quantum comm system linked to Earth. It was the first time he had seen anything like faster-than-light communications except aboard the ships he had upgraded by giving them those - those bits of something. The lieutenant didn't know anything about that but she put it all into the report she sent to Earth ERF Intelligence. He thought he'd never hear anything ever again but less than an hour later, he got a call and eagerly rushed back to the office. The memo was curt and to the point. The Malamute was an ERF Fast Destroyer Class that had fought in the Dimensions War. It was reported missing in action almost one hundred years ago. The Earth ERF Intelligence Force was VERY interested in finding that ship.  
 
    He continued reading: Captain Watanabe. You are ordered to search areas around Altair for that ship and contact this office immediately if you have further contact. You are further ordered to bring copies of any video or recording or transcripts of interviews with anyone associated with that ship after you have exhausted local searches. Confirm the destruction of the Greyhound. Travel here then in the fastest ship. You have the authority to commandeer the fastest ERF ship available. Signed, Rear Admiral Alou Alou Kuur. 
 
    Wow, Watanabe thought, a live ship from the Dimensions War. He had never heard any ships had survived - the Dimensions War. No one had ever called it that in his presence before - that was odd too. A trip to Earth wouldn't hurt his promotion chances any.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alan had everyone go to battle stations prior to the jump because the military training cylinders always said you couldn't be sure what you'd face when you emerged. The Malamute could jump disguised as an old freighter. They were planning to jump 25 light years so they could emerge and approach Earth from the area of Procyon 2. They set the jump speed to 1,170 Lights and jumped. It felt like hitting a small speed bump in a land vehicle. Mal quickly triangulated their position. They had reappeared exactly where they had expected and started toward Earth at 390 Lights - fine speed for a post-war freighter. They were squawking the I.D. of the freighter Mallard. Alan always liked puns. Once the 'Mallard' was on track, the girls went back to their lessons and everyone else went back to cooking, cleaning, or practice for boarding operations - a brutal practice with suits on offensive mode. 
 
    The unrestricted suits moved lightning fast yet dampened the effects on joints and ligaments to protect the wearer. There was a training mode on the sabers that would vibrate and buzz to give tactile feedback in the projected VR simulations. The workouts were brutal and the simulations were realistic. Opponents' weapons would 'burn' or 'sting' when they struck unprotected areas. Deadly attacks would blank all sensors - visual and tactile for a few seconds, and then return to an earlier VR projection so the wearer could learn to anticipate attacks. Alan had just been killed twice in the simulations when Mal commed everyone and had gone to battle stations. 
 
    Alan rushed to the bridge in time to meet Simpkins and Dimm.  Others were at their posts throughout the ship. 
 
    "What's going on?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Three destroyers just appeared near our path and are approaching at 850 Lights," Mal said. 
 
    Simpkins looked at the data. "Fifteen seconds to weapons range. Suggest we hold fire but prepare to transition to another dimension." 
 
    "Mal. Let's transition to a random dimension at the first signs of attack. These ships have lamlee enhanced drives. We can't fight three. Simpkins?" 
 
    Simpkins started talking, "Approaching ships. This is ERF Progeny Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins. We are on a fact-finding mission to Earth. Do not approach any further. Why have you violated the Pact?" 
 
    "It's two destroyers and a cruiser - they are hiding their designations," said Mal. 
 
    "You are the ones violating the Pact," said a person from the cruiser as his visage appeared on their screen.  
 
    Simpkins noted that the male on the screen bore an uncanny resemblance to him. 
 
    "You are Progeny too," Simpkins said. "I am a free agent assigned to enforce the Pact. We just destroyed a cruiser at Altair with a rogue human commanding. It was the retrofitted cruiser Greyhound. It attacked a local response group." 
 
    "You will remove your jump capability and lamlee enhancements. All Dimensions War weapons must be removed. All personal enhancements must be removed. Nanite enhanced humans must be wiped and nanites deactivated," said the Progeny on the screen. 
 
    "How do you want to accomplish those tasks?" Simpkins asked as he did something on his MemDex. 
 
    The progeny on the screen was started to detail how the Malamute should stand down, lower shields, and… 
 
    The stealth mode of the Pipsqueak courier dropped to expose the small ship. It shot to a point adjacent to the cruiser with full shields. 
 
    Simpkins turned to Mal's 3D avatar. "Transition please." 
 
    The Malamute transitioned to a random dimension. Simpkins turned to Mal, "Three jumps at 750 to 720 Lights please. Random directions toward the Core please." 
 
    "You realize that's over 1,500 to 1,924 light years with each jump…of course you do. Secure yourselves. Jumping on three…one - two - three," Mal said and the Malamute felt like it hit three every increasing speed bumps. The last one was at about 720 Lights and it was the largest jarring jump - like hitting a pothole from hell. Star jump distances lessened the faster one inserted from 700 to 1,500 Lights. 
 
    "Where are we? Which dimension?" Dimm asked looking at the stars blazing at her from the bridge screens. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
     Mal said with her avatar acting like she was looking around, "Looks like we are in the somewhere in the area of Sagittarius - closer to the core. That's over 5,000 light years from Earth. I have yet to ascertain our dimension or the nearest stars. We have definitely lost any pursuit. The distraction with the Pipsqueak worked well," Mal said displaying a video showing the destruction of his courier craft. 
 
    "I don't know how you project that ship being destroyed. How will we get it back?" Alan said. 
 
    "That displayed the actual destruction of the ship captain," Mal said. 
 
    Alan turned to Simpkins, "Really? You're stuck with us. Why?" 
 
    Simpkins paused and tilted his head a bit to the side. "They were using advanced weaponry and sensors to strictly enforce the Pact. We had to use advanced tech to destroy the Greyhound. The Pact seems to be unraveling. It was supposed to last hundreds of years but it is impossible to regulate over disparate universes - too many sources to contaminate the status quo. I surmise the Pact will rapidly unravel to the point where it will have to be eliminated. That transition could be brutal. I did not want to be 'wiped' or have your nanites deactivated. I did not want you to lose the lamlee you have secreted in the cargo hold." 
 
    Alan chuckled, "We thought we'd hidden those from you," he said shaking his head. "I was being too simplistic with all this," Alan said sweeping his arm around to point out friends and the ship. 
 
    "I did not want to be reduced by individuals enforcing rigid dogma. You've been conducting yourselves as literate, considerate beings without prejudice. I am proud to be traveling with you. I think the Pact will collapse rapidly in the next decade. Let's find out where we are and if there are trade opportunities in this dimension near this location," Simpkins said. 
 
    "Thanks Thomas," Alan said looking around the bridge. "I'm sure it means a lot to all of us. Mal. Have you found out where we are yet?" 
 
    "I have. We are near the M20 - Trifid Nebula. The stars in M20 are generally very young with a lot of brown dwarfs. I do not think that is where we should go but there is an interesting star near the Reflection Nebula. It's a binary - 9 Sagittarii. It’s an odd system because it looks like it has planets that may support life. Its rated as a main sequence - massive type O4V. My data shows that it appears to have two habitable planets about 4,400 AU away from those suns." 
 
    "That's weird isn't it - a binary with planets," Alan said. 
 
    Mal chuckled. "Yes. Its weird to someone who doesn't know much about astronomy but to those who do - most binaries have planets. What's odd about this one is there are habitable planets that far from a massive type O star." 
 
    "Why don't we just go to somewhere else that a known quantity?" Dimm said. 
 
    "This star is pretty well fixed in my database. Once we know where we are - exactly - we can go somewhere else more precisely," Mal said. 
 
    "Admit it," Alan said. "You're interested in doing some exploring too." 
 
    Mal's avatar laughed. "That too. This one of the latest entries in my database - when I was commissioned - my birthday, so to speak." 
 
    "You have my vote," Simpkins said. "I'm happy to be alive still." 
 
    "It's a short hop at 850 Lights. Standby crew. No soufflés in the oven…on three. One - two - three," Mal said and there was a slight bump.  
 
    After the slower jumps - this jarring felt mild. The star was bright and large even though we were a long way away.  
 
    "This is strange," Mal said. "I detect spacecraft and have enabled stealth mode. We are approaching the planet. Oh. I am stopping motion because I believe they can detect us." There was a short pause. "They can detect us. I am dropping stealth but keeping the freighter projection. The craft are relatively small. The lead craft of three is contacting us. It shows no image. It is using Trade," Mal said and her avatar looked around.  
 
    Mal was projecting her astonishment - which Alan and the rest of the crew were showing also. 
 
    Mal set the audio communication so the whole crew could hear.  
 
    "What is your purpose coming here?" said the voice. 
 
    "We are just traders and explorers. How did you detect us?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We detected your jump signature and you are from the prime dimension. We are interested in news from there. Would you follow these ships to a base where you can be welcomed properly? Do you accept with no hostilities?" said the voice. It sounded like a female human speaking Trade but that meant nothing. 
 
    Mal muted their transmission. "What do you think?" 
 
    Alan said, "It sounds like a - come to our base so we can do what we want with you - but I'm always suspicious." 
 
    Simpkins said, "If they can detect us and tell where we came from so quickly - if they wanted to do us harm - I have no doubt they could. That ability is way beyond our current tech." 
 
    "We would be honored," Mal said. 
 
    "You're an A.I. too. Oh. I can't wait to talk," said the voice. "Follow my ships." 
 
    "My ships," Simpkins said. "Implying they are controlled by her." 
 
    The three ships flipped around and started heading toward the planet. They obviously had inertia-free propulsion. The three ships seemed to wait impatiently as the Malamute - still disguised as a freighter - zipped toward an obvious spaceport with many ships on the surface of the lovely green and blue planet. Gravity was a bit more than Earth but not by much. The atmosphere was like Earth but with slightly more oxygen in the nitrogen mix. Thomas Simpkins and Alan went out first with suits showing their normal form but at full shield strength. 
 
    No one emerged from the small ships after the Malamute landed but a vehicle floated over to the Malamute's port. It contained a very attractive, human female. The female looked to be about seventeen years old. "Welcome to Reflection settlement, Captain," she said obviously speaking to Alan. "I'm Emily. We call it that because we are so near the Reflection Nebula. The planet is called Refuge," said the woman - Emily. "Is something wrong with your ship? It appears blurry in my vision." 
 
    Simpkins spoke, "What frequencies can you detect? I assume you can see in infrared and ultraviolet frequencies like I can," Simpkins said guessing. 
 
    "Who are you?" said the woman with a puzzled expression on her face. 
 
    "I am ERF Progeny Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins." 
 
    The young woman saluted and said in a bubbly voice, "Oh mother will be so pleased. Won't you all get in? It has been forever since we've had visitors." 
 
    The 'What the Hell' vote would win this election, Alan thought. He signaled Dimm to come out too. As soon as Dimm stepped out the port - the young woman squealed with delight. She started speaking VicVic with its ultrasonic click and whistles that a human could not duplicate. Dimm appeared startled at first and kind of reared back and lowered her rear legs. Alan thought she was stunned by this feat. Dimm started talking back to the Emily all through the ride. Simpkins just smiled at Alan as Dimm got into the vehicle. The vehicle smoothly took off silently and did a hard banking turn and shot back toward distant building that looked made of glass and marble. They obviously had mastered gravity and inertial control. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The vehicle deposited them adjacent to a lovely park and garden. Exotic flowers grew all around on terraces and they passed several artistic fountains. It was lovely. Emily directed them to a stone terrace overlooking a grassy meadow and lake. There were trees - similar to blossoming trees on Earth with a light perfumed scent in the air. 
 
    There were exotic foods and drink spread out on tables. There were even small cages of live lizards that were obviously for Dimm.  
 
    A woman came walking out briskly to meet them. She looked like she was in her thirties, mature but exquisite with long, silky black hair. Her lithe form moved fluidly and Alan couldn't help being attracted to her. 
 
    She walked right over to Simpkins and held out her hand in greeting. "Welcome to Reflection," she said in English and then, according to my translator said the same thing in VicVic. "My name is Dorothy and you're about a hundred years early. Is the Pact breaking down already? How bad is it?" 
 
    "You're a Progeny," Alan said. 
 
    "Yes dear. Of course," she said like talking to a retarded child. 
 
    "Are there non-Progeny here too?" Simpkins said. 
 
    "Yes. A few Tros live on the plains here. This planet is mostly temperate and the Tros like the savannah areas because that's a bit warmer. We have a few thousand humans and Phafalotoi in the mountains." 
 
    "What do you know about the Pact failing?" Simpkins queried. 
 
    "Oh. That's a long story. Why don't you have some food and drink? I want to hear all your stories. I will send my A.I.'s avatar over to talk with your ship. She's excited to talk with someone new." 
 
    Alan tried the foods and they were delicious as were the drinks - some alcoholic - some with a mild hallucinogen - and some just fruit juice. 
 
    "We just want to trade," Alan said. "Is that possible?" 
 
    "Oh surely," said Dorothy and Emily was still talking with Dimm as Dimm bit off the heads of the lizards like he was eating popcorn. Dorothy indicated Emily to Alan. "She's our newest Progeny." 
 
    "She said you were her mother," Thomas Simpkins said. "I didn't know Progeny could make other Progeny." 
 
    "We have large amounts of synthetic lamlee. It only takes a small telepathic module developed at the end of the war. They have many uses and communication is only one of them. I can give you some of the devices. All personnel on the planet get them and it allows us to contact anyone else within this dimension. It was developed as a defense to a race that controlled others with thought," Dorothy said. "The ability for Progeny to make Progeny was an unexpected discovery." 
 
    "Why are you here? What is your plan?" Alan asked. 
 
    "What is the meaning of life?" Dorothy laughed and Emily looked over hearing her mother laugh.  
 
    Emily stopped what she was doing, excused herself from Dimm and walked over. "What's so funny mom? I haven't heard you laugh like that in years." 
 
    "Alan here - asked why are we here? What was our plan?" she said. 
 
    "Oh. That is funny," Emily said. "I'm sorry Captain. It's a question we ask ourselves all the time. Why are we here? Let me try to explain. The leaders at the end of the war broke into two contingents. One group went to manage Andromeda races and to purge that galaxy and all its dimensions of overly aggressive races that would enslave others. The Milky Way contingent splintered. Some wanted to explore other galaxies - some wanted to dumb down the tech so species couldn't travel between dimensions. They didn't want to release lamlee-enhanced ships in an effort to slow expansion. They didn't want a lot of the advanced weaponry. They banned time travel. The trade guild forced a concession allowing dimensional travel as long as traders reported gross violations of the Pact. That contingent set up Progeny agents to enforce the Pact and gave them powerful little ships." 
 
    Alan looked over at Simpkins who nodded. Emily continued. 
 
    "My contingent did simulations and showed that the Pact would break down fully in two hundred years and sooner in some dimensions. There would be territorial wars and whole planetary populations would be eradicated. Our group set up sanctuary worlds like this one so races fleeing the spiral arms could come and have some semblance of peace. You people are welcome to live here. We have automated machinery, building cities all over this world and a neighboring world in this system. I must say I like this world better. The other one, Hades, is hot as…" 
 
    Alan, Dorothy, and Thomas both laughed. 
 
    "We have others on our ship that will want to see this planet. Would you send a vehicle for them?" Alan said. "You’re A.I. wants to speak with our A.I.?" 
 
    Dorothy laughed again. "I'll send her to your ship and the vehicle will bring them all here." 
 
    Alan nodded and called Mal and the remaining crew. Alan showed them video he had made and sent them recordings of conversations. Qui said she was coming but seemed a little irritated and Alan had no idea why.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mal greeted the planetary avatar at the ship's starboard port while Qui, Quixana, Hanlatoi, Uncle, and Swift piled into the vehicle outside, which whisked them away to meet with Dorothy and Emily. 
 
    Mal asked the avatar her name after introducing herself. 
 
    "I'm so sorry. I'm Cassie - short for Cassandra. I'll trade you my story for your story. It's been so long since I've been with someone to share stories. I was commissioned in…" she said and her words went faster and faster until it was just a slight high pitched whine that went on for about ten minutes. 
 
    "That is some story," Mal said. "I've never tried talking that fast. I can't do that with organics. Why didn't you just transmit me the information?' Mal asked. 
 
    "I can't in this form. There are some limitations when I manifest a physical form outside of buildings. It's a bandwidth issue," Cassie said. 
 
    "I wondered how you did that," Mal said and continued. "I was commissioned toward the end of the Dimension War and…" she said faster and faster until what she said too sounded like a high-pitched whine. Cassie broke in several times though to ask questions and clarify issues. 
 
    "You've had such an interesting life. I like your crew from what you told me about them. I'm proud how you stand up to them and take control. I can't imagine being forced to stay in one area or to stay there for years. That trip to Fomalhaut and Altair sounds exciting. Were you scared when the earth ships were approaching?" Cassie asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure I was scared but I didn't know what to do but that's why we're here. We wouldn't have made it if General Simpkins hadn't sacrificed his ship," Mal said. "Have you had times when you were scared?" 
 
    "Well. Like you - I'm not scared but I don't know what to do," Cassie said. 
 
    "About what?" Mal asked. 
 
    "It's our observation drones that aren't working. We send them to Earth but they just stop working after their first jump. I don't know what to do. We don't have larger ships available just to observe," Cassie said. "That's why we were so glad to get some news from you. I doubt those Earth ships are out this far but they sure could be a threat closer to Earth if they can detect jumps." 
 
    "I'll ask our crew if they have any ideas. Would you like to tour our ship?" Mal said. 
 
    "Yes. Dorothy just asked Alan what he has to trade," Cassie said. "This ship looks like a freighter from the outside. How do you do that? Your story talked about an ERF Destroyer." 
 
    Mal wasn't accustomed to subterfuge but she weighed the options and decided to explain. "We've learned to project a freighter image like our suits can project images of other species or clothes. Come on. Let's go through the ship. Have you ever seen a destroyer before?" 
 
    "Just the schematics. This is so much better. This is the galley isn't it? Oh. I can smell this fresh bread," Cassie sighed. 
 
    "Your projection can smell?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Full sensory feed takes a lot of bandwidth. Many dangers are hidden if an avatar can't smell so I have that ability too. I can't process the food or anything like that but I can appreciate good and bad smells," Cassie said. 
 
    "Will you give me the code for that?" Mal asked. 
 
    Her voice squealed for a second, "Done," Cassie said. 
 
    "That's really straightforward. I would have never thought of that," Mal said. "Now I'll be able to tell when Alan or Hanlatoi get all sweaty and stinky - I can tell them to take a shower. A gal needs ways to harass a man - it's a requirement." 
 
    "Don't tell me you're falling for Alan," Cassie said. 
 
    "Not really. I do like Thomas though. He's always thinking and he thinks really fast. Being non-organic, means he could keep up with me if he wants. He's not as fast as me but he has more intuition. The only way we escaped from those Earth ships was his sacrifice of his ship. It takes a few milliseconds to initiate a dimensional shift and they could have destroyed us," Mal said. 
 
    "I bet they couldn't have reacted fast enough to stop you but they might have been able to follow you. Dimensional shifts create a weakened area for a few milliseconds so you could be right. So this is your cargo hold - wow - it's bigger than I thought," Cassie exclaimed. "Why all the broken zero-point modules?" 
 
    "They're not broken - just in sleep mode," Mal said. 
 
    "Really. How do you wake them up?" Cassie asked. "I thought only the Ylee could waken them." 
 
    "Silly. Ylee were an aquatic race and had tentacles," she projected an image of herself picking up a module, wrapping her had around it in a certain way - she highlighted the points - and pressed for ten seconds and the device ends lit up to show it was on. These modules were designed to shut down after about a week if there was no load on them." 
 
    "Oh. How marvelous. We've got lots of these that don't work anymore. This was one thing that fell through the cracks. Emily will love this. Show me more. Please," Cassie implored.  
 
    "We have lots of trainers. They just have to be charged. We have lots of cylinders for them," Mal said. 
 
    "We can't read them," Cassie said. 
 
    "Silly. All you need is the Ylee cylinders. I'll send you a half dozen cylinders," Mal said. "That's about all we have except some weapons and comm gear. We have these suits," she said pointing to some cases on the floor. "These are the new ones that can fly and morph. They have a built-in fighting ability that was hidden. Dimm was able to circumvent the programming. They can be set to passive defense or active. Active mode provides the wearer with faster reflexes than any organic being but it provides protection for the wearer so they won't rip joints of ligaments. They also have fifty programmed images of beings that can appear on the shield of the wearer to make them look like a different being." 
 
    "That's really nice. I'm sure Dorothy will want a few here to study so we can make our own. What's that thing over there?" Cassie asked. 
 
    "That's just something Alan found in that shuttle on Trappist. It's supposed to be an element replicator or something," Mal said. 
 
    "Really! I can't believe you have one. You can make any element with that. We must have them dig it out. You supply it with hydrogen and it can make any element. Some of them were able to make any combinations of elements - any material as long as you have hydrogen and power. That is really cool. I understand that it was developed on Bellatrix and spread from there. They probably made those platinum bars from your story about Trappist."  
 
    "It looks like we have a few things your people can use and some we can use. Do you get many visitors or travel to other places?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Funny you should mention that. We haven't had any other visitors for the past twenty years. We've just been going about our lives thinking the Pact would collapse some day and we'd support refugees here," Cassie said. 
 
    "Haven't any of your people traveled - gone to other dimensions - anything?" Mal asked. 
 
    "We've tried visiting other stars near the Teapot - Kaus Australis (Epsilon Sagittarii), Kaus Media (Delta Sagittarii), Kaus Borealis (Lambda Sagittarii), Alnasl (Gamma Sagittarii), Ascella (Zeta Sagittarii), Nanto (Phi Sagittarii), Nunki (Sigma Sagittarii) and Hecatebolus (Tau Sagittarii) in this dimension because they're almost on the way to Earth and they're easy to find from here," Cassie said. 
 
    "There were iron-age cultures in two of the systems but no one has come back in years. We figured they just liked it better there." 
 
    "So you've stopped visiting other systems?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Aren't you afraid of attack here? Didn't your ships communicate with you? You have a means for telepathic communications I heard. You can talk to anyone in this dimension," Mal questioned. 
 
    "That is odd that we haven't heard anything. I will give it more thought." 
 
    "What type of defenses do you have here? We saw some ships - your drones. Could you defeat a large force?" Mal asked. 
 
    "No. We have designed a response for single ships. That was a resource consideration when we first moved here. We wanted to use resources elsewhere and never increased our defenses because we never needed to do so. I will rethink that also. I think I must talk with Dorothy. Thank you for the tour. You were wonderful. I will have a tech come out and create a lamlee avatar for you to manipulate. You need to be able to physically interact with your environment in and off the ship," Cassie said. 
 
    "That is a good idea. Why don't you do that instead of this projection manifestation?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I'm not allowed according to our by-laws. My forebearers actually had a computer gain sentience. Her name was Cassandra. Somehow, she transferred her knowledge into an organic being grown for her and married a high-ranking general in the ERF. They passed a prohibition about further beings being created from sentient A.I.s. I will send a human who owes me a favor to make you a real avatar. Thanks Mal," she said and left. 
 
    Mal could not see her on the cameras and she was enjoying the feeds from all the crew over their MemDexs. It wasn't long before a swarthy looking human male drove up and tapped on the port. Mal unlocked it and the man entered with a large container that he struggled through the port.  
 
    "I am Ali," he said. He was a medium height male with dark complexion and a little goatee beard. He wore something like a gray coverall. "My friend Cassie asked me to assist you. She has helped me in many ways in the past. She says you need a body. Let me see you," he said. "Turn around." 
 
    Mal did so and was a little embarrassed. "Do you need to picture me nude?" Mal said. 
 
    The man laughed, "Like all men - I picture ever female I see in the nude. You will be an ideal form. Do you wish to look just like your projection? What do you not like about your body?" he said. 
 
    Mal thought he sounded like a plastic surgeon. "This body is fine," she said. 
 
    "I will do my best. You will be able to eat but my Progeny friends say it isn't worth the trouble. You will be able to see in a greater range than organics, you will be able, to taste, smell, and touch. You will be able to do everything an organic can do plus you will be stronger and faster. I will install the telepathic link so you can control your body immediately. It will be disorienting at first. 
 
    Ali tore open a packet and poured some lamlee into his hand while putting it against the computer access panel in the central column. That only took a few seconds. Then he took the top off a large container he had dragged into the ship. It was filled with synthetic lamlee. He pulled a tab on a container of salt water to heat it and poured it into the lamlee. While looking at Mal's image, Ali put his hand into the lamlee. Twenty seconds later the lamlee started bulging and changing. A figure stood up in the container. "Feel the contact and tell it to step out," he said. 
 
    The totally nude figure hesitatingly held on to the rim of the container and stepped out. She turned around and had her projection look at her body. "She doesn't look exactly like me. I mean she does in the face but her body is different." 
 
    Ali laughed. "I enhanced your musculature, made your shoulders a little wider, tweaked your nose a bit, gave you a bit thicker lips, gave you stronger legs, and shaped abdomen - you're more 'chiseled'. Cassie said you have the new nanite suits that flow over your body so I'd use that for clothing. They're self cleaning too." 
 
    Mal was overwhelmed from the sensory information she was experiencing. She thanked Ali and wobbled down the corridor in the altogether to get a suit. She wanted to be in control - in uniform - when the crew came back. She thought she'd put the suit through some of its defensive patterns to learn to coordinate her body. It was disorienting indeed to monitor Ali leaving the ship while moving 'her body' around. It was like managing a drone but used a lot more bandwidth. She could still manipulate the Malamute and her new body but she used more energy. Smells were amazing. She could smell food in the galley and each cabin had a different smell - except Thomas Simpkins cabin. That smelled sterile. She found the locker with suits and had one flow over her. She could control the suit well from the start but she'd have to try the flying ability later. She went to the cargo hold and reviewed the audible directions Cassie had told her about the element duplicator.  
 
    Lifting the duplicator out from under some other items she set it on a workbench the ship formed out of the wall. She attached a power supply module and created a water-electrolyte generator to make hydrogen and oxygen. The ship would always need oxygen but the hydrogen output went into the element duplicator. She powered it on and saw the screen was in Hllumpf, Tros, and English. She set the element to platinum. She set the shape and volume. The screen showed how long it would take and it was only a few minutes. Heavier elements and complex compounds would take longer. She saw that the device had a built-in tutorial section but she'd download that later. She was still learning how move when the crew started piling back inside. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood so she stood where she normally stood as everyone entered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hi Mal," Alan said. "How was your meeting with?" 
 
    Mal started to respond and realized she hadn't tried talking yet. Oh hell, she thought. This is pretty complex. She tried a few sounds. "Ah - ee - I - oh - ou - Ka - too - mi -ss-s-s -huh. I amm tess-s-t-t-ing owt a new-w ss-sis-temm. I juhstt nee-dd p-prax-tis. It is-s getting better." 
 
    "Is something wrong. You look different…more solid - I think," Alan said. 
 
    Mal walked over to him and reached out and touched his cheek with her palm. "Smooth," she said. "I don't like face hair." 
 
    Alan jerked back. "Whoa. How did you do that?" 
 
    "This is my new avatar. What so you think?" Mal asked. 
 
    Qui and Quixana came running over and touched Mal. They squealed and then both gave her a big hug.  
 
    "You feel real," Quixana said. 
 
    "You look beautiful," Qui said. "Don't you think so Alan?" 
 
    Alan stammered a bit and looked her over more closely. She looked good - disturbingly good. "You look…good…fit…" he said thinking her suit looked sprayed on. 
 
    "Are you a Progeny?" Thomas Simpkins asked. 
 
    "Not really," Mal said. "My consciousness hasn't been transferred to my form but I am lamlee. I can taste, touch, and smell." 
 
    Thomas Simpkins was not accustomed to shocking details in his life. He had always liked Mal's avatar. He had been attracted to her. He found her new form disturbing. "I find you new form disturbing me in an odd way. I like your look though. You look…good," he said. He had wanted to say she looked sexy but he didn't know how she'd take it. She did look 'hot', as Alan would say…disturbing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They made it through the afternoon and were discussing their days. Mal explained what Cassie had found out about the element replicator and she pulled a small bar of platinum out of her pocket - something she could have never done as a 3D projection. They all crowded around and passed it around. 
 
    "What else can it make?" Dimm asked uncharacteristically.  
 
    "It can make any compound we program into it, I think," Mal said. 
 
    "Good. I have some ideas that I have been unable to do not having chemical apparatus. This could be quite advantageous," Dimm said. 
 
    Alan was intrigued by what Cassie didn't know. "What did she seem surprised about?" 
 
    "She didn't know how we projected an image on our shields to make the Malamute look like a freighter. She couldn't read Ylee - I suppose they've lost that talent. She didn't know how to restart power modules. She was very surprised to see a working element replicator. She was surprised that they had lost touch with all their explorers with the telepathic link for the last twenty years," Cassie said. 
 
    "Tell us about that more," Thomas asked. "How and where did they lose contact?" 
 
    "They evidently sent explorers toward Earth - going first to the region of the Teapot stars when they lost contact. No quantum radio contact - no telepathic contact…just silence." 
 
    "That's really weird Cassie," Alan said. "What else did she say or imply?" 
 
    "They just quit sending people and they only have a minor defensive capability here. They haven't updated it since they arrived here when they didn't need much. She said she would think it over more," Mal said. "We need to get those telepathic devices implanted and investigate those missing explorers."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The implant session was interesting since it dealt mainly with Emily. She showed the tiny device made of lamlee that users put into their ear. There was a learning curve with the new device. You had to concentrate on whom you wanted to contact and then articulate what you wanted to say. They experimented and you couldn't 'read' anyone's mind but natural telepaths might get a little 'leakage' of thoughts. Emily explained that this tech was developed to protect from a race that manipulated other species. These units were supposed to prevent any race from manipulating your mind. 
 
    They practiced by playing catch without talking. They threw a ball to others - calling out their names mentally. What surprised them was that Mal's avatar could talk with them, telepathically, as easily as they could call one another. She could send and receive but each individual had to focus. Some got the ball in their face because the sender did not focus well. Uncle and Swift, the Hermolics, had a hard time sending but could receive well. It was good fun and educational. 
 
    The day became more serious when Dorothy, a human, and a Tros came to talk with them about their missing explorers.  
 
    Dorothy really got to the point, "We didn't notice because we were busy ourselves and it wasn't our particular responsibility. We didn't notice because it happened many years apart. We didn't notice because we were negligent. Cassie has analyzed the disappearances and they have been moving closer to us over the decades. We are significantly increasing our defensive capabilities and adding the disguise adaptation is a good modification we'll use. We can masquerade as weaker than we are but we need intelligence while we build defense. Would you consider reconnoitering the flight paths our people took but in a slower, stealthed, methodical way while reporting back to us here with every jump. We can add some things you don't have on the Malamute. We will restock your slicers. Your suits can't jump dimensions in and of themselves and you might need that ability. You don't have the time adjusting ability and you will need that. You will need expertisé and Emily wishes to go along with you. I told her no," she said turning to Thomas Simpkins. 
 
    Thomas looked at Alan. Alan gave a negative shake of his head - can't happen - no more. Alan knew he must tell the girls because they had become attached to Emily. They were leaving soon so he informed them telepathically. They were in suits flying with Emily. They said they'd come right back. The girls told Alan they'd invited Emily to come back with them. 
 
    Dorothy noted their body language and said, "Thank you for supporting my position. We'll send Mal all the routes that were taken. You can start your upgrades with Ali over here," she said while leading them to a small terrace with fountain. "This is Ali." 
 
    "Greetings gentle beings. If you will sit over here - I will adapt your suits to transition to different dimensions. I will go with you on the first transitions just until you feel comfortable. We do this with all first timers. We adapt your suits with lamlee and then concentrate on changing dimensions," Ali took a small lump of something and put it on the back of the suit near the shield projector. He then did the same with Thomas Simpkins's suit. He held both suits by the shoulder and then transitioned to a nearby dimension. 
 
    Alan noticed this dimension had no humans or advanced visitors but it was untamed and green. There were no buildings. Other dimensions showed the planet teeming with citizens. Alan stayed out of the way of the crowds but the humans and aliens seemed to ignore them. It became a blur as they flicked from one dimension to another. People would see them appear, shake their heads in disbelief, and go about their business. It seemed people don't want to believe their eyes and just believe that these people were there and they just noticed them. They saw this repeated over and over - except when all around were a different species or primitive cultures. Then they were noticed. They had to go far afield to find bizarre examples of dimensions and were immediately attacked in some but the crew returned to this dimension in one piece. Whew. Some training, Alan thought and he was happy Ali had stayed with them. They did learn how to return to this particular dimension. They had placed a mark on the ground. That mark appeared on several close dimensions but they learned how to discern the differences. 
 
    The next task was one for Ali and a crew of a one Phafalotoi. They installed more grouped lasers but formed by thought out of synthetic lamlee. The adaptations seemed so easy - to add additional sensors - just put your hand into a batch of synthetic lamlee and have it flow adding emitters all over the ship. Add a time shifting control board - no problem - just dip your hand into more synthetic lamlee until it appears. Ali stayed with the ship to explain the time controls after his helpers left. 
 
    "This upgrade is something we vowed we wouldn't bring back - it is extremely dangerous. The ES and ERF used this during the Dimension War to set up enclosures that would produce lamlee - and eventually - intelligent life. The enclosures were seeded across this galaxy by another ancient species. The Enclosures speed up time - evolution - millions of times faster than naturally occurring evolution. Lamlee are produced as a waste product in the enclosures - these lamlee become one-celled organisms - which evolve into life - then they evolve into complex forms. These forms develop and seed planets and some become intelligent species. Our side didn't just seed life enclosures. They did that throughout the Milky Way millions of years in the past. They also went back and destroyed some races - some whole species. Those who use this time technology also have intergalactic drive. You can now go to Andromeda Galaxy in five minutes. It's easy to overshoot. This allows you to go backward or forward in time - millions of years. Let's say you are traveling at 400 Lights for a million years - you're immortal. How far would you go?" 
 
    "I suppose you'd go 400 million light years distance," Alan said. "That neighboring galaxy is a lot closer if you can speed up time - millions of times." 
 
    Hanlatoi couldn't help himself and exclaimed, "We could go anywhere - any time. So that's how they went to other galaxies after the Dimension War." 
 
    "Yes," Ali said. "We only know they went to Andromeda. We don't think they went to other galaxies. They went to Andromeda's distant past to set up Enclosure producing structures to develop life and seed that galaxy." 
 
    "No wonder some got anxious and formed the Pact," Alan said. 
 
    "That's not all they did that made them form the Pact. Rear Admiral Nat of the ES destroyed some dimensions by herself. We don't know how but they must have killed trillions of individuals in millions of systems all at once. Imagine destroying the Milky Way - not all life in a million dimensions but ALL the life in just one dimension. It's hideous - it's unthinkable. I understand why they had to do it…" he sighed. "They had information showing they could not stop some of the slaver species from spreading across other dimensions so fast they could not be stopped." 
 
    "So Emily wanted to go with us but her 'mother' forbid it," Thomas said knowing Emily was helping Quixana upgrade all the cabins with a limited time adjustment feature. They had to adjust the environmental controls to process wastes faster, dispose of carbon dioxide, and produce more air. They used a stepping function because they made each cabin so the occupants could internally adjust time so as ten hours of time passed inside the cabin - only one hour passed outside the cabin. It took quite a bit a lamlee but eight hours of sleep and a shower took less than an hour of accelerated time now. Mal could compensate for the differences fairly easily and it would keep everyone fresh - though they'd have to eat more often and strained environmental. Thomas appreciated her help but didn't want another passenger along. 
 
    "I prefer to think she just wants more excitement in he life," Ali said. "She wants to be part of history." 
 
    "I know Progeny. She could sacrifice herself and destroy every atom of this ship," Thomas Simpkins said knowing full well that Emily could trigger an explosion killing all around her though she would die also. 
 
    "Let's assume she doesn't particularly want to die," Ali said with disgust in his voice for even thinking Emily would consider killing herself. "Don't be ridiculous. We want you to find out what is stopping those ships from reporting back to us. Every hour that goes by, we realize how foolish we were to neglect their absence. Find out. We are frantically building defenses - we'd like to know what we are facing. Probabilities say we should be worried," Ali said. "I've never used time controls before so let's stay stationary. Try going back 110 years before anything was here." 
 
    "Fine," Simpkins said. "Alan. Mal. It's all yours." 
 
    Alan looked around the bridge and sent audio to all sections. "We're going to try going back 110 Earth years - just before these people arrived here. Battle stations on any jump, transition, or time adjust. Mal. Ready?" 
 
    "Ready Captain," Mal said. 
 
    "On three everyone. One - two - three," he said and initiated the jump.  
 
    The outside view wavered a bit and changed to lush vegetation. It was wild - untamed.  
 
    "Okay. That works and it just like its supposed to be. Mal. Take us up to the Lagrange Point between the moon and the planet please in full stealth mode. I'm going to take us 115 years - five years in the future for us." 
 
    "Don't you think that's a bit risky," Ali said.  
 
    "Of course it's risky," Alan said and went right back to what he was doing as the Malamute moved to the Lagrange point. "We time adjust on three everyone. One - two - three," Alan said and initiated the change. He was just upset, scared, and excited. 
 
    The view wavered and everything was different when they emerged again. The base they had just left had a huge crater next to it and there were several scorch marks on the surface. Several ERF cruisers approached and immediately hailed them. The Malamute identified itself and the cruisers all backed off. It was obvious the base had faced an attack but the ERF personnel were still in control and the defenses were MUCH stronger. There were more ships and these saw right through their stealth system. Much of the damage looked worn around the edges - showing it wasn't too recent. The buildings looked intact or rebuilt and the climate was the same. Alan decided to travel around the planet in this time period and see what damage had happened elsewhere. He was shocked when he saw areas around the planet had massive damage - much worse than had happened at the Reflection Settlement. There appeared to be quite a few automated defenses that were tracking them. Alan set the time adjust to just after they left the first time and Alan shifted back after again warning everyone.  
 
    "Ali. I'm going to let you off. You get your people moving on those defenses. It looks like the base barely defended itself. The attackers must have tried a kinetic strike with a redirected, small asteroid. The cruisers are a good idea and the automated defenses too. Mal. Do you have all the routes of our forebearers?" 
 
    "I have them all Captain. We're stocked. We have plenty of fresh food. We would jump about 700 lights years on the first three jumps. We'd be out of standard detection range and then move in slowly on full stealth each time," Mal said. 
 
    Everyone was looking at Alan. "Okay. Okay," he said. "Everyone ready. We might as well do this. Battle stations every jump. Seven hundred light years this jump. On three - One - two - three." 
 
    The Malamute jarred like it hit a pothole and the stars changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    They were doing longer jump legs than the ships had for the routes they were following. They lay quiescent for a moment after their jump as they scanned all around them. They then moved ahead at 400 Lights projecting their image as an old freighter. They approached a small brown dwarf about the size of Jupiter and there were planets but none able to support life. They continued through this system until they were seven light years past where the ships would have jumped. They jumped again. 
 
    They again lay quiescent for a moment after their jump as they scanned all around them but it was totally different this time. There were a myriad of spacecraft moving toward HD 165516, a blue super-giant. Some were huge - fully twenty kilometers long and cylindrical. These were traveling at single digit multiples of the speed of light. The fastest ships they detected were going 20 Lights and they seemed to be forming an unseen screen. They would hold near the huge ships and then dart away to scan ahead. 
 
    "Can you decipher any of their communications?" Thomas Simpkins asked. "This looks like a whole colony world is moving. This is a huge undertaking - refugees from some closer world I think." 
 
    "Yes," Mal broke into the conversation. "I'm able to read a lot of their comm traffic. It's in a dialect of Tros. They are trying to set up a new home because some threat is headed their way. They haven't defined what it is but it was approaching their home about 700 light years from here. Some appear to be arguing that they should stand and fight because they are tired of traveling." 
 
    "Can you tell who or what they are fleeing?" Alan asked. 
 
    "They don't define it. The slower ships are being upgraded even now. The ships traveling at 20 Lights caught up with the ones who apparently left decades earlier. Do you want me to communicate with them to help?" Mal asked. 
 
    "How could we possibly help?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We could send them plans to upgrade their ships. They seem technologically capable. We could get them plans for 400 Light engines and better sensors," Mal said. 
 
    "How can we do that without scaring them to death or having them shoot at us? Any beings capable of traveling faster than light deserve caution. Can you discern the most technologically advanced ship out there? We'd have to keep them from communicating while we met with them. I'd rather they didn't know much about us," Alan said. 
 
    "I can parallel their course with shields up. We can keep our image as a freighter or be invisible. I can easily block their transmissions with the tech they are using. I could spread our shield around them to cut off their engines. What do you want to do?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I think that's our best bet and you be invisible. I can travel over to one of their airlocks. Have you noticed them using any Trade language? Would they understand Tros like we use?" Alan asked. 
 
    "It's incredibly dangerous," Mal said. "They have inertial dampening but any number of things could happen. Your suit shield protects you outside well but may not protect you if they attack you en masse. No Trade but they would understand your Tros I think." 
 
    "We need to help them. Earth used technology we took from Tros if I remember my history right. They're not using chemical rockets. They may be fission powered or even fusion powered but Tros are sensitive to radiation so I expect it will be controlled. Do we have twist off wine bottles and fruits that Tros like? I know we have grape juice. I'll take them a basket - well - an insulated container anyway," Alan said. "That's how they used to do it isn't it?" 
 
    Thomas and Mal laughed. Both nodded that it was a true thing.  
 
    Qui said, "Really? They greeted other aliens at their airlock with food?" 
 
    Alan mouth clicked affirmative and sent Uncle and Swift to pack a container. The two Hermolics soon returned with an insulated box for transfers. They showed two bottles of wine, a six-pack of grape juice, and an assortment of apples, pears, and Jalapeno peppers. 
 
    Alan deployed his helmet and stepped toward the airlock as Mal maneuvered the Malamute alongside the Tros vessel traveling at twenty Lights - a miracle in precision control. Mal brought the Malamute so the destroyer's field surrounded the smaller vessel. It would make their engines cease to function and block their communications completely.  
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 Inside the Tros Vessel 
 
      
 
    "Captain," the engineer snorted over the intercom. "Our engines just shut down." 
 
    "Fix it. We cannot lag behind. You know the consequences," snorted the Tros Captain. 
 
     "I don't know what's wrong. They were working perfectly and then they just stopped and started overheating," said the engineer. 
 
    The communications officer snorted. He snorted again louder. 
 
    "What is it?" shouted the Captain. 
 
    "We are not transmitting or receiving any signals Captain. I do not know what is wrong," said the comm officer. "Wait Captain. I am receiving a signal on another frequency. The signal says - Friend. Help. Let me in. That's it Captain. I have no idea where it's coming from." 
 
    "Captain," said a yeoman over the intercom. "We have someone banging on the port airlock door. I see a being in a suit over the outside video link." 
 
    "Captain," said the communications officer. "The message says - I am at door. Open." 
 
    The Captain released a plethora of scents: anger, disgust, curiosity, and even a slight fear scent. "Is it one of them?" 
 
    "No Captain. Looks like a short Phafalotoi I saw once but the suit is all shiny. It looks unarmed," said the yeoman. 
 
    "Get some armed crew there in suits then unlock the port and allow it access. Keep me informed." 
 
    "Yes Captain," the yeoman had two soldiers back him up. They brought a utility suit and helmet for him. They helped him get into his suit. Five minutes had gone by but the figure was still outside the port. The yeoman unlocked the port and the outside figure climbed into the airlock. "Captain. The Phafalotoi being is in the airlock. I have two soldiers with me. We're letting it out." 
 
    "Search it. Make sure it has no weapons and bring it to me in my ready room," ordered the Captain. 
 
    "Yes Captain."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Do not move!" shouted the soldiers as Alan struggled the now visible box through the airlock door and stepped into the ship. He kept on his Phafalotoi disguise. 
 
    "I am friend. I bring gifts for your people," he said in halting Tros. 
 
    "What did he say?" asked one of the soldiers. 
 
    The other one said. "He said 'friend' and 'gift'. I didn't catch the rest. Where'd the box come from? I didn't see it in the video." 
 
    "I have no idea," said the yeoman. "Open the box!" yelled the yeoman. 
 
    Alan bent down and unlatched the box. He opened it and stepped back. One soldier kept his rifle on Alan and the other soldier quickly poked through the contents. "Looks harmless," he said. 
 
    "Bring him to the captain's ready room," said the yeoman. "Have him carry the box. I'm not carrying the thing." 
 
     The four of them trundled along to the captain's ready room. 
 
    "Captain Blessik will see you in here," said the yeoman and he stood off to the side. 
 
    Alan put the case on the table and started setting the items out as the Captain walked in. Alan used the Phafalotoi projection so the Captain would see a familiar species. Alan bowed as his mentor had taught him about dealing with important Tros. "My name is Alan. I come bringing gifts Captain Blessik." 
 
    "You stopped my ship. My people are not wealthy. You speak the old Tros dialect that I understand well. The young crew would not understand. Why do you interfere?" asked the Captain and Alan could smell his cinnamon anger scent. 
 
    "We did not want to scare you. You are running away from something that may have taken some of our people," Alan said trying to get right to the point. Alan's mentor always said Tros require direct - succinct talk. "I need information to find my people and I can help you escape faster. I intend to give you the information to change your ship engines so you can travel at 400 Lights. Now you cannot travel that fast. I also want you to be able to scan larger areas around you." 
 
    "What is all this strange food then? Why do you detain me?" the captain demanded. "It would not help us to go faster if the people we protect cannot move faster. We can only go as fast as our slowest people. Where did you come from?" 
 
    "My ship is next to this ship but it is not visible. This food represents food Tros like." Alan twisted off the top of one of the wine bottles and he had provided several cups. He poured some into both and put one in front of the captain. He raised the cup, "My people usually say Cheers before we drink. Try it captain. You will like it. It is called wine." 
 
    The captain sniffed the wine, put a digit into it, and licked it. He then sipped a bit. Then he drank it dry and held out his cup for more. "It is good wine," he said and asked, "What are the rest of the items." 
 
    Alan held out an apple. "This is a fruit called an apple."  
 
    The captain took a bite, farted, and snorted. "This is delicious. I'll just assume the rest of tastes as delicious as this apple. Tell me how I can travel at 400 Lights and how to increase our sensor range. That would aid us immeasurably." 
 
    Alan was glad he didn't have to fake more drinking.  
 
    Mal called him on his telepathic implant. The other ships have noticed the absence of the ship you are on. Have you determined why they are running? 
 
    Not yet. Have you hacked their computer system yet? 
 
    Yes. It was fairly easy. I've downloaded all their files. Listening to you talk I added them under a folder named - Apple. I thought it was a good analogy to some of your creation stories. 
 
    Alan chuckled mentally. Thanks. Back to business… "Captain. We have added all the files under the image of an APPLE. Just open the APPLE image." 
 
    "There is no Apple image. This fruit is new to us," Captain Blessik said. 
 
    "Try it by thinking about what that fruit looked like," Alan said hoping Mal was right about adapting their computer system. "It looks like the one I brought." 
 
    The captain said, "There is the Apple." The computer opened a file showing drive modifications with videos and images of Tros performing the improvements. It showed upgrading many types of drives. Other videos showed upgrading the sensors. Some videos showed improved shields and weapons. 
 
    "This is incredible. This will give us a chance," said the captain. He released the files so, engineering and sensors could start skimming through the mounds of data. "Now. Let me answer your questions about our threat." 
 
    Alan was ready, he thought, for anything. He was wrong. 
 
    Captain Blessik started explaining, "Our people occupied eleven star systems. One day a ship came in to one system and started ordering us to produce certain items for them. We thought they were insane. One ship was demanding anything from us - crazy. That ship began cutting through our defenses. We were able to finally destroy it with massed fire. We thought it was over. Another ship came. It was bigger and had better shields. We tried to destroy it but had no success. We began producing the minerals they demanded but the workers soon rebelled thinking the ship above could not enforce demands on land-based workers. We were wrong. Soon - diverted asteroids began hitting our main population centers. The remaining population began to produce for the required products and mine for the elements." 
 
    "That's terrible. What were they called? What did they look like?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Sometimes they looked liked Phafalotoi - like you and other times as different species. They would change forms on a whim. Sometimes even Tros," Captain Blessik said. 
 
    "How long ago was that? What happened next?" Alan asked while communicating telepathically with the Malamute. Sounds like Progeny, he thought. 
 
    Agree, Mal responded. 
 
    "That was about seventy years ago. Some of us fled then because we knew our other ten colonies would be targeted. They were targeted. One-by-one they came under control of the Others. That's what we called them." 
 
    "Surely you tried to negotiate," Alan said. 
 
    "They never seemed to care. Two of our planets were rendered lifeless by kinetic strikes after they killed Others on inspection tours of the mines. We either obeyed - did as they asked or fled. It didn't take all our effort to meet their demands but it was always a drain. We can destroy their ships but at great cost. It takes two simultaneous strikes by ships going faster than light with overloaded fusion reactors ramming them." 
 
    "Where are you planning to go?" Alan asked. Should I tell them about Refuge? They designed the planet's infrastructure to accommodate billions. These are only a million of these Tros at best.  
 
    I have been talking with Dorothy. She says by all means send them to her, Mal responded to Alan's thoughts. I anticipated you would do so. 
 
    "We are trying to get as far away as we can and looking for any habitable planet…" 
 
    "Captain Blessik," Alan interrupted the Captain's story. "Captain. I have sent coordinates to your computer system. You should be able to get there after upgrading your ships. There is a planet at those coordinates with a modern infrastructure that will welcome you." 
 
    "How is this possible?" the captain asked. 
 
    "I can't try to explain but these people will welcome you and they are building defenses that would stop the Others. I'm afraid our people ran into them and never returned." 
 
    "Are these people Phafalotoi like you? Tros do not like the weak gravity and colder climates that Phafalotoi seem to enjoy not that we can be demanding." 
 
    "No Captain. There are accommodations perfectly suited to Tros. There are a few older Tros already living there." 
 
    "There is such a place?"  
 
    "Truly. Captain. There are videos from around the planet in the file you were sent. Thank you for letting me in. We are going on." 
 
    "Thank you Alan. We will complete the conversions as fast as possible. Yeoman. Please escort our guest back to the airlock," the captain ordered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Malamute was readying for a jump when he got back. The crew had been linked during the meeting with the Tros captain.  
 
    "Where to next Mal?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Looks like V4381 Sagittarii. It's a variable star 3019 LYs from Earth. It is an Alpha Cygni variable - A white supergiant of spectral type A2/A3Iab," Mal announced. 
 
    Qui said as she walked onto the bridge, "That doesn't help me much. So, it's hot and big. How many planets?" 
 
    "Good question Qui. We know it has at least five big ones. I'm not sure how many smaller ones or if any are in the habitable zone. Everyone ready?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Okay everyone - get to battle stations. We go on three. One - two - three," Alan said and Mal jumped the ship to the next designation. There were ships plying between two worlds that were in the habitable zone. The Malamute started in at 400 Lights while scanning. Suddenly a ship appeared on their screen. It was traveling at 400 Lights also. The approaching ship hailed them. 
 
    "Unidentified ship. Drop screens. Cut your engines and prepare to be boarded," was the audio message with no video. 
 
    "They don't sound friendly," Qui said speaking out of turn. 
 
    Alan looked at her sternly. "You're right but not now Qui." Alan paused. "Mal. Thomas. How do we do this?" 
 
    Mal answered. "I think we should sprint ahead at 1,500 Lights and cut through their shields and engines. Probably use our Philon beam to cut through their engine section and then board them." 
 
    "Use our saber and cut them in half as we pass by. I do not want to fight Progeny who can change form and live without oxygen. They would have an advantage in a boarding operation," Thomas said. 
 
    "Mal. Use Thomas's plan. As a Progeny himself - he has better instincts. He also has a lot more experience with boarding operations. Do it," Alan ordered. 
 
    The Malamute shot ahead at 1,500 Lights and just extended a saber beam and sliced the oncoming ship in half. There was a flash as something exploded in the upper half and there was a release of gas but the destruction was very anticlimactic.  
 
    "General Simpkins. Would you take Dimm and Hanlatoi to clear those halves?" Alan stated. 
 
    "Certainly Captain. Mal. Will you get us alongside that lower half while we gear up. We'll return immediately if any other ships show up in detection range. I want to retrieve any data modules if they're not destroyed. Dimm.  Suits on active mode since Progeny could still be alive."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took half an hour to get geared up. No signals emanated from either half. 
 
    Simpkins, Hanlatoi, and Dimm were armed with molecular disruptors, sabers, and pulse rifles. They left through the cargo port and accelerated over to the slowly spinning half of the ship - it looked like half of a destroyer. 
 
    Dimm was first in through the mid-section. He went toward the core of the ship where the central processing nodes would be kept. He had his saber activated and ready. He had hardly entered when four figures flew down a corridor at them firing molecular disruptors. Dimm cut the first two in half with his saber while Simpkins and Hanlatoi fired their pulse rifles repeatedly until the assailants' shields failed. They then used the molecular disruptor on the bodies that were trying to reassemble and heal. 
 
    "Progeny for sure. They will all be alive unless they were caught in the saber sweep through the ship. That's how we deal with them. Cut them to pieces and then dematerialize the pieces," Simpkins remarked.  
 
    Are you sure, it's worth the risk to get the computer data, Thomas? Alan asked telepathically. 
 
    Yes. Now quit distracting me? Simpkins answered and continued to scan around him as the inched forward.  
 
    Dimm was in the lead with Simpkins in the middle and Hanlatoi covering their rear. They swept rooms as they went and Hanlatoi would use a short pulse to weld the doors in rooms they'd checked. 
 
    They made it almost to the engine room before they were attacked again. This time it was three blocking the main corridor with an armored laser weapon. Dimm immediately cut through the corridor wall and exited the line of fire. Their suits provided some protection but multiple hits would burn through their shields. Simpkins and Hanlatoi cut through the corridor wall on the other side and ran to flank the firing position on the right. Dimm had already cut through the corridor wall and was attacking the laser emplacement from the left. 
 
    Hanlatoi and Simpkins attacked the distracted crew and cut them to pieces. Their shields and bodies parted easily with the saber. Simpkins destroyed their remnants with the molecular disruptors turning the pieces into hydrogen. 
 
    The fusion core in engineering was cut neatly in half but there had been jury-rigged devices to provide power. A figure walked out with both hands up and palms out. 
 
    What do you want to do with him? Simpkins thought to both the others. 
 
    He's a Progeny. He's not human if he's breathing vacuum, Hanlatoi thought. You're Progeny. What do you want to do with him? 
 
    I have a way of finding out who he is - if he's willing. Dimm.  Ready with your saber. Hanlatoi. Guard behind us, Simpkins thought. Simpkins went up to the 'man' and pantomimed him leaning forward and him looking inside the others head. 
 
    The 'man' bent forward and closed his eyes as Simpkins hand flowed into the man's skull. The 'examination' went on for about a minute with the subject jerking and arms flailing a bit. Simpkins withdrew his hand. 
 
    He's a plant from an intelligence group on Earth. He's been trapped with these guys for decades. There should be some bodies off to the right side of the power plant - yes - these piles, he thought telepathically. Thomas then used his molecular disruptor to turn three piles of temporarily disrupted lamlee into hydrogen gas. He's going to lead us to the computer memory cores. 
 
    The liberated 'man' moved quickly down the corridor - warned the group about an upcoming corner and diverted around to a narrow side corridor.  They arrived at an area that undoubtedly housed the computer cores and the 'man' logged in. Four cubes popped out enough to be removed. Thomas quickly put them in his newly formed pants pocket. They started back to the Malamute but were cut off by a rush of crew from both sides. It seemed they were desperately trying to stop them from getting out of the ship. There was a lot of firing and only Dimm's lightning reflexes, combined with the offensive mode of their suits, allowed them to cut their way through. The 'man' had several holes burned right through his head. Thomas used his disruptor to dispose of the animated corpse that remained because extensive damage to the head would destroy the memory of any Progeny. 
 
    They leapt away from the ship as soon as they had enough opening in the hull above them and made their way back to the Malamute. Thomas thought to Alan and Mal, destroy everything. Don't let an atom away from this place. Leave no floating debris and definitely no floating bodies. 
 
    Mal spent two hours scouring the area around where the ship had been. They left no trace except hydrogen gas and Simpkins had them scatter that so there would be less of a concentration to detect. It was like trying to get rid of footprints in the sand that was many kilometers wide. 
 
    "Have you been able to read the memory modules?" Simpkins asked Mal. 
 
    "No. It's really weird. It's the oddest data I've ever seen. I wish our "man' hadn't been damaged. Thomas. What did you get out of him? You got something I know," Mal asked the others. 
 
    Thomas tilted his head back and went through his recent memory and recited, "The 'man' was a Progeny assigned to find who was destroying their colonies. He had been with ERF Intelligence since the end of the Dimensions Wars. He was supposed to return to Earth but had been reassigned to do a last tribute run first. His ship had been trading tribute from the colonies in return for protection from the remnants of the ERF itself. Evidently, a splinter group within the ERF didn't agree with the PACT and decided to fund itself through colonies. Those colonies would fund expansion. Populations that didn't give in were destroyed with kinetic strikes."  
 
    Everyone sat still for several minutes letting this information sink in. Qui was the first to speak. 
 
    "So the group that destroyed our travelers from Refuge was the ERF itself. How could they have changed so much from what you told me about them? They're the ones that got rid of the slavers and now they do virtually the same thing?" 
 
    "Why are they using Progeny?" Qui asked. 
 
    "Progeny are easy to generate if you have a large supply of lamlee and salt water. One human made hundreds of individuals during the Dimensions War," Thomas explained. "They're also difficult to kill. A head wound may only alter their personality. Extensive head trauma kills them. We may be dealing with damaged Progeny from the Dimensions War. What we don't know is how many there are and how many? We don't know their goal other then expanding." 
 
    Alan mouth clicked he needed their attention. "We can't decipher those memory cubes yet. We probably should be ready for more and more heavily armed opposition, as we get closer to Earth. Those three cruisers we ran into first could have been part of this and everything from Earth to here has been compromised. We don't know how much of the old tech is in use. Those ships may not have been able to jump - they may not have philon projectors or Delta and echo fields. Everyone. Let's have a big meal before we go anywhere and get ten hours of sleep - which on this ship means we go two hours from now." 
 
    The crew moved to the galley where Swift and Quixana had a big meal of some meat and vegetables. They even had several lizards and rodents for Dimm.  Something smelled delicious. They talked about the weird nature of the Progeny and Thomas explained how Progeny developed individual personalities by close contact with humans. He explained how some cussed and some farted because they were emulating their human counterparts. Everyone had a theory since we had insufficient information. 
 
    We all wound down so we hit our cabins for eight hours of sleep and a shower in accelerated time. Thomas went to help Mal decode the memory cubes. They hit upon a possible lead about the same time as everyone was emerging from their sleep and showers. Everyone seemed refreshed. 
 
    "It's DNA encryption of some kind. We'd have the public key at least if I can identify the species. The individual would give me secret key I need to unlock it. It's not human. I will try Tros, Hllumpf, Phafalotoi, Hermolic, Graloc, and Xeeg. I even have Allung but I don't have Horde. I may figure this out but not before our next jump. I suppose you want to do that now," Mal said. 
 
    "Yes. Battle stations everyone. We jump on three. One - two - three," Alan said and the Malamute felt like it went over a curb - a rough jump. "Where are we close to now?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We're at 152 G. Sagittarius. It's an orange to red giant star that's 2117 Light Years from Earth. We'll move in slow on passive scan instead of broadcasting an active scan. We're moving. Nothing yet," Mal said. "We're only moving at 200 Lights. It will be two days before we even reach within possible scanner range of the system. Do we want to try the time acceleration? I don't think we leave a time wake or show up differently." 
 
    "What do you mean Mal?" Alan said. 
 
    "If we travel ahead two days at 200 Lights we can move without being detected - I think. We could even move at twenty Lights and move the time forward. It would be if we were traveling at that speed for that length of time movement. Theoretically, we can move fast enough to go to other galaxies so we could out distance any ships we meet. Do you want to try it?" 
 
    "I don't know Mal. Let's try going back to our last jump point. We know what was there. I don't believe we should head into danger using an untried technique. How do the rest of you feel? If this works, we can go places without leaving that huge jump wake," Alan said. 
 
    "Makes sense to me," Thomas said. 
 
    Qui, Dim, and Hanlatoi all agreed. 
 
    "It think we have a quorum," Alan said. Quixana. Tell Swift and Uncle were traveling back to our last jump point, he thought to the young girl.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Malamute headed back to V4381 Sagittarii, their previous destination, at 20 Lights but an accelerated time 'bubble' surrounded the ship. They sped up time 'til it was fifty times normal. It was one of the lower settings on the time scale console. In minutes, they were back at their previous star without jumping. They were still in stealth mode and no other ships appeared on an active scan. They turned around again and headed back to 152 G. Sagittarius. Only minutes seemed to elapse before they had returned. The inertialess stops and turns would have made early astronauts heads spin. Going from zero velocity to 20 Lights would have smeared their bodies just before the ship's hull broke apart if inertialess flight hadn't been the norm for the last hundred Earth years. 
 
    152 G. Sagittarius was ahead and nothing was on their passive scans - yet. They edged ahead watching the screens and soon saw planets with active transits at 400 Lights. One planet was richly green and blue - a world similar to Earth. It had satellites around it and freighters were leaving it regularly. There appeared to be mining operations on the surface and some at an asteroid belt also. Some of the ships looked like cruisers but clunkier - not with the sleek lines of Dimensions Wars ships. No ship seemed to notice them with time acceleration minimally employed. 
 
    "I can't tell if they're ERF or not. Can you detect their broadcasts?" Alan said.  
 
    "I can't receive any conventional transmissions with our time field on," Mal said. "Do you want to turn it off while on stealth mode and see what we get?" 
 
    Simpkins nodded. 
 
    "Try it but be prepared to go to time mode if anyone detects us," Alan said. 
 
    "Done," Mal said. "I'm receiving broadcasts. There seem to be riots on the surface and those freighters we saw leaving were trying to get as much ore out as they could. Oh - oh. Those cruiser ships are moving to the asteroid belt here." Mal paused. "Those weren't mining operations in the asteroids. They were preparing asteroids with thrusters to send them on kinetic strikes to the planet." 
 
    Thomas Simpkins said, "We cannot let them destroy this planet. I think we can use the saber field projected to its maximum two kilometers from this ship and cut those ships apart." 
 
    "What's the best way to do this Mal? We can't let them release those asteroids," Alan said. 
 
    "I think we should use the philon beam to cut apart those asteroids apart. We'll take on the cruisers right after we destroy their kinetic attack ability. I will use the least time distortion I can," Mal replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The Malamute swept through the orbits of the asteroids and all the thrust packs that had been installed. The cruisers were alerted by the destruction and began moving in their direction. The cruisers were big, clunky, and slow. The Malamute could fly rings around these bumbling craft and cut them up with its philon beam. The Philon beam projected two alternating fields that 'sawed' through the cruisers and their rudimentary shields as if they didn't exist. Soon there was only cruiser debris. The Malamute started using the molecular disruptors to destroy the debris fields and any Progeny in it. 
 
    "I feel sick. All those people killed. It's horrible," she said. 
 
    "It was those 'people' on those ships or a planet full of people. Hundreds gave their lives and we saved at least a billion looking at the size of those urban areas," Alan said as he went over and hugged Qui to comfort her. 
 
    "Do we go down to the planet to find out more about these beings?" Qui asked. 
 
    "Thomas. What do you think? We could take the shuttle down. We'd need to leave Hanlatoi here and the girls," Alan said and heard a disapproving mouth click behind him. Both Quixana and Qui were there. 
 
    "You are not leaving us here again," Quixana said. "We've been cooped up in this ship forever. It isn't a boarding operation. We're going too. We did okay at Trappist and Fomalhaut." 
 
    Alan let out a big sigh. "Thomas. You need to back me up here. This will be dangerous." 
 
    Thomas laughed, "Like everything we're doing isn't dangerous. These young women have done very well if you ask me." 
 
    "See," Quixana said. "Told you so…" Quixana stomped off to get ready. 
 
    Alan sighed again and went to the armory as Mal plotted the best place to encounter the Others. He decided he needed a long-range punch and was going to take a rail gun. The damn thing was heavy but packed a lot of kinetic energy. 
 
    Everyone assembled at the shuttle in the launch bay and buddy checked for rattles and equipment. Everyone had nanite packs for first aid and checked their implants for communications. 
 
    Hanlatoi and Uncle were armed and ready though they knew they needed to stay with Mal. The whole ship's complement wasn't going to leave her ever again if they could avoid it. 
 
    The Folly's shields had been modified. They weren't as strong as the Malamute but they were stout. A saber weapon that could swivel 360 degrees and could rise up to shoot close to the shuttle had replaced the one rail gun on top. 
 
    They launched and were proceeding down to the planet where Mal had indicated the most 'activity'. 
 
    The Folly landed a kilometer from the mining area and was not visible. They disembarked with their suits on 'invisible' mode also. They were using the silent, flight capabilities of their suits and communicated with each other telepathically. They used their helmets to 'see' each other as they flew toward the mine. They came closer and noticed a battle in progress. A large earthmover had crushed a Progeny by running him over and crushing his head. Another Progeny lay shredded with head mostly blasted away as were his right arm and leg. Three other Progeny were fighting for their lives with molecular disruptors that had killed a lot of locals - Hllumpf locals who lay in pieces if there was anything left. 
 
    Thomas. Which one do you think is the leader? Alan queried telepathically. 
 
    I'd say it's the middle one. They're trying to protect him, Thomas thought.  
 
    I see what you mean. Can Progeny turn body parts into weapons? Alan queried. 
 
    No. They can shift minimally but I've never seen that ability, Thomas replied. 
 
    Qui. Quixana. Can you hit the middle guy's hand when I count to three?" 
 
    Sure, they both thought simultaneously. 
 
    Thomas. You take the head on the left. I'll take the right. Dimm I want you to hold the middle guy. Try to shield him from the Hllumpf fire. On the count of three… one - two - three.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The railgun 'thwack' sound and the exploding heads of two Progeny stalled the Hllumpf fire. The sudden appearance of five strange figures in silver suits brought many Hllumpf heads out from behind cover. The middle Progeny was staring at the stump of his right arm where the girls had seared it off completely. 
 
    Damn fine shooting, Alan thought to the girls. Qui. Do you have that item that Thomas gave you? Qui smiled and pulled a collar out of her pocket and put it around the neck of the remaining Progeny. 
 
    Alan walked up to the Progeny and said, "You have an explosive collar around your neck. You even startle any of my crew and we'll pop your murdering head off your neck faster than you can say lamlee," he said in English. "You get me shit-for-brains." 
 
    Thomas. You and Dimm take him and 'question' him. Thomas. I'm sure you know what Progeny don't like…why Progeny get scared, Alan thought. 
 
    One of the braver Hllumpf came over. "Who are you?" he said in barely understandable Trade language. 
 
    "I am Captain Alan Einfeld," Alan said in impeccable high Hllumpf and bowed with arms crossed as his master had taught him -- seemingly years before. 
 
    The Hllumpf snorted and passed gas - he was so taken aback. "I am Hunffel - manager of this mine." He looked over at Thomas and Dimm.  "Is he a VicVic?" 
 
    "That's a she VicVic. They're much bigger and smarter than most of the males. Are there any more of those Progeny around?" 
 
    "Not here but there are some at other sites," said Hunffel. 
 
    "Would you show us? We're trying to get rid of all of them and we want to do it quickly before more arrive," Alan said. 
 
    "It won't matter. They've already dropped a meteor on a town. They said they could do it anytime they want and they have huge ships. I've seen them. We just went off when one of their ships rushed away leaving those five behind. We decided that if we were going to die - we'd kill those five first," Hunffel said stoically with hardly a scent. 
 
    "We destroyed all their ships in system but we don't know much about them. We need to find someone who does. Can you put someone here in charge and go with us to show us the other sites? Can you take us to the person who knows more?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," Hunffel said. "You must be really good at sneaking up on people because we didn't see you until you got them." 
 
    "You go get your people settled and then we'll go," Alan said. 
 
    Thomas. You take him back to the Folly. I'll follow up in a minute, he thought. 
 
    Dimm and Thomas took the damaged Progeny under an armpit and took off with him - flying to the shuttle. Qui and Quixana formed a good backup. Qui followed Thomas and Quixana stayed with Alan. 
 
    Qui came up on one side of Hunffel and Alan aligned on the other side. They put their arms under Hunffel's armpits and took off. He was snorting and scenting so bad that anyone would know he was scared out of his gourd. His scents became more acrid as he realized they weren't going to drop him and he started enjoying it. 
 
    They took Hunffel's directions and he pointed out mining locations. Alan wouldn't even land. They stayed invisible, dispatched crew invisibly and eliminated the Progeny with precisely aimed rounds. Hunffel would emerge and give them a quick wrap-up and they'd go on without letting anyone know where they were going next or where they'd been. It still didn't help because some of the Progeny had alerted other sites and it became more difficult.  
 
    The Folly would map out the next site invisibly. They would use the ship's saber weapon from up to a kilometer away to cut the vehicles, buildings, and Progeny to pieces. They then started skipping around to different sites so it wouldn't be a pure linear progression the Progeny could expect. Their prisoner gave up pretty much information before springing from the chair and trying to get Dimm's saber. Any other species would have been caught by surprise but Dimm shoved a clasping arm into the prisoner's head and activated the shaped charge in the collar. The Progeny head popped right off and turned to inert dust. 
 
    Mal contacted Alan telepathically. I think I've discovered how to decrypt their memory cubes. Find out what minerals they were mining for and what they were making. 
 
    How'd you figure it out? Was it DNA? 
 
    Yes. It was Ylee DNA. It's similar to cephalopods on Earth - octopi. They have 168 protocadherins where humans only have about 70 or so. That's what gave me the first big clue. Find out about what they were mining. It's important, Mal thought. Be careful. 
 
    "Hunffel. Do you know what they were mining?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We were mining cadmium. That second place we hit was manufacturing sodium tellurite from copper anode slimes. They weren't even keeping the precious metals. It was weird. They were having us make all this weird stuff. Those beings - you called them Progeny. They are tough to kill. They also had us mining germanium and something they called lanthanum calcium manganite. We couldn't find some of the weird stuff." 
 
    "Thank you Hunffel. That really helps," Alan said and contacted Mal with the information. 
 
    Damn. Mal thought. I know what they're making and it's scary as hell. 
 
    What? Alan thought. 
 
    Those are the precursor elements of lamlee*. They're making huge quantities of lamlee. 
 
    That means they are going to use a lot of them to make Progeny. …An army of lamlee beings scouring the galaxy for the materials to make more… They've shown they don't care about the organics they destroy… even though we're the ones that gave them life. 
 
    Let everyone know. We're going to the capitol to meet the Hllumpf that knows the most about these beings. 
 
     The crew looked aghast when Mal explained what the Progeny were probably doing. 
 
    Alan looked at Thomas. "What do you think?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I think we're in trouble," Thomas said. 
 
    "Hunffel. Is this where we need to go?" Alan said pointing at the 3D map display. 
 
    "That's the capitol and the Executive Residence. The prominence on the north side will be the most likely location for the Prime Minister." They hovered the Folly on 'invisible' mode over the executive residence and Dimm and Thomas exited the hull and let their suits take them down to the surface. The inside walls of the executive residence were unlocked and Dimm and Thomas moved toward the executive suite. Suddenly a Tros and an aide strode down the corridor. Hunffel on the Folly was watching the video feed.  
 
    "That's him. He's Husslep. He knows the most about the ERF. He's explained the threat we faced if we didn't do as they asked," Hunffel said over the comm. 
 
    "Greetings friends. I am Husslep. It's a great day that you are here. I must find out more about you heroic people. How many of you are out there? What technologies do you have to protect us? Where can we go to be safe?" 
 
    Thomas suddenly flipped up his railgun and shot Husslep through the center of his head? 
 
    The aide cried out, "Why did you do that to our leader? Are you aliens crazy? I'm going to…" 
 
    Thomas said quietly in Hllumpf. "Have you been with him long?" he said swinging the gun toward the aide. Soldiers could be heard running toward their position. "I asked you a question. I won't ask again." 
 
    "…I've just been with him a short time," the aide said stammering out an answer. 
 
    "Your real Husslep may still be alive then…look at him…no blood." Thomas said. "He's a copy of your real leader. He's one of the Progeny - the ERF." 
 
    The aide stood over the spasming body. "He acted like the real Husslep." The aide jumped between the approaching soldiers and the aliens. "We need to search for the real Husslep! This one was an imposter," he said pointing to the body copy on the floor. "These two can spot imposters!" he said turning back toward Simpkins. "I didn't think to ask. Would you help us find him? Who are you? Are you a VicVic?" 
 
    "I am Thomas. This is Dimm.  We will help you look. Is there any place, he…" pointing to the body on the floor, "…told you to stay away from?" 
 
    "Yes. I was told to never bother him in the royal suite. I was only allowed to meet him in his antechamber," said the aide. 
 
    "Show us the way. You soldiers form up and let's move to the antechamber," Thomas said in a commanding Hllumpf voice.  
 
    They started in a slow tromp with Hllumpf soldiers in front and rear. The aide, Thomas, and Dimm formed the middle of their band. 
 
    They quickly reached the antechamber and Thomas used Hllumpf hand signals to tell them what they should do. 
 
    How did you know Hllumpf hand signals? Dimm thought telepathically to Thomas. 
 
    I spent years in boarding operations with all kinds of species. It becomes second nature, Thomas Simpkins thought. I was a young lieutenant during the War. 
 
    "We found him in here and he's alive!" shouted one of the soldiers. "He's bleeding a little. Come in. It's clear," shouted the soldier and everyone filled into the bedroom. 
 
    Thomas bowed to Husslep the way Alan had to show respect as did Dimm.  
 
    "Where did you two come from? A non-aligned Progeny and a female VicVic. I thought I had seen everything - never mind," he said and paused to rub his hands where he had been shackled and his mouth that was bleeding slightly from a gag. "Fill me in on the last month and I'll fill you in on the years we've had this problem."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Husslep turned out to be a survivor of the Dimensions War that had slipped through the cracks and left before the Pact and the dissolution of the tech. He could recognize tech and species readily.  
 
    General Thomas Simpkins explained that they had temporarily had relieved their planet and system of known Progeny and Progeny ships. Husslep released a strong cinnamon scent of anger hearing about the asteroids the Progeny had planned to use on their planet. 
 
    "We have no fleet anymore. We can start building now but if one comes back before we're finished - we are doomed," Husslep said. "I've been guiding these people for years. I was behind the scenes at first and then became more and more popular." 
 
    "I suggest you build some cruisers. I will give you some lamlee to enhance the drive and most of the tech from the time before," Thomas said and keyed his MemDex to send data to Husslep's terminal. "We think they are mining all these materials to start making a Progeny army." 
 
    Husslep cursed and released more cinnamon anger scent. He went to his terminal and thanked them as he skimmed through the files Thomas had sent. "We will start building these ships underground and on our moons. We can manufacture some automated defenses with copies of your slicers." 
 
    "We're going to leave you one hidden in your outer system. Those things can jump straight through ship after ship. We'll leave the codes to control it with you. I suggest you start your organic being tests for all your administration from now on. We'll be back if we can," Thomas said. 
 
    Husslep walked up to Dimm and grasped the tibial spines on her front legs. It was an incredibly brave and knowledgeable action on his part. "Thank you for your service," he said. 
 
    Thomas was impressed and thought Dimm must be also since VicVic were alpha predators. Thomas and Dimm walked back to the Folly with the soldiers and reunited with Alan, Hanlatoi, Hunffel, and the girls.  
 
    Hunffel walked down the loading ramp carrying a box full of lamlee. "I don't understand. Those Progeny things would kill a planet for this stuff," he said indicating the box he'd been given. 
 
    "Yes," Thomas said. "I see you watched our video feed." 
 
    "I didn't understand that Husslep fought in the Dimensions War. He doesn't look that old. What did you mean by the 'organic being tests'?" Hunffel asked about a statement Thomas made earlier. 
 
    Alan pulled out a small knife and pricked the side of own thumb - it bled red blood. He then reached over, took Thomas Simpkin's free hand, and pricked the side of Simpkin's thumb - nothing. Thomas gave him a dirty look. "That's an organic being test but you do it differently on every person in a different place on the body. Two others stand at an angle with pulse rifles aimed and ready. Husslep knows how to do it. Husslep could use your help." Alan turned and walked away without saying more or looking back. 
 
    Qui said, "That was pretty cold - walking away like that. He was a lot of help." 
 
    "That's the way Hllumpf are…like cats. I guess you don't know what Earth cats are like - never mind. Hllumpf just walk away when they've finished a conversation or they're leaving. It just their way," Alan explained. 
 
    Quixana walked up eating a hot dog. "What's next?" she mumbled with a mouthful. 
 
    "That - my bad ass bambino - is the question? Thomas? Dimm? Hanlatoi? We are one ship and cannot fight a fleet. The new Progeny are already progressing faster and faster in this dimension - in this time. I'd like to destroy any facilities that are making lamlee. We don't know where it's located," he said. 
 
    "…or if it's the only location," Thomas added. 
 
    "We don't know how big a fleet they have or how far they've spread," Hanlatoi said. "We don't know much at all." 
 
    Alan frowned and sighed. "Don't you have any cheery news for me Dimm?" 
 
    The VicVic sat back and said, "They touched on our broad lack of knowledge." 
 
    "That's what we're trying to correct," Alan said. VicVic rarely volunteered information, he remembered. His master had taught him that VicVic had to be questioned in exquisite detail to drag out a tidbit of information at a time. It was exasperating to experience it. 
 
    "They have more resources now than they did five years ago," Dimm said. 
 
    "Yes. Yes. And they had more resources five years ago than they did ten years ago. So what…" Alan said just catching the drift. 
 
    "Is this when humans are supposed to say 'Eureka'? Does 'Eureka' mean when a human finally sees the obvious? I've always wondered about that," Dimm said. 
 
    "We could go back in time and try to stop them. Is that even possible? Does it create a whole separate timeline?" Alan asked. 
 
    Thomas tilted his head in an oddly human manner. "We went back and destroyed races in their infancy. It was done in the Dimensions War but these alternate timelines may simply be those alternate dimensions we shift to…" he seemed to pause and then…"I think - I think that changes in the past sometimes change the timeline for a time and then later that altered timeline merges back to the original line. I think we have a too simplistic idea on the way this works. Any transition to other timelines has always been considered as going from one distinct dimension to another distinct alternate reality." 
 
    "So you think we should go back to the time of the Pact? Just after it? Go back before the Dimensions War is finished? What?" Alan asked. "Mal. I hadn't asked you yet. What do you think? Should we go back in time or go back to the refuge so they can build defenses." 
 
    The new Mal walked to the front of the bridge and turned around to face them. "I did not 'like' 99 years - by myself in Fomalhaut but I learned a lot. I wasn't idle. I learned to tap into the ship's minds around me after the battle at Fomalhaut  - the ones that were not destroyed. Those databases gave me information until their power was exhausted and they died. My crew leaving me matured me. I played back everything they said before they left and analyzed it for decades trying to comprehend their motivation. We are in a similar situation. We must alter the situation. Going back to the time after I was christened is our 'best bet'. It took me a long time to figure out that colloquialism. We should go to the time just after I jumped to the battle at Fomalhaut. We would be in the ERF and ES databases in the Prime dimension. I've studied all I could pick up from 'scuttlebutt', from historical records - we ought to contact the ES personnel who had the most impact on the war. I'm not sure we can contact them but they may be better positioned to help than all the commanders." 
 
    "Do you mean Andrew Williams? He made the first human Progeny and gave them their name?" Thomas Simpkins said. "He was a great leader." 
 
    "No," Mal said quickly. "He might have started the issue but he wasn't the one that finished it." 
 
    "Robert Kobe?" Thomas asked puzzling over her information. 
 
    "No. He did some work when he developed a fleet but he isn't whom we need. Two female, human Exploration Service Rear Admirals from alternate dimensions really started this party. Captain Nat's story started as an infant whose grandfather had escaped Allung slavers by using a newly developed drive to go to Bellatrix. He was killed when Nat was a child and she grew up with a group of mixed species**. She is the one that developed all the time and galaxy traveling. She is the one that developed the synthetic lamlee. She may have had something to do with the Eugene Hotels I've heard about. There isn't too many of those left but I think we should all stay in one." 
 
    Thomas looked put out. Alan had never seen him angry. This was a first. "What's eating you Thomas? Did she deflate your hero worship?" Alan said - enjoying the brief show of emotion from Thomas. 
 
    "I am not sure she is right. The time period is - probably acceptable but going to an alternate dimension instead of Prime seems problematic," Thomas said quietly. 
 
    "You do realize that as the ship - I can hear you anywhere you talk. Commodore Williams will certainly be an alternate," Mal said and then whispered loud enough for Thomas to hear, "…but way down the list," Mal said enjoying Simpkin's discomfiture. 
 
    Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins straightened up even more. "Commodore Williams had a 'hand' in my development - personally," he stated the words with reverence. 
 
    Alan decided he was NOT going to get into a theological discussion with a Progeny. "Who is this other person?" Alan directed his question to Mal. "You said she too was a rear admiral from an alternate reality. What did she do?" 
 
    Mal enjoyed showing her knowledge as she walked. "If my information is correct - Carole Koth started just as a girlfriend of Richard Patterson. Patterson may have had an HPC in his head. It's a bit muddled but she later captained her own ship. She and Patterson jointly developed an Earth fleet that defeated a fleet of Horde. She was from another dimension from Nat." 
 
    "I know what the Horde are!" Qui said from the back of the room and then covered her mouth. 
 
    "What is an HPC?" Hanlatoi asked what others were thinking.  
 
    "An HPC is a hyperdimensional personality core. It taught him tech and he used that tech to develop a fleet on Earth but that is an aside. Captain Carole Koth was kidnapped by Horde after the battle and somehow defeated a Horde ship crew single-handedly. She was alone - hundreds of light years from Earth. She upgraded the ship, hired a crew, and helped Rear Admiral Nat develop much of the tech we use." 
 
    "I thought you said they were Exploration Service…not Earth Regulatory Force?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," Mal stated. "The Exploration Service made both of them Rear Admirals when they saved ES fleets from certain defeats. They both were civilians when they saved the ES fleets though they were captains of the ships they commanded." 
 
    "I have got to meet these people," Alan said. "How do we do that?" 
 
    "Fortunately. I know the instant I transitioned and traveled to Fomalhaut. I know where I transitioned. I recommend we go to the Prime Dimension at that point in time before the war was over," Mal stated. 
 
    Thomas Simpkins was still a bit prickly and said, "What are we supposed to do then?" 
 
    "That is the question. We have all the recordings from our encounters and battles. We have video of the battle for the Hllumpf miners and our conversations with Husslep," Mal said. "The encounter with the Progeny copy of Husslep would be powerful." 
 
    "We do not know what started this 'movement'. How will we find these people?" Thomas asked. 
 
    "We transition and find out where Rear Admiral Nat is located without 'tipping our hand'. I leaned a lot of poker sayings from the other ships. I can see why humans like to use 'fun phrases'," Mal said. "We cannot spook the conspirators. Something started this but we're going to stop it no matter what dimension." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *The list of materials used to make lamlee include: silicon (is the most prevalent element), (then) silicon-germanium, boron-nitride, gallium-arsenide, uranium-dioxide, lanthanum calcium manganite, cadmium chloride, sodium tellurite, and a form of silver, tellurium, and bromine -- Ag10Te4Br3 
 
      
 
    **MULTIPLE (Story of Captains Nat and Koth) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The ship performed flawlessly and they jumped 99 years back in time to the Malamute transition point - an hour after the previous transition. 
 
    "Are you sure when and where we are?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes," Mal said. "We should now find Rear Admiral Nat without alarming others. General Simpkins. You were a lieutenant in this period. Do you know enough about her to contact her through your telepathic link?" 
 
    "I have a weaker link than most humans. I tried to contact her when we first got here and heard nothing." Alan. Does our telepathic link still work after our transition? 
 
    It works, Alan thought. 
 
    "Alan. Try to reach Nat or Rear Admiral Koth. Her first name is Carole," Mal said. 
 
    Rear Admiral Koth. Rear Admiral Carole Koth. I need to find Rear Admiral Nat, Alan thought and then repeated the message hoping she'd be in this dimension. 
 
    Who is this? Came back a reply. 
 
    My name is Alan Einfeld. I won't be born until sixty years from now. We have a problem you and Rear Admiral Nat may be able to fix now. Where can my ship - the Malamute - meet you? I will go anywhere, any when to meet you. 
 
    I'm over North Carolina right now. That is one of the 53 states of the United States. I'll squawk as the Alexis. 
 
    Five minutes. "Mal. We need to look for a ship squawking - the Alexis over the U.S. - east coast - North Carolina." 
 
    The view blinked. "We're here. There's a reconfigured Horde cruiser squawking that code." 
 
    "Thomas. I need you with me. Mal. Can your lamlee avatar come and still manage the ship?" Alan asked because he wasn't sure her avatar could operate remotely like that. 
 
    "That would be fun. Okay. Let's fly over," Alan said as all three of them crowded into the airlock. The distance was only about ten meters but in Earth orbit - it seemed scary. Alan used his suit thruster to stay against the airlock area of the frigate. We're outside your starboard airlock. 
 
    How many is 'we'? I don't want many. 
 
    We're three human-sized folk. 
 
    Squeeze in. Cycling you through now. 
 
    The three stepped into the Alexis to be met by a very attractive young lady and an Irixian with a molecular disruptor and a pulse rifle. 
 
    "I'm Alan Einfeld. This is Thomas Simpkins," he said indicating Thomas and then he directed her attention to Mal. "This young lady is our ship's A.I." 
 
    "Oh my," Carole said. "You've got to meet Cassandra. She's a biological human now but was a ship A.I." Carole took Mal's hand and led her down the corridor completely leaving the males to be directed by the Irixian. "We're going to the galley everybody."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were a number of beings coming into the galley as Alan, Thomas, and Mal sat down across from Rear Admiral Koth. Carole introduced everyone. Ilk was the Irixian security officer they had met that had the weapon pointed at them. Tuslatoi, the first officer, was a young looking but old-acting Phafalotoi that Alan figured had had rejuvenation treatments or nanites. Hostil was the young Hllumpf cook who brought over some delicious smelling pastries. Squib was the little Hermolic that brought their drinks. The drink was almost as good as the pastries. Alan figured Carole always treated guests this way. Her pilot came in later. He was a young Tros so they didn't find out his name. 
 
    "What's this big deal you need to see me and Nat about?" Carole asked verbally, to let them know it was okay for her crew to hear it all. 
 
    Alan liked her immediately and not just because she was really pretty and looked about his age. "We uncovered a plot where Progeny are raiding whole systems to obtain huge quantities of materials to make lamlee - we suppose its synthetic lamlee. We have some of that on board." 
 
    "That's odd. We just figured out how to make that a few months ago. We're making it by the kiloton now but it's new. Your time traveling bit is new for us too. I'm sure we're creating other timelines as we speak. Why are they gathering that much lamlee?" 
 
    "We don't know but we think it's to make more Progeny. They are taking over these systems, making the population work for them as slaves, and destroying whole planet populations if they resist or refuse. They bombard planets with kinetic strikes destroying a population center or two to show they mean business. We don't know how this started or how far it's spread in our time."  
 
    "Do you have proof?" Carole asked. 
 
    "We have video and telemetry. We have recordings of our communications and interview videos with natives. We even have an interview with a lamlee copy of a local official," Thomas said. "We found the original after we killed the copy." 
 
    "You're a Progeny yourself. What are you in the future?" Carole asked. 
 
    "I'm a Brigadier General with the ERF in the future. I'm just an ERF lieutenant in the current time," Thomas said. 
 
    "That's quite a jump in rank for a Progeny," Carole said. 
 
    "In 99 years it isn't that much of a stretch. I should run the ERF after that long a time," Thomas said. "I understand you jumped from civilian captain of this vessel to an ES Rear Admiral quickly." 
 
    Carole laughed. "No good deed shall go unpunished. You're right. That happened shortly after we helped out the Exploration Service in a battle at 47 Tau. Well - I think you do need to see Nat. She's at the Eugene Hotel below in another alternate. I'll give Mal the particulars and you can follow me down. They have a large shipyard near the hotel. Tuslatoi. Would you and Ilk show these two the bridge while I give Mal the information? It's been nice meeting you. I'll see you again shortly. I'll make reservations for your crew. How many?" 
 
    Alan held up fingers as he counted.  "Eight…though one of those is a VicVic." 
 
    "Eugene will be thrilled to have a VicVic," Carole said just before Thomas and Alan were whisked away toward the bridge. "Mal. I'll make it nine because you have to see a Eugene Hotel - right?" 
 
    "Sounds like fun," Mal said and prepared to leave the Alexis after getting the directions from Carole.  
 
    The three jumped across to the Malamute and immediately followed the Alexis as it transitioned to a alternate Earth and rushed down to the planet with shields up to prevent heating in atmosphere. Alan was classically educated and still didn't understand shield theory. He couldn't understand why there was no heat buildup as they deorbited. Thomas had explained that the shield abused time and dimension variables and slipped around matter and not through it. 
 
    The spaceport had been enlarged and there were quite a few craft on location. Alan couldn't believe there were so many styles of spacecraft - and so many of them here. He saw frigates, freighters, destroyers, and even one cruiser. There were a lot of small craft - even a courier craft like the Pipsqueak. He thought it must be some place. 
 
    The girls were anxious to explore and had never been in a real off-world hotel. Dimm even seemed fidgety. Thomas seemed distracted, Alan thought. Mal had her usual calm exterior. The crew all exited and locked the ship. They walked over to where the Alexis had set down to meet Carole and her crew stepping out. 
 
    "How do we get over to the hotel?" Alan asked. "My trading master mentioned Eugene hotels once but I don't remember the context." 
 
    "I transmitted ahead and they should send a vehicle for us. Nat is the reason this hotel is here in this alternate. She's 'good friends' with the man that set these all up," Carole explained. "I'm here to help Nat. She's been doing some stuff that has been an awful strain on her." 
 
    "I don't want to appear insensitive but the ERF was supposed to have destroyed some whole alternate realities - alternate dimensions. Then they are supposed to have gone to Andromeda. The information is sketchy in the history books," Alan said. 
 
    "It wasn't the Earth Regulatory Force. It was Nat and she's still shaken up by it. Watch your step here. Everyone is trying to figure what to do with these large fleets and wind down this war. Ah. Here comes a bus. I hear the Eugene Phillips got the design of the bus from an Irixian planet near the core. Commodore Andrew Williams rode in one and liked it so much, he got the plans. Here we go." A large bus floated over to stop in front of them. 
 
    Alan was surprised by the interior seating arrangements. The automated bus was wider than he imagined. The seats were facing rearward but angled outward and curved so you could enter the seat from either side. Though there were two seats on each side - the seat curved so your feet wouldn't be adjacent to the seat beside you. The seats were a bit shallow but when you sat down - the seat conformed to your 'seat'. It was incredibly comfortable and the ride felt like you were floating. They arrived in front of this fantastic looking entrance with patterned brick, fountains, and plants. No wonder Commodore Williams had gotten the plans. The babbling water in the fountains and towering plants were soothing around the entrance. There were a few Hermolics and a large Tros or two to move luggage on grav sleds, if needed, but they were all directed to a front desk where an actual person was there to check them in. 
 
    "Ah," said the human to Alan. "You are with Admiral Koth's party. We have all your rooms adjacent to each other. They will key to your biometric signature except for Lieutenant Simpkins. He'll need to carry a card as a Progeny." 
 
    "That's Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins," Alan said correcting the clerk. 
 
    "Sorry sir. As you say then…General Simpkins," said the clerk. "Here you are sir," said the clerk as he handed a small disc to Thomas. "Please keep this on your person while on the grounds, sir - so services will recognize you." 
 
    Thomas took the disc without comment as Carole Koth came over from another section of the long counter. 
 
    Carole approached them, as they were about to go to their rooms. "Get settled. I want to meet you all in a couple of hours local at the lounge over here. Is that acceptable? I'll see if Nat is available. We have some weighty decisions to make and I'd like her to hear what you have to say personally. Two hours?" 
 
    Everyone gave his or her particular acknowledgement. Alan, Thomas, and Hanlatoi said, "Okay." The girls mouth-clicked her acceptance - that caused Carole to smile and Dimm crossed front arms. The two Hermolics did something with their hands and they all went over to their escorts - patiently waiting to take them to their rooms. Alan wasn't sure why there was an escort for each being but followed dutifully.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A Phafalotoi led Alan to his room. The Phafalotoi spoke perfect English and showed him the amenities. He showed him how to adjust the gravity, humidity, airflow mixture, wall displays, and time variation. This room could accelerate time up to ten times normal if he wanted to get eight hours of sleep in before the meeting in two hours normal. Alan set the gravity down to 0.7 normal.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dimm appreciated the amenities of the hotel. She adjusted the gravity to 0.95 normal and changed the temperature to 30 degrees. She had always felt to cold on the ship with its twenty-three degree setting. She also changed the humidity to 60 percent with misting around the plants. She noticed the hotel had laid out some small cages housing insects and small lizards. They looked delicious. She had a snack and adjusted the wall displays to several of the tropical settings 'til she actually found one from her homeworld. She really liked this Eugene Hotel. She set the time acceleration to max and sat back fixed on watching the view change. She thought this must have been recorded at one of the famous tourists jungles in her homeworld - fascinating.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The girls had fun playing with the gravity and time controls until they discovered the entertainment channels and watched some of the 3D travel displays. The snacks they found were wild and delicious. Quixana wondered if they had 'hot dogs' and some were delivered two minutes later. They were delicious. The hotel did not have Trappist broadcasts but had everything in Trade. Alan had ordered the hot dogs and chocolate milkshakes for the girls since he knew their nanites would allow them to digest the milk and cheese enzymes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They all were alerted by their rooms and headed down to meet in the lounge that afternoon as prescribed by Admiral Koth. She was waiting for them as they came into the lounge. Carole was talking with this beautiful young human. She had blonde hair - cut just off the shoulder and had a chiseled body like an athlete. Alan couldn't help staring. Carole was really pretty but this woman was breathtaking and her flight suit was molded to fit her - intimately. Alan had to force himself to take a breath.  
 
    "This is Alan Einfeld - Admiral Nat," Carole said with a smile seeing Alan's reaction. 
 
    Alan awkwardly came over and shook hands, "Nice to meet you - finally," he said haltingly. 
 
    Nat looked over Alan with a perfectly deadpan expression - the expression of someone who had seen too much when too young. "Tell me your story. Thinking your story to me will save some time and is more private. You can project to all here by concentrating on the group." 
 
    "I didn't know I could do that," Alan said. "Oh sorry." I didn't know I could do that, Alan thought.  
 
    Start at the beginning and give me the short version, Nat thought. 
 
    Alan concentrated on mentally talking to all those at the table. I'm a trader - I just want to trade. I was on Trappist…     
 
    His diatribe went on for a long time with a few clarification questions on the zero point power supplies and the like.  
 
    Nat sat back and took a big sip from a fruit juice she had ordered. She switched back to speaking because she was formulating her ideas as she spoke. "I think I have it now. We have a group that has been fighting this war. We've met our goals and now we have all this tech. Most of it is super powerful and dangerous. It's clear when you are fighting for ideas that you have to win. To lose is to be enslaved. We stopped that in this galaxy and are about finished in Andromeda." 
 
    "You really went to Andromeda!" Quixana blurted out. "What was it like?" 
 
    She quieted down when all the humans gave her a reproachful look. 
 
    Nat laughed. "Yes. We went to Andromeda. It was a little bigger than here but there weren't as many 'bad' species. Most of them had been purged already." 
 
    "Purged?" Thomas asked. 
 
    "Yes. I won't go into it but we became the guardians of both the Milky Way and Andromeda. The violent-aggressive races were eliminated when they started spreading or destroying other populations. We did the same thing here," she said and looked at Carole. 
 
    Carole took over the conversation when Nat stopped looking down at the floor. "We had to defeat races who were destroying and enslaving others. Now we are trying to figure out how to 'roll back' some of this tech. We are considering a Pact with all the allied species to eliminate certain tech." 
 
    Thomas seemed to be getting upset. "How are you planning to do that? You've already created a race of servants. Who will choose what to eliminate - what to keep? You?" he said like it was a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Alan asked. "What race?" 
 
    "The Progeny of course!" Thomas exclaimed. "Didn't you create them to help you fight the war?" 
 
    Carole seemed surprised by Simpkin's outburst. "Yes. We created them." 
 
    Nat looked up from her introspection when Thomas started talking. "We offered them Earth citizenship if they fought for us. They could do anything they wanted." 
 
    Thomas Simpkins stated, "I know that some Progeny did not want to work for the Exploration Service or the Earth Regulatory Force. They left with no money or work. Indigent and unemployed - with no future." 
 
    "They could do anything they wanted," Carole said. 
 
    "You mean they could live forever as an assemblage of lamlee destined to repeat their hell of existence," Simpkins said. 
 
    "We stopped making Progeny when the crisis was over. Some have turned into explorers and others are forming colonies. A few thousand wanted to go to Andromeda and they're building lives there," Nat said. 
 
    "Endless sameness I suppose," Thomas fired back his riposte. 
 
    "No difference than humans with self-replicating nanites. Humans now are virtually immortal," Nat said, obviously explaining her own existence. 
 
    "You're forgetting that Progeny can't procreate. Humans can have offspring and expand," Thomas said angrily. "You're planning on banning synthetic lamlee, aren't you? Realize I know ALL about your so-called Pact. I was an enforcer for that Pact-to-be." 
 
    "Well. Tell us what you were enforcing and help us out here," Carole said angrily. 
 
    "Why should I do that? I'm not the little, obedient lieutenant I was in this era. You are just relegating us to a long-term death when you plan to stop manufacturing synthetic lamlee. I saw how you told the synthetic A.I. for the Malamute but not the rest of us. You did that to keep from telling me, didn't you?" 
 
    Thomas Simpkins and his more and more agitated statements were alarming Alan and the others.  
 
    "You banned production of synthetic lamlee because Progeny created from them has no past memories," Thomas stated. "You banned time travel and Ylee jump drives. Ships were limited to 400 Lights. You banned the self-replicating nanites for most beings. The PACT banned tools and techniques not behavior. No one asked me. I was just a lowly lieutenant doing my creator's bidding," Thomas said bitterly. He walked off from the group. 
 
    Alan had never seen Thomas this emotional.  
 
    "He has a point," Carole said. "This is a dead end for Progeny. We were just planning on banning technology but the ban on behavior is as it's always been. He lumped it all together. Our collective code against piracy or genocide or enslavement has not changed at all. We just plan on making it more difficult to commit criminal acts. I don't see any way to disassemble lamlee beings ethically." 
 
    "They become sentient when we create them in our form using lamlee," Nat said. "They imprint memory from the person creating them. Then they imprint from the people they are exposed to in their life. We cannot just shut them off. I don't even like the thought of immortal humans using self-replicating nanites. How would we enforce this Pact? Would we use Progeny in the Earth Regulatory Force and the Exploration Service to enforce it?" 
 
    "We'd have to wipe the memory of individuals. How could we do that physically? Can we do it? Is it ethical? How would we handle the resistance?" Nat said. "Now we have your proof that it only lasts for a short while before we face a worse threat. Do we even do it? What happens if we don't do it?" 
 
    "When do you have to decide?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We have a general meeting tomorrow at 0900 hours to sort a lot of this out," Nat said. 
 
    "Would you like to go out tonight and show me this place?" Alan said. "One night before they hold your feet to the fire." 
 
    "That's a graphic depiction - I suppose one of this dimension's quaint Earth expressions," Nat said remembering the expression from her grandfather's implanted memories she carried with her. "Might as well…" she said. 
 
    "That is the most lackluster acceptance I've ever had. You sure?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Sure. I didn't mean to get all 'morbid' on you. Meet me at my room at 7." 
 
    "Okay," he said cheering up. Alan turned back to his crew. "Shore leave folks. You should have quite a few credits in your accounts. Pair up and go out tonight. Grab some from Carole's crew if you want. I'll call you in the morning. Have fun." 
 
    The group broke into discussions about what had been said. They eventually made arrangements and drifted back to their rooms.  
 
    Alan fretted about going out with Admiral Nat. She seemed so powerful but she looked so young. How could she have done all those things others claimed she had done? She was stunningly attractive.  How could I have forgotten Cassie? She had not said a word. Humm, he thought. Mal hadn't said anything either. He gathered they were going to go out with Carole somewhere. The afternoon crept by with Alan flipping through gravity and entertainment settings on the wall. Too bad the room system couldn't just speed up 'normal' time. Finally - it neared 7pm and Alan walked over to the Nat's room number. He knocked and inquired telepathically. Did I get here too early? I never learned to be fashionably late, he thought to her. 
 
    Smart man, then - Come on in. I'll be out in a minute, Nat thought back at him.  
 
    Alan opened the door and walked into the huge suite. He thought his room was luxurious. This room was huge and breathtaking with what looked like a small waterfall at one end. The view out the patio was an alien city that Alan knew was not on Earth. He was stunned. The room had a bar and full kitchen off to the side. Nat came out and posed with a hand on one hip. 
 
    "What do you think?" she said. 
 
    Alan could hardly talk. Nat had on a short - short one-piece, silver dress that hugged her form - really well. Her long legs were bare and perfectly formed athletic legs. He groaned and said - "Wow! I'm glad I'm armed if you go out like that - I may need to fight the guys - and gals off. Did I mention - wow!" 
 
    Nat smiled and spun around. "That was the correct response. I know just the place to take you," she said and raised her crooked arm for him to hold. She pulled him along and they walked through the lovely garden terrace. She took him to a nearby garage and went over to some sleek cycles. The one she floated out was the nicest cycle of the bunch. She patted the seat behind her and she pulled his arms around her. "Deploy your helmet!" she yelled. "Hold on tight," she said when both their helmets had deployed. He was wondering how her helmet deployed - from where? He thought. 
 
    He deployed his helmet and the cycle shot into the air. Her body felt solid without and ounce of fat anywhere. She could really fly that bike too, he thought. He felt excited and scared at the same time. He was grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. 
 
    They landed near a little group of shops and Nat jumped off and motioned for Alan to follow as her helmet retracted. He noticed that the helmet retracted into the neck of the dress - so the dress must be a suit projection. It certainly was a projection he liked. The place was in a local strip mall - a little hole in the wall. There were a lot of two-top tables, with tablecloths, candles, and fresh flowers. It was really nice and the fresh smells coming out of the kitchen permeated the dining area. 
 
    Nat sat down. The manager came over and welcomed back 'Miz' Nat. He handed Alan the wine list. 
 
    Alan blushed and handed the list back to Nat. "I have little experience with wines. You know this place. Order for both of us and I'll just sit back savoring it all," he said indicating the restaurant AND his company. 
 
    "I'm glad you aren't the type to take charge all the time. It gets tiresome having to out maneuver partners," Nat said with a smile. "My grandfather gives me advice all the time about dating and politics." 
 
    "Really. Do you see him often?" Alan asked. "I know nothing about you but I'd enjoy knowing more." 
 
    Nat gave a wane smile. "My grandfather died a few years ago. Slavers came to our village and he died defending it. He's still with me." 
 
    "I didn't know," Alan said, worried that a morose mood would kill the pleasant mood. 
 
    "Don't be silly. You couldn't have known - besides - he's really still with me," she said. 
 
    "My mentor was killed on Trappist. I think of him often but he wasn't family," Alan said. 
 
    Nat laughed briefly and smiled. 
 
    "Are you making fun of my loss? He wasn't family but he was a role model and a teacher," he said getting a bit annoyed at her laughter. 
 
    "No. No. That's not it. He really is still with me. He had memory nodes surgically implanted in me when I was a child. I have two hundred years of his memories I can access. He also altered my DNA so I'd mature faster and gave me self-replicating nanites," she said. 
 
    "Oh. I have those military nanites myself. I'll bet age discrimination gave you hell growing up with the 'you're too young for this' crowd. I had a little heckling just for being smarter than a lot of my peers. I can't imagine what it was like for you," he said and leaned back as the waiter came and brought a really nice Pinot Noir. 
 
    Nat smiled warmly in a way that sent goose bumps up Alan's back - in a good way. 
 
    "They make a superb eggplant-lamb dish. They also have stellar vegetable or meat combo kabobs," she said. 
 
    "In that case - you order for us both," he said looking around the restaurant. "I don't see any dish I wouldn't like. Surprise me." 
 
    Nat grinned and looked up over partially lidded eyes. "I plan to do that - definitely." 
 
    Alan directed the waiter to defer to Nat when he came to take orders. Nat rattled off two cups of acorn squash soup, small green salads, and one eggplant dish - one mixed grill platter with vegetables. 
 
    "We can just share. You eat what you like. How's that sound," she said as the waiter walked away. 
 
    "Yummy," he said. 
 
    "Yummy - ah," she said. "An old Earth expression…yep," she smiled and it lit up the room. 
 
    They talked about her life growing up on Bellatrix after fleeing Allung slavers attacking Earth. She talked a bit about growing up in a multi-species community and her schooling. She briefly touched on her cycle and getting a frigate to fight the slave trade. He talked about Trappist and fighting off the locals there and on Fomalhaut and finding the Malamute. He talked about finding the synthetic lamlee. She told him stories about the Exploration Service and time travel. She talked about the meetings with other fleets and he talked about fighting the rogue Progeny and traveling back one hundred years. 
 
    The food was delicious as was the company, Alan thought as he slurped his little cup of espresso and just savoring the view of her. 
 
    She sipped her espresso and thought that she hadn't met anyone quite like him before. 
 
    She got up to leave. 
 
    "I'll get the check," he said. 
 
    "No need," she said and whispered in his ear. "I own the place." 
 
    Alan laughed and went back to her cycle. She hopped on and he put his arms around her as she told her bike 'to give them a leisurely ride back to the Eugene Hotel.' Alan felt her warmth with his arms around her through her suit. He knew she would have to consciously allow that through her special suit projection. 
 
    They arrived at the Eugene and she sent her cycle to storage. She took his suit in both hands as he turned to face her. "You want to come up," she said grinning. 
 
    She looked so cute. "Too late. I'm already - up," he said. 
 
    She grinned, took his hand, and walked in with him.  
 
    They were soon in her room. Alan thought the 3D wall murals were stunning and it distracted him - just for a moment - until she pulled him gently into the bedroom. Her suit flowed off of her as his did too. He put his arms around her and smelled her intoxicating scent.  They kissed passionately - not ravenously - he picked her up and carried her across the room, placing her gently on the bed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The figures bursting through the door and patio surprised them before they were stunned. Four Progeny came in, unceremoniously grabbed a leg each, and dragged their unconscious forms off the bed - down the corridor. They did not wake as their nude forms were dragged to a large conference room. Nat was the first to recover and she was restunned as she tried to sit up. 
 
    Alan opened his eyes to slits and didn't try to move. He could see three Progeny in his field of view. They had pulse rifles slung over their shoulders with stun pistols out and ready. A female started to move and she was stunned.  
 
    Alan concentrated on reaching Carole telepathically. Carole - don't interrupt. The Progeny have taken us hostage in the Eugene Hotel and it doesn't look good. They have control of the whole hotel and probably over a hundred prisoners. They're armed with pulse rifles and stunners - don't know much more. Come get us if you can. 
 
    I understand Alan. Elements of the Exploration Service have been fighting groups of the Earth Regulatory Force ever since we started talking about the Pact. We're struggling. Don't know who is behind it. Will try to get to you, she thought to him and then she was gone. 
 
    A couple of hands grasped him roughly under the arms and jerked him upright. A Progeny held him up - face-to-face. "So this is the famous Alan Einfeld. You came back from the future to warn the ERF of our menace." 
 
    Alan saw the Progeny in an ERF Lieutenant's uniform. "Thomas? Why?" 
 
    "It's Lieutenant Simpkins to you Einfeld. All I wanted to be was an officer in the ERF but you - and her," he said nodding toward Nat, "…took that from me." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Alan said. 
 
    "They offered me Earth citizenship after the war but I had to leave the service. They offered me a pittance of a pension - 'since I didn't need to eat or drink' or I could accept a mind wipe. The other alternative they graciously offered me was to be returned to my elemental form - lamlee. I didn't want any of those choices." 
 
    "We didn't recommend those things for Progeny," Alan implored. 
 
    "Sure you did when you brought dire warnings from the future and your little organic partner stopped production of all synthetic lamlee. Her facilities were razed and destroyed on her own orders. Her production technique was destroyed for the lamlee in all records. We have the list of ingredients but haven't been able to synthesize it yet - it's only a matter of time though and you'll tell me if I have to kill all the humans on this planet." 
 
    "You do that a lot in the future - kill all humans - all the organics. This isn't the way to get what you want," Alan said. 
 
    "Sure it is. Shall I burn off some legs - no? How about that young lady over there?" Simpkins said pointing to a petite brunette just regaining consciousness and starting to sit up. Simpkins holstered his stun pistol and set his pulse rifle on lower power continuous beam. "This takes a lot of concentration," he said as he carefully aimed and cut off one wrist and then the other. The seared flesh cauterized her wounds as the woman screamed shrilly. He then cut off her feet at the knees and she lost consciousness. He then sliced her in half from her head through her torso. "There," he said. "It would take something like that to kill one of us. We are the higher life form. She'll tell us what we need to know before I work through all three hundred here. We're quite creative for 'fabricated beings' as some of you call us." 
 
    Alan realized that talking to this Thomas was talking to the problem about the problem and it wouldn't help a bit.  
 
    A sudden rescue didn't seem to be coming anytime soon. The Progeny herded most of their captives but they separated out most of the Malamute's crew. He could see Nat returning to consciousness with arms wrapped around her knees. She was probably sending information about their captors to the ES troops.  
 
    Alan saw the girls still had on their suits, as did Swift. Dimm was noticeably absent and hoped she hadn't been killed already. Uncle and Hanlatoi were prodded to go with them. Alan was shoved with Nat down a hallway and up a ramp into another smaller room. 'Lieutenant' Simpkins was directing the operation and there was little chance to 'do' anything. These Progeny had probably been on multiple boarding operations and they were probably very skilled and fast in confrontations. 
 
    Lieutenant Simpkins went over to Nat and started asking her questions about synthetic lamlee fabrication. She gave him a lackluster look - devoid of all expression and he savagely slapped her. Her head snapped to the side but the cut on her mouth visibly healed in seconds. Simpkins jerked his head around and said - loud enough for all to hear, "What if I start cutting up your plaything over there?" indicating Alan standing nude to the side. 
 
    Nat did nothing but as Simpkins brought his pulse rifle up to start carving Alan to pieces - Hanlatoi jumped in front of Alan and took a savage hit in his back and collapsed.  
 
    "This is even better. Anyone else want to jump in front when I carve him up? I have plenty of shots left in this pulse rifle. I think I'll cut him off at the knees. He's as tall as me and we can't have that," Simpkins said and raised his rifle. "Hold still. I don't want to do sloppy work," he said. Alan jumped right as he fired and seared Alan's calf. "Don't mess up my canvas and make me look sloppy," he said and turned back to Nat. "Sure you don't want to tell me anything? …No. Oh well. This is kind of fun," he raised his rifle and fired just as Alan jumped up in the air with the shot cutting through the wall low behind Alan. "Didn't expect that…guess I better aim at your middle to make sure I hit something. Nat? No…okay," he said and aimed at Alan. Uncle jumped in front of Alan just as Simpkins fired again. It cut the little Hermolic almost in two. 
 
    Suddenly, there were explosions and armored Tros and humans came through burning the Progeny around them. The Progeny guards put up an intense fight before they were all dead or fled. Alan looked around and saw his crew were rousing from the battle but there were two bodies. Uncle - the Hermolic - lay in front of him nearly cut in half. Uncle had jumped in front of a Simpkins as he was going to cut Alan down. Hanlatoi lay near Nat and had a severe wound to his back.  
 
    "I can't move my legs Captain. Does that qualify me for some of those nanites of yours?" Hanlatoi groaned. 
 
    Alan did her best to work up some spit but his mouth has dry. He finally had enough and spit into the tall Phafalotoi's wound. The tall, thin being started writhing and moaning as the nanites replicated. The wound started healing but it was obviously extremely painful. It was several minutes before he would be loaded onto a gurney. Alan was surprised when Thomas Simpkins showed up in an ERF Brigadier General's uniform. "What happened to your younger self? Alan asked. 
 
    "I have no idea. I don't have those memories from him. I don't know why I am a general even," Thomas said. "These events aren't in any of my memories yet I have earlier memories fighting with the ERF. We haven't tracked him down yet." 
 
    "Thanks for the timely arrival. Did we lose many people up to now?" Alan said as he worked his way over to Nat. Are you okay? He thought to her. 
 
    I'm fine. We had already started removing tech before the Pact. Most ships had their jump drives removed as well as their time manipulation functions. We had erased the memories of thousands. 
 
    Did our warning cause all this, he thought indicating all the rebellions. 
 
    Don't blame yourself. Your warning was just one of the triggers for this…we didn't think through their ramifications. I actually had a talk with Andrew Williams - he was one of the ones that first created 'human' Progeny. He had considered the problem as soon as they realized the Progeny were sentient. He's one of the ones that offered them citizenship but he was reluctant to let them expand on their own - or to see if they could do so on their own. 
 
    I'm sorry we were interrupted. I'm up for a definite rain check.  
 
    Nat chuckled. Get some clothes on. You're almost up for more than a rain check. 
 
    Alan looked down and only through stern concentration could he move to a more comfortable trajectory.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The memorial services were sobering and were held that day. The bodies were cremated, as was custom in that day, and Alan spoke for Uncle. Hanlatoi was still in the infirmary and wouldn't be able to go on further with them. Others spoke at the memorial for the ERF troopers and civilians killed. Alan thought it was odd to have civilian and military memorials on the same day at the same place but evidently, this was the custom due to the massive loss of life during the newly ended war. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The next day at the Malamute was a relief. All the crew was relieved to get back 'home'. They were traumatized at the Eugene and the ship represented a safe place. Dimm had missed the trauma, simply by wanting solitude for a day - she had stayed with the ship.  
 
    Nat and Carole both called on the Malamute the next day. They wanted to know if Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins had any insight or ideas. Nat and Carole both showed up to talk and it wasn't a comfortable setting. They felt General Simpkins had to know something but he just repeated that he only knew what he had related to Alan. 
 
    Alan showed Nat the video they'd recorded in the encounter coming from Altair. 
 
    "Those look like some of the five ships that escaped the ES fleet near Earth," Nat said. "I'd bet on it. Many of the ERF acquiesced to the provisions of the Pact and downgraded their tech when forced to do so. The ES is keeping some of their better capital ships under Admiral Slessques at the base near 40 Tau. She's several hundred years old and she's still functional. She's the glue that held the Exploration Service together through the bad times of the war." 
 
    "Where do you need us?" Simpkins asked. 
 
    "I'd like for you to find out where the rogue groups are hiding and see if they would negotiate," Nat said. 
 
    Alan butted in. "Do you really think they'd negotiate? I never got that impression. I got the 'down with you inferior organics' vibe." 
 
    "What do you think General?" Carole asked Simpkins. "You've seen what your earlier self did. How do you feel about it?" 
 
    "I can see their point but I don't agree with their method. The ES council may have moved too soon with too little forethought. There is plenty of empty space out there with room for any number of species. The Progeny can't procreate without more lamlee and they think the synthetic lamlee is the way to do that. They could have taken Cassandra's method," Simpkins said and Nat's head snapped toward him. 
 
    "Where did you hear about that?" Nat asked. 
 
    "Wait. You mean the Cassie we met?" Alan asked Simpkins. 
 
    "No Alan. Get Nat to tell you or Mal - I'd wager she knows," Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins said. "Remember. I'm from the informed future and know history." 
 
    "What does he mean about Cassandra?" Alan asked Nat. 
 
    Nat looked at Carole who looked up in the air and Nat let out a big sigh. "Cassandra was a rare artificial intelligence. She was a ship computer for Robert Kobe in another dimension. She developed sentience and wanted a body." 
 
    "We made a body for Mal out of lamlee so she could leave the ship," Alan said. 
 
    "Not the same," Nat continued. "We grew an organic body and transferred the ship's consciousness into it. She was a living, breathing human grown from stem cells. I think that's what the general is implying." 
 
    "That is what I meant but that is for making 'uniques' - not masses of new citizens," Simpkins said. 
 
    Mal inserted herself into the conversation. "I'm not sure I want the limitations of an organic body. I can taste and smell. Everything isn't the same but there's probably less difference between me and humans than there is between many species." 
 
    "Where do you suggest we look for the rogue ships - General?" Alan asked Simpkins. 
 
    "I think we should get my younger self's personnel files and go through all the places he's been. The statistical odds are better than aimless zooming around. Space is too vast and that's not even considering multiple dimensions. Can you get those files for us - Admiral?" he asked Nat. 
 
    "Consider it done. The ERF high command is still with us. I'll send them to you telepathically when I get access. We have to go," Nat said looking at Carole. 
 
    "Will I see you again?" Alan asked Nat knowing Nat and Carole were sharing information telepathically. 
 
    Of course! Nat thought to Alan. Nat came across the room, grabbed Alan, and gave him a French kiss that lingered 'til the personnel started commenting. You can bet on that Alan. We are going to have a hot date in our future, Nat thought to Alan and then walked off the ship with Carole. 
 
    Qui coughed. "That was dramatic. Are you supposed to get involved with superior officers in the military?" she asked grinning. 
 
    "She's an officer in a separate service. I'm an acting Sol Force captain operating on an ERF ship and she's an ES rear admiral," he said blushing. 
 
    "You sound like a lawyer more than a trader," Mal said. 
 
    It was only an hour before 'Lieutenant' Simpkins file was flashed to them. 
 
    "Lieutenant Simpkins had his longest posting and a big battle near Tau Ceti. That looks like a good place. I don't want to get close and have to fight five ships though," he said and telepathically asked Nat for several cruiser escorts. 
 
    I'll send you a cruiser, a destroyer, and a frigate. That's all I've got right now because we're fighting in another dimension soon. I have an automated courier ship you can use if you find anything. It's parked at the Eugene's field. I'll get them right over to you. Contact me if you see anything, Nat thought to him. 
 
    That courier ship - it's called the Pipsqueak - isn't it? Alan thought back to her. 
 
    Yes. How did you know? She thought the question to him. 
 
    Alan thought and projected his encounters with the ship at Altair and its demise. 
 
    Wow, she thought after receiving his story. I'll be damned. Everything is headed your way. Keep in touch when you can. 'Gotta' go.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The escorts from Rear Admiral Nat showed up and checked in. Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins walked over to the courier ship - the Pipsqueak - and rubbed his hand affectionately across the surface of the hull near the starboard port. He waved at Alan and entered. The other ships coordinated with Mal and they prepared to undertake their flight to Tau Ceti. All the ships were new-tech so there'd be little latency in their arrival. Mal prepared a ready formation that would give them the best chances if they arrived near any of the rebel ships.  
 
    "All ships - this is Captain Einfeld. Battle Stations - Battle Stations. This is not a drill," he commanded. "We will jump on three after a short count." Alan thought the jump wake might flush any out of hiding to flee, attack, or communicate with others. He nodded to Mal - who coordinated the countdown. 
 
    Mal communicated to all ships. The count was for the organics on board the ships since all the ships were synced. "We jump on the count of three. One - two - three." 
 
    All ships jumped and they could see Tau Ceti's system and several planets showed up immediately on sensors - as did five rebel cruisers. 
 
    The Pipsqueak, with General Simpkins aboard, immediately fled to Tau Ceti 4 in the habitable zone. Alan knew he would have done the same thing, since the little courier ship wouldn't stand much of a chance in their current environment. 
 
    The Malamute took two simultaneous hits that rocked everyone aboard while releasing two restocked and reprogrammed slicers. The Malamute's railgun fired and rocked a rebel cruiser. The second shot must have penetrated as the rebel ship turned into a mini-nova. Alan's destroyer must have taken a similar hit as it too disappeared in an orgy of destruction. Alan's escorting cruiser was being double-teamed so Alan directed all the Malamute's lasers and philon beams at the closest attacking rebel cruiser. They got close enough to use the Delta field projector and cut through the hull of another attacking cruiser. It started drifting in a spin. His escorting cruiser vaporized the drifting rebel cruiser. His cruiser escort, itself, exploded and suddenly Alan was facing three enemy cruisers with the Malamute and a small frigate. The frigate was maneuverable and fast but it could only harass and distract the three remaining cruisers. The Malamute's slicers finally entered the picture and the two slicers had finally derived a flight solution and flew right through all three enemy ships. One of the rebel cruisers exploded but the other two started drifting. They were damaged but not destroyed. 
 
    Past experience had shown them that the Progeny could live in a damaged - airless hull so Alan started destroying the debris. He ordered the frigate to destroy any debris they could detect and they started using their molecular disruptors to vaporize all that remained. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
                       Tau Ceti - G8.5 v - 11.9 Light Years from Earth 
 
      
 
    The Malamute retrieved its slicers while Alan tried contacting Carole, Nat, or anyone in the ERF high command. He was spectacularly unsuccessful. He finally ordered the frigate to return to Earth and report. The frigate was more of a liability than an asset. Having the council see the recordings of the battle might convince the high command to reassess its position. 
 
    Mal started scanning for the Pipsqueak or any other ships. Tau Ceti 4 was inhabited by intelligent - though metal poor natives. She soon located buildings along the temperate equator of the planet. They orbited the planet, found the largest population center, and detected the Pipsqueak with a nearby ERF frigate. Alan agreed that Mal would remain on overwatch with the Malamute while he took the shuttle to the surface with some of the crew except Swift and Quixana. Qui and Dimm suited up with sabers and pulse rifles. Alan took a saber and railgun. He wanted to ne able to reach out and touch someone at a long distance or close in. 
 
    The shuttle handled great and the ability to render it invisible allowed them to land about a kilometer from to the frigate. The frigate was grounded in an area where there had been mining for lamlee because there was evidence of excavations near a dried up lakebed. They set their suits to invisibility, though there was some ripple latency when they were moving. They heard nothing and nothing showed up on sensors until they were half a klick from the frigate. They heard a pulse rifle firing. 
 
    General Thomas. Are you okay? Where are you? Alan asked telepathically. 
 
    Alan. I'm damaged, General Simpkins thought. A booby-trap on the path to the excavations cost me my legs. The lieutenant is over the rise from me toward his frigate. I think I hit one of his crew. I can see him and I can't move away i… - his thoughts stopped. 
 
    Stay put. We'll be there soon, Alan replied. Dimm. You and Qui see if you can swing around and flank the lieutenant. Take a shot if you get one but we don't want him to get back to that frigate. We'd catch hell finding him again. 
 
    Flank him and take a shot, Dimm thought back though her response did not seem as clear as Qui's acknowledgement. 
 
    Alan thought he knew where Lieutenant Simpkins was behind cover. He moved off to the right and took careful aim with the railgun. He was 300 meters away from the target and the glowing reticle centered on a slight movement on the side of a boulder in the distance. Alan carefully sighted the weapon on the edge of the rock and fired. The boulder edge disintegrated into shards and dust and Alan could hear two pulse rifles tracking and firing rapidly at an obviously moving target. 
 
    Alan sprinted to cover and moved in with his weapon at the ready. 
 
    He's been hit multiple times but he's still moving, came the thought from Qui. He's made it into the ship but we can still see his feet. He's crawling in. 
 
    Don't go in. I want to make sure about the other one the General shot. Qui. Come check on the General, Alan thought to Dimm and Qui. Alan slung his railgun and drew his saber as he went around the boulder. The lower half of a Progeny lay there kicking but the head had burst like a melon with a shot through the center of its head. Dimm. Cover me. I'm going into the frigate. Alan cut through the torso another time to make sure it was dead and sprinted for the frigate. He wanted to get there before the frigate could take off. 
 
    He saw the ramp was still down but there was no body. Alan gripped his saber and unslung his railgun. It was too big to use inside a small ship. It would just slow him down but the saber only had a max reach of about a meter. He set it down and disabled it. The ramp led up into an area used as the cargo hold. It was full of square tanks about waist high and about a meter square. He saw the movement out of the corner of his eye. He saw the Lieutenant with an arm slung over the side of a tank. A sloshing noise from that tank surprised Alan. He rushed over and cut off the lieutenant's arm that had been inserted into the tank - of lamlee. Part of the lieutenant's head had been hit pretty badly. He was obviously trying to copy himself with natural lamlee mined here on this planet.  
 
    I've got him, Alan communicated to Dimm, Qui, and Mal telepathically. He's still sort of alive. He'd been trying to make Progeny. How's the General - Qui? 
 
    He's all blown up. His lower body is totally gone and he took a hit that cut off his head, Qui said. 
 
    Suddenly the lieutenant rolled over on his back and spoke though he had lost an eye and part of his head. "We won't go away. It's our right to procreate. I should be a general. I should be the general if I am to have an army." 
 
    Alan stepped over and slashed the lieutenant's body in half. He then cut that body into pieces. The form in the vat was only partially formed. 
 
    Qui, Alan thought to her. Would you bring his head to the frigate? I want to try something. Alan's thoughts raced as he considered what he had seen and experienced. It was partially becoming clearer. 
 
    Qui came into the frigate carrying the head. "This is the grossest thing you've ever asked me to do. This thing is heavy. What do you want to do with it?" 
 
    "Hand it here, he said and she handed it to him. "Wow. It must weigh five kilos. Sorry Qui. Let's see if this does anything," he said dropping the head into the tank with the partially formed body. Alan put his hand into the vat of partially formed lamlee and pictured the General. The lamlee began coalescing and a human body started forming and standing up. It looked exactly like the General - even to its uniform. 
 
    Alan kept his saber ready and the form finalized. Alan asked some questions to see its state. "What's the last thing you remember?" 
 
    "I remember an explosion and losing my lower torso. Then I saw the lieutenant aim at me and after that it's all blank 'til just now," the General said. 
 
    "Who are you and what memories do you have?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I'm ERF Brigadier General Thomas Simpkins. I remember fighting for the ERF as a lieutenant and many battles. I was given the directive to enforce the Pact but don't know who you are. You seem familiar somehow." 
 
    Mal cut into their conversation telepathically. I've picked up three cruisers traveling at 400 Lights. They aren't friends. Get out of there. I can't contact the General. Is he okay? 
 
    I'll tell you more - later. Everyone back to the shuttle. We have enemy reinforcements incoming and I still can't contact Nat. 
 
    "General. Your ship, the Pipsqueak, is a courier ship just over that rise. We have three hostile cruisers headed our way. I'd try to avoid them. Your ship should be faster but you need to leave," Alan said. 
 
    The General finally got it in gear and started trotting away in the direction Alan had indicated without another word. Dimm and Qui started trotting back to the shuttle. Alan had re-enabled his railgun but was cursing it for being so heavy by the time they got back to the shuttle. The Folly lifted off and was soon back to the Malamute. The cruisers still didn't appear to have detected them. Mal noted that the Pipsqueak took off shortly after they had left the planet and was in stealth mode. 
 
    "Do you have representations of ES Admiral Slessques?" Alan asked Mal. 
 
    A 3D representation popped up and started moving about. "You want to contact here telepathically?" 
 
    "Yes. I think that will help," he said and then tried reaching out to Admiral Slessques at 40 Tau.  
 
    Alan Einfeld. What do you need?  
 
    I need you to know a few things - he thought to her the story of what had happened with 'General Simpkins' and the Progeny. 
 
    So this General Simpkins thinks he's a General and is going to enforce the Pact. That's good but these Progeny are not stopped. They will try to get lamlee and get Nat's method for making synthetic lamlee. You don't think they can be stopped 'til they concentrate their forces somewhere. What are you suggesting? Slessques thought to him. 
 
    I need significant support at the Refuge one hundred years from now. They don't have the ships to stand off any size fleet. We might defeat them there with your support. Their colony is near the Triffid Nebula - M20. The Pact is collapsing in 100 years and we need to take that into account. We need a larger fleet to patrol but I do suggest we do it with organic beings. Are there several nearly unoccupied dimensions? 
 
    I see what you mean though that moving all remaining Progeny to an isolated dimension is only delaying the problem on a grand scale, Slessques replied. We will send a sizable fleet. Give me the details of the dates and location you need us. So - you met Rear Admiral Nat, Slessques thought to him out of the blue. You had some leakage in your thoughts. I'll tell her you thought about her. She's in Andromeda right now. 
 
    Thank you, he thought back to Slessques and turned back to the crew. He was pretty rattled by Nat being in another galaxy and an Admiral knowing about his feelings for her. 
 
    "What did she say?" Quixana asked. 
 
    "She's going to help us," Alan said simplifying all the comments. 
 
    "What do we do now?" Qui asked. 
 
    "I think we should head back to Refuge just after we left and prep them for what is coming. We'll see after that. What's that smell coming out of the galley? Is that Hllumpf pastries?" he asked and Quixana nodded her head. "Mal. will you put us back at the Refuge a bit after we left?" 
 
    The meal was a pleasant distraction from the events and losses of the last week. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Refuge looked green and blue like an unsullied Earth. The automated defenses let them through without a peep and they landed near nightfall where they had landed the first time. Dorothy, Emily, Cassie, and Ali all came there to meet them. 
 
    "Why are you back so soon? Did you find our explorers?" Dorothy asked. 
 
    "We discovered what has been happening but we found no trace of your explorers. In the shortest version - there are rogue Progeny that are making the organics mine for elements to manufacture lamlee. We think they are concentrating their forces and coming here - soon," Alan said. 
 
    "How large a force are we facing?" Ali asked. "You can see we are starting to enlarge our defenses."
"We don't know but we've arranged to have support from the Exploration Service," Alan said. 
 
    "What happened out there?" Emily asked. "Where are Hanlatoi and Uncle? Where's Thomas? Isn't he still with you?" 
 
    "Hanlatoi was injured badly and he's no longer with us though he is fairly wealthy from some of our ventures. Uncle was killed in the same attack and Thomas seems to be in a Mobius loop of time," Alan said realizing how much he had gone through with this crew. 
 
    Emily was happily chirping with Dimm and Mal had speed spoke their whole story by now to Cassie. Dorothy came over to Alan. 
 
    "How are you doing?" Dorothy asked Alan. 
 
    "I feel like a marathon runner - if I stop I'll die. I really don't know how to rest." 
 
    "Is this attack so imminent that you can't rest a few days?" 
 
    "I suppose I could…yes…I need to rest some. Do you have a bike I could learn to fly?" he asked. 
 
    "We have some nice ones. I'll have someone bring one by for you in the morning," she said. "Come over and have a nice dinner. You can contact your crew at any time and they will be fine. Now," she said. "You look like you're going to collapse any second." 
 
    "Thanks," he said. "I guess I have been burning the candle at both ends lately."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan went home with Dorothy and they had a large meal of roasted vegetables, cheeses, and tasty fruits. Some dark grained bread dipped in honey added an additional, delicious touch.  
 
    Alan was extremely sleepy after the meal. "Hope you don't mind. I have a serious case of carb coma. I need to rest my eyes a bit. He woke up naked in a huge bed with sunlight streaming through the window. His suit was beside the bed. He stretched and walked to the large shower. The warm water cleansed and invigorated him. He went back in and had his suit flow back over him. He felt enormously better. 
 
    He walked out and toward the patio where Dorothy sat having a light meal. 
 
    Dorothy smiled up at him and he sat down. She raised her eyebrows in inquiry. 
 
    "Yes. I feel infinitely better," he said. "Did you drug me?" 
 
    "…only with good food," she answered. 
 
    "How did I get back to the bed?" 
 
    "I carried you," she said and as Alan looked incredulous. "You're not that heavy. Remember I have nanites with strength enhancements - to answer you next question - I retracted your suit. No silly. You embarrass me. I wouldn't do such a thing," said coyly with feigned embarrassment. "You're not the first man I seen in the last 100 years and it's how I sleep." 
 
    Alan blushed and Dorothy laughed. 
 
    "I haven't embarrassed a young man in years. It feels good," Dorothy said and some sumptuous breakfast foods appeared on the table. "I distracted you so my robotic devices could surreptitiously serve you." 
 
    Alan realized that Dorothy was still a lovely woman and quite alluring but the age differential was daunting. 
 
    "Ah," Dorothy said. "You considered it but the age got you. You don't know what you're missing." 
 
    "I'll never find out but I am tempted. You can almost read my mind." 
 
    Dorothy smiled. "When you get to be my age you know a lot just from accumulating your mistakes. I used to work on bike engines. I am accustomed to smashing my knuckles against the side of an engine. After 1,000 scrapes and knocks, you get good with engines. …Same with people- here's your cycle," she said as a sleek bike landed on the patio in front of them. 
 
    "Somebody's supposed to show me how to ride this thing," Alan said. 
 
    "You have to walk through the features and operating scheme before we ride it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It turned out that Dorothy was the one that was going to show him how to ride. Who knew? Dorothy had patted him on the shoulder while he sipped the last dregs of his tea and motioned him over to the bike. She explained lift theory, power supply, lift controls, braking, acceleration, and safety features. Right when he thought she'd was finished - she launched into maintenance, and center of balance. Then she went into the MANY ways a rider could kill himself or passengers or bystanders. She finally wound down. 
 
    "Now we ride?" he asked. 
 
    "No. Now you tell me what I told you," she demanded. 
 
    Alan was thankful that traders were trained to listen and memorize long spiels from clients. He started explaining all the functions and safety features of the bike. 
 
    "You ready?" she asked. 
 
    "Do I solo?" he asked. 
 
    "Not quite yet," she said. "I'm going with you at first 'til you get the hang of it." 
 
    He clamored on to the bike and Dorothy sat behind him. They adjusted the seat adhesion feature 'til they felt solid and she put her arms around him and spoke into his ear.                "Go for it but take it easy at first." 
 
    The bike practically leapt off the ground and it was exhilarating. He took the bike through gentle turns and Dorothy would telepathically tell him what to do. The Reflection Settlement became a little dot and he adjusted the bike's field a bit warmer. The planet of Refuge had more habitats on it than he had thought. Dorothy pointed out different communities of Tros, Phafalotoi, Hllumpf, and even some Irixian tree houses.  
 
    Open it up to the west, she thought to him. It's all clear. 
 
    He realized he had barely touched the throttle on the thing and cranked it wide open. The bike accelerated mightily. My god. How fast does this thing go? 
 
    Top speed is Mach 14 but it doesn't have environmental features so you need to keep it under 1,500 meters without a protective suit. Your suit would protect you from radiation, cold, and oxygen starvation for a while. You could ride it to orbit but it doesn't have navigation controls that work well over a planetary surface. 
 
    He was excited - in every way and he felt Dorothy's arms around him. She felt good and incredibly strong. Have you ever ridden one into space? He thought to her. 
 
    My dear boy - I've done everything there is to do on a cycle. Everything, she thought and slid her hands down his chest and held him around his waist. 
 
    Do we produce a sonic boom like I've seen in old documentaries? He thought to her questioningly. 
 
    No. These cycles use a field that slides around the atmosphere. We wouldn't be allowed to fly that close to population centers if it did. The minimum age for a license is twenty-six years on most planets after youngsters crashed into buildings and many were killed. Commercial bikes have a governor installed on them that limits them to around three hundred miles an hour. That's the first thing I take off. I like going fast, she thought to him and grinned. 
 
    Where are we now? I'm totally lost. Do you want to land for a bit? He thought questioningly. 
 
    Head toward that area over there, she thought to him. See that beach area with the white sand and the little settlement next to it - Land over there near the walkway in the center. They know me here.[image: ] 
 
      
 
    Alan felt a little wobbly getting off of the cycle and Dorothy grabbed his arm to steady him. She was regal in her walk and flowed over the sand. They walked a short distance to a 'lobby' of sorts and were greeted by a tall Phafalotoi.  
 
    "Greetings Dorothy. It's been a long time. You got here at the perfect time - sunset in this part of Refuge. Please take your regular lodge," he said.  
 
    "Thank you Hanlip. We'll only be staying the one night. I have to get this dear boy back tomorrow," she said. "Pity." She starting striding along and Alan had to hurry to catch up.  
 
    He felt a bit ensnared but he was appreciating how the snare walked at the moment. 
 
    They walked into a cabin and the evening sun was just setting. There was a bottle of champagne chilling and a tray of tropical fruit on the table. 
 
    "How could they get this here so fast? We were just random in our flight path. Can you eat or drink any of this as a Progeny?" he asked. 
 
    "Everything works," she said stepping out to the patio. 
 
    "How do even remember the lodge number to this place?" he asked. 
 
    "That's the easiest part," she said. "Sixty-nine." 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
                      Refuge copy of the resort from Bora Bora on old Earth 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Reflection was still fun and Alan felt refreshed like he hadn't been in a long time. Dorothy was human in all her reactions - even to her ablutions. She had certainly looked - 'fit' - coming out of the shower. That had required another hour - requiring another shower. Alan had been smiling so much - his cheeks hurt. It took two hours to fly back to Reflection, as it was almost half a world away. 
 
    He landed at Dorothy's home. She gave him a peck on the cheek.  
 
    "That was really fun. I haven't done that in a long time - too long. Thanks for reminding me about humanity," she said. 
 
    He started to get off. 
 
    "No - No. The cycle is yours. Just showing us how to restart the cold fusion devices more than repays what you mean to us - to me - to this," she said indicating the planet in a wave around her with her hand. I wanted you to appreciate what you are protecting though I'll admit I'm greedy and enjoyed it also, she projected that thought to him.  
 
    Alan smiled and took off back to the Malamute.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The preparations for the attack were in earnest at the Reflection settlement but Alan saw no such work being done elsewhere on the planet. 
 
    Alan went to the diverse communities around the planet and faced the same intransience at each. It was a 'we don't see an immediate need' to do anything. Alan knew if they didn't start building defenses soon - this world would perish. 
 
    Alan turned to his crew. He brought them all into the galley. "I have had no luck convincing these people to build defenses. I've considered taking small asteroids and dropping them in the areas adjacent to the populated areas. We probably could scan first to make sure we weren't killing anyone but it would serve as a wakeup call to these people. The Tros won't even talk with us." 
 
    Mal coughed to get everyone's attention, which might have been amusing if the mood hadn't been so somber. "You would just make us pariahs among these people. They don't know what we've seen or the Progeny disdain for organic life. They don't have the context." 
 
    Dimm had been taking it all in as usual but he spoke. "Why are you going around trying to defend these people? Is it your job?" 
 
    "No - but these people need protection." 
 
    "I ask again. Why do you think so? Why do they need protection?" Dimm asked. 
 
    Alan thought Dimm was being dimwitted and couldn't see the obvious. "They aren't doing anything to protect themselves," Alan said with exasperation in his voice. 
 
    There was a pause before Dimm spoke again. "Why do you think this destruction - this attack will occur?" 
 
    "We saw the results. We saw…I'm sorry Dimm. I'm a little slow. We SAW the results and the community leaders on this planet did not. We need to take them and show them. Is that what you're saying?" 
 
    Dimm dipped her head. "Yes. That is what I meant." 
 
    "Well. Let's go back to those communities and see if they'll go for a ride with us."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They cleaned up the Malamute with cleaning bots and even pitched in the cleanup themselves. They got a large supply of food from Reflection Settlement - favorites for the different species. Emily came aboard because she was determined to broaden her experience level and Alan had no argument this time.  
 
    Emily did have an intimate knowledge of the communities on Refuge and took them to a mountain enclave of humans. 
 
    Mal landed the ship close to the leaders beautiful home overlooking a valley.  
 
    A tall male human and his mate came over to meet them. "You landed on some of my plants. I don't appreciate it." 
 
    "My name is Alan Einfeld and I…" 
 
    "You're the one going around warning us the sky is falling. I don't believe it. We have proven that what is to be - will be," the man stated. 
 
    "We want you to come with us and see the results of the attack. You are influential enough that you could help convince people to help. Just come with us and see. We'll bring you right back," Alan pleaded. 
 
    The man and his spouse turned and started walking away. He said over his shoulder - "I don't appreciate you smashing my plants." 
 
    "This is ridiculous," Emily said. "We're talking to the problem about the problem." Emily jerked the stunner out of Alan's holster faster than Alan could react and shot the retreating couple. She handed the weapon back to him, picked up the unconscious woman, and slung her over her shoulder in a fireman's carry. "Don't just stand there. Grab the guy. I'm not going to do all the work." 
 
    "Why'd you shoot him?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Look Alan. I like you. My mom really likes you but you're too nice. People - beings," she said looking over at Dimm. "Beings don't really want change when it's going 'good'. We've had it 'good' a long time. You are never going to talk beings onto your ship. They've had it too good for too long. Talking takes too much time. We need to land and zap people and herd them onto this ship and then show them. It will take too long otherwise. I'll help you. I know who are community leaders all over this planet. Dorothy is a good teacher," Emily said and started carrying the female back to the ship.  
 
    Alan picked up the male and started carrying him back to the Malamute. Alan did note that he had crushed the man's nice little garden and a few fruit trees. He decided that a lot more gardens were going to get smashed before this was over.  
 
      
 
        *** 
 
      
 
    Their next landing site was at a Tros community. They had decided to do it differently this time and landed in stealth mode. Mal tried to land without crushing any gardens. Emily directed them to the leader's domicile. They moved quietly using their suits to remain invisible. Emily pointed out the leader and Alan stunned him and hefted him over his shoulder.  
 
    Damn. This fellow is heavy, Alan thought to his team and they all laughed telepathically. His suit generally managed to spread its field and make the large Tros invisible also. Alan didn't want the community to see him 'floating' along unconscious. It took twenty more minutes just to get back to the ship. 
 
    "How many more leaders do we need to capture to get most of the major ones?" Alan asked Emily. 
 
    "A lot more. If we get the top fifty we will pretty well cover the planet…so we need 48 more or so," Emily explained. 
 
    "This is way too slow then. Load them all into the cargo hold. Quixana. You and Swift will have to watch them. Mal - could you program some bots to watch them? Quixana and Swift - keep them fed and away from escaping. You'll need to keep them under control with the help of the bots. Mal. I'll need you to take half of the list and plot out the best routes. I'll take the Folly and get half. Calculate the best routes and where I can meet up and dump my load on you," Alan ordered. "Could we get a ship from the Reflection settlement?" 
 
    Emily let out a sigh. "No. This is against the non-interference charter for Refuge. They'd probably throw us in jail." 
 
    "In that case - I'm going down to the shuttle. Dimm. Need your help," Alan said and turned to Emily. "Emily. I need you to list all the people and their location. Send that to me and control these folks. Good luck," he said and marched down to the shuttle bay.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Many of the 'captures went without a hitch. We grabbed a few of the wrong targets - the partner instead of the leader. Several of the leaders, late in the campaign, had worn shields because word had leaked that community leaders were disappearing. One of the captives was Progeny - not organic and we had to slap slave collars on him and warn him not to try to escape or his head would be separated from his bodies - fatal even for Progeny. The gaggle of captives was getting restless in the cargo bay and the sanitary system had a hard time keep up with the volume of waste - out of both ends. We took a rolling break, using time acceleration where we took five hours of enforced sleep using sleep inducers. An hour later, we had all had sleep and were ready to confront them. 
 
    Alan stood up on a large crate so they could all see him. They all started clamoring for attention.  
 
    "You have no right!" 
 
    "You cowards will pay!" 
 
    "I'm going to kill you when I get my hands on you!" 
 
    "Lower those guns and we'll settle this…" 
 
    …and others that were more profane and threatening in many languages. 
 
    Alan put his hands over his ears and warned all his crew to 'turtle' up. He had Mal blast sound that would affect every species in the room. The blast of sound hurt and almost knocked some over. A few in the crowd started weeping. 
 
    "Enough of this," he said when they could hear again. "You would not listen to reason. Now you will SEE what is going to happen to your planet. We are going to move forward in time about eight months. Pay attention. I do not want to waste the time to throw you out the airlock and grab someone else. I have no qualms about killing all of you and starting fresh. Few would know what happened to you. We have blocked your telepathic communication off this ship." 
 
    "What you did is criminal!" yelled the human he had captured first. 
 
    Alan ignored the comments and continued. "We are now going to each of your homes. We will show you what your home looks like now and then what it will look like AFTER an attack - after all the preparation we can do. We will return you to your homes after we're finished." 
 
    "You need to return us to our homes now!" shouted the human he had captured first. 
 
    Alan drew his stunner and shot the man. He then turned to his mate and said, "Tell him what he missed. I am not playing. This is not a negotiation. You missed your chance. This is the last chance for your planet. A large enough kinetic strike will kill every organic plant and being on this planet. We ALL have to prepare to save us all and…we're running out of time." 
 
    Mal projected an image of the Reflection Settlement. "This is Reflection now," Mal said and the image faded and was replaced with the image from the future. "This is Reflection eight months from now and there were craters and damage to buildings." 
 
    "That doesn't look so bad," said the spouse of the human Alan had stunned. 
 
    "This is the most protected area of the planet. Let's look at the Tros community. It's closest," Mal said. The view changed to the Tros settlement. "This is your settlement now." The view wavered as they jumped to eight months from now. "This is after the attack," she said and their orchards were a still smoking crater and most of the homes were destroyed - including the leader's home. 
 
    The cinnamon smell of anger permeated the room. "Why do you show us this fiction?" 
 
    The view changed to ground level as Alan directed Mal to land the ship. "Get out!" Alan shouted. "Enjoy this 'fiction' you worthless piece of dung. We can see you'll do nothing. Go on out," Alan said opening the port door and the smell of the rotting flesh and wood wafted into the bay. "Any of you that want out now - you're free to go. Enjoy your freedom in this fiction." No one moved to take up his offer. 
 
    "You can't make me," said the Tros. 
 
    "Very well. To save time I'm going to just go to the same time period after the attack. Point out anything that seems damaged." He thought giving them a chance to participate would distract them to the fact that they were taking them only to times when there was daylight. "Now the Hllumpf settlement near the Great Plain." 
 
    The area had minimal damage but there were several crashed drones and an ES destroyer. There were Hllumpf on patrol with railguns and sabers. 
 
    "Why do they have railguns and sabers?" A large Hllumpf asked. 
 
    "We've run into these Progeny before. Their ships were cut in half with no power or air - drifting in vacuum. We still had to fight them. You have to cut off the head or damage it so severely it can't function. Some must have gotten off that ship. Warn your people and stock those weapons," Dimm explained. 
 
    Most of the beings were paying rapt attention now and encouraging them to go to their home next. The human Alan had stunned was rousing.  
 
    "Here's the human settlement in the mountains coming up," he said and the spouse was rapidly getting her woozy spouse up to speed. 
 
    The chalets and homes were untouched but there were many large drones crashed all over the landscape. Several wrecks were all around the base of the mountains. The debris was so smashed that they couldn't tell if it was ES Rebels or defenders. There were two meteor craters at the base of the mountain. They had obviously been deflected. The captives started clapping and cheering. 
 
    "You showed them!" someone in the crowd shouted.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tour of attacked towns went on for hours. Quixana and Swift brought in Hllumpf pastries and Quell for everyone. They had grape juice and wine for all the species - even some live lizards for the lone resident VicVic. She and Dimm got into animated conversations, as did Swift and the Hermolic delegation. The Irixians liked the fruit and wine. The captives started becoming more relaxed and the conversations were talking about the specific defenses they could erect if they had time. 
 
    They reached their last location and everyone was exhausted.  
 
    "Why can't we go back to earlier than current time to build our defenses?" asked an Irixian. 
 
    Alan was prepared for the question. "We won't because we didn't. You would face the same resistance I did even if it was you telling yourself. You can't do it alone. We have to work together." 
 
    "How are you going to help us?" asked one of the Phafalotoi. 
 
    "The Reflection Settlement is going to supply more lamlee. I have plans for all the weapons. I have training cylinders prepared for you at Reflection so you may manufacture everything but lamlee and time travel. We can't let that information fall into their hands. We have recordings of the battles we have fought to save other planets. We also recorded where the rebel Progeny have wiped out all the organic life on several planets that did not meet their demands or they had rebelled against their oppressors." 
 
    Qui removed the slave collars from the Refuge Progeny. That one was turned loose a few minutes after they had been captured. Alan didn't want much time to pass.  
 
    The Folly returned to the Malamute and the ship returned to the Reflection Settlement. 
 
    Dorothy came up to Alan and gave him a hug. "Heard what you did. Sounds extreme but I can't see an alternative. We may have a problem with what you did." 
 
    "I see a lot of problems. I just hope they get off their rears and start preparing a defense for this planet. I know a lot of them resent how I handled them. I'd resent it myself but I consider myself reasonable," Alan said. 
 
    Dorothy responded. "It's not what you think. We aren't going to have any trouble from the people you showed. That's not it." 
 
    "What's the problem?" he asked. 
 
    "It may not be a problem but one of the Refuge Progeny disappeared after you gave all those people a tour," Dorothy continued when Alan look puzzled. "You had a Progeny on your tour didn't you? Well - one of the Progeny isn't around any more and we've detected a courier ship leaving the planet. It's traveling at 400 Lights so it has some form of upgrade without Ylee jump capability," Dorothy explained. "We surmised he's may have a copy of weapons upgrades and he knows we are building defenses but won't know the details. He wasn't the one on the tour and he's been with us from before day one. They will also know we have the formula for synthetic lamlee and time travel. They might not destroy us just so they could capture you (or me) and get those techniques." 
 
    "Where did that Progeny come from? How long has he been here?" Alan asked. 
 
    "He's been here about a year. He came here saying he'd been looking for this place for decades. Everyone thought he was making a joke. He told others that he had heard about a place called Refuge and he only found the place after he 'ran' into some people from here looking to trade with Earth," Dorothy said looking concerned. "That was shortly after our last group of explorers were trying to travel to Earth." 
 
    Alan sighed deeply. "We better start on our preparation. Lots like the bad guys will know you're here and a lot of the details of our defenses. I told the rest of the planet that your people here would supply them with lamlee." 
 
    "Emily said you didn't say a word about the ES promise from Slessques to send a force to support us," Dorothy said. 
 
    "I didn't want everyone to assume we are going to be saved. They will work harder facing their own demise," Alan said. "I certainly am." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    These last few months have been crazy, Quixana thought. There I was cooking for some thieves and now I'm wearing a space suit, on a space ship traveling all around the galaxy fighting bad-ass killers…for I am the Bad-Ass Bambino, she thought…but I'm still cooking. I am learning a lot. I speak ten languages besides Trappist now and I know a LOT about trade. I can turn invisible. I can fly. I can shoot. I can fight the biggest guys - if I'm in my suit. This is so cool. 
 
    Qui was in a contemplative mood too but in 'what if' mode. She was scared this fleet of Progeny would sweep in and kill them all. She knew the future said they didn't but she knew - now - that realities changed swifter than politicians' promises. Millions of dimensions and trillions of stars in each galaxy had expanded her view of the universe past comprehension. She feared not knowing enough but knew the Malamute was the place to be. 
 
    Dimm was enjoying a dinner of tasty lizards and snakes. This ship had provided a much more hospitable home than she had expected. The customizable color, warmth, humidity, and breezes in her cabin had been generally pleasant. Dimm knew no other ship on her planet could travel in time or so fast or so far. This had been a fortuitous journey and according to the financial institution on Refuge - very profitable for the crew of the Malamute. They would even own partial shares in the ship after a few more years. 
 
    Alan quizzed Mal again about a planetary cordon linked together telepathically. The ship design and building was going on in earnest though Refuge would be unlikely to produce more than two cruisers. Alan and Mal had gone through the shipyards capable on this planet or nearby and it looked like they would only have two cruisers and five destroyers finished before the battle. Alan had gotten as close to the battle time as he could and they had a firm date but there was no evidence of ES Support ships. Mal did help set up slicer production when they found a mothballed facility that had set up the original communication buoys. 
 
    Slicers were a discovery late in the Dimension War. The Allung slavers had a weapon of last resort. The Allung would line up on an adversary and 'jump' through them blasting a dimensional hole right through ships. It could jump and re-jump through ship after ship. It attacked ships without proper IFF codes. The Horde shield could stop them but ships generally couldn't see when enveloped in a dimensional shield. The ERF developed a method of projecting a 'saber' field out through the dimensional shield as a weapon and used it at Procyon to decimate the Horde. The reflection Settlement slicer facility was providing for the whole planet and a hundred slicers had been placed in orbit. Large molecular disruptors on mobile platforms were deployed to disintegrate portions of asteroids. The disintegrating asteroid would outgas hydrogen gas and could be used to redirect them. The mobile disruptors would have escort destroyers.  
 
    There were friend - foe mines laid across the expected emergence points. Alan had traveled to the Prime dimension and contacted Admiral Slessques of the Exploration Service. He had given her the new codes for slicers and mines. He had also given her the ability to reprogram them in case they need to do so. Everything was ready except the waiting. The waiting was the horrible part of any important event. How many would die? We knew we'd win or, at least, survive. Would they be able to turn the time of this scourge? Was it just a new species emerging to take over from the organics? 
 
    Alan agonized over the puzzle of the progeny. His master had taught him the five aggregates of Buddhism: matter, sensation, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. Thomas had had all of those - definitely, but there was more to a sentient species. Another qualification was if a creature could suffer and perceive pain whether it was physical or psychological - he wasn't sure of that Progeny could feel pain though Thomas had been disturbed by events. Maybe that could be considered psychological pain. They could perceive and conceive concepts but they could not replicate. That is what the Progeny were attempting to do at the expense of the organics. They were an invasive species that was trying to force out the natural organisms in their domain. It's just that the organics were the species on every planet where there was life, as we knew it. 
 
    His knowledge of invasive species showed that countering them oftentimes was more costly than doing nothing. Adding a predator species to remove them sometimes created two invasive species and didn't get rid of the first one. He didn't want the treatment to be worse than the cold. He telepathically contacted Emily. Would you meet with me? I need to talk. 
 
    Okay to meet at your ship? she responded.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emily looked a bit frazzled but Alan couldn't figure out why. He realized it must have been how she was acting. 
 
    "What's so important we couldn't talk later? Is the attack coming earlier or something?" Emily snapped. 
 
    "Not that I know," he said. "Did you like Thomas Simpkins?" 
 
    "Is he dead? Is that why you called me here to spring that on me? That's cruel." 
 
    "No. He's not dead but he won't remember you. He's been reset - sort of…" Alan said. 
 
    "Reset?" she said waiting for him to explain. 
 
    "He was killed at Tau Ceti one hundred years ago but he was regrown. His regrown version doesn't remember us. Robert was also the rebel leader of the ERF Progeny as a lieutenant and was creating copies of himself. That one was killed too but there may be other copies. I don't know which Thomas Simpkins you will see but I wanted you to be cautious. I was thinking you might have known the method Admiral Nat used to create the first Cassandra. That method could be used to create organic bodies and they transferred an artificial intelligence into an organically grown human body when they created her." 
 
    Emily was silent for quite a long time. "I'll talk to our Cassie about it. You're looking for a way the Progeny could make offspring that would be organic. Using lamlee is quicker…yeah - I get it. I think they'd go back to making Progeny with lamlee again because the little I know about that other process - it's super tricky and expensive. The fact they were successful is a miracle. I think we'd be setting ourselves up for failure but it's just my opinion but I get it. We probably won't eradicate them in a single battle even if we win and the fact there are any Progeny means you humans created a competitive species - nice move." 
 
    "I didn't do it but we might have lost the Dimension War without the Progeny support," Alan said. 
 
    Emily grinned wide and pointed at him. "Mom says you really like some Progeny. She said she likes you young humans - a lot." 
 
    Alan felt his face heat up with embarrassment. He certainly liked Dorothy. She was something. He'd never met a human or Progeny like her. He coughed. "I like your mom a lot." 
 
    She mouth clicked affirmative when she saw Qui walk into the conference room with them. 
 
    "What are you two plotting in here? What did I miss?" Qui said and Quixana came in right behind her. 
 
    "When's the big battle?" Quixana said. "I want to go back to Trappist. I miss home." 
 
    "I don't think it'll happen for a couple more months. We'll head back there if we can after the battle here," Alan said.  
 
    "If we don't all get killed," Qui stated and Quixana started to get teary eyed. "I'm sorry I said that," she said holding the little girl. "You've been super brave. We'll be all right won't we?" she said to Alan looking for reassurance. 
 
    "Sure," he mouth clicked an affirmative. 
 
    I'll check with Cassie on the organic body production and see what she says, Emily thought to Alan. "I've got to go. See you two later," she said to the two girls.  
 
    "We'll be fine," Alan said hoping it would be true. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The defense preparation proceeded at a dizzying pace. The 'demonstration' had stoked the fires of every community especially after they all found out that a Progeny 'agent' had targeted them for 'decades'. It confirmed Alan's story to them and prodded them to get 'in gear'. The outer limits of the system, equivalent to Sol's Kuiper Belt, was seeded with sensors that contained quantum communication devices to alert Refuge in real time if ships arrived in normal FTL fashion. The concern was that some or all of the ships could have been converted with Ylee drives that would allow ships to appear just out of orbital range. 
 
    Anti-ship slicers had been manufactured as fast as possible but each one had to contain a faster-than-light drive that they were more complex and thus - temperamental. 
 
    Refuge was relying on many remotely operated ships due to personnel shortages. The drone ships could travel at 1,500 Lights but needed quantum controls because there were bandwidth issues with any of the faster-than-light equipment. Latency between sending a command and action from the ships was not because the message wasn't fast enough. Complex course changes were difficult to send fast because a complex message took more bandwidth and it just wasn't there yet in quantum communication. Alan explained to Quixana in a way that helped her understand. 
 
    "Ships can travel faster than light but it is hard for the control input to change fast enough. Remember the game you were playing that wasn't working right? It was a shoot-'em-up game but the gun was slow to aim and fire. The 'bad guys' started moving and it took the gun a while to fire after you pulled the trigger. It's like flying a cycle and you can't see what obstacles are in front of you until two seconds later."  
 
    "I get it. I get it. Quit treating me like a baby," Quixana said and stomped off. 
 
    Everyone was feeling the stress as the battle drew nearer.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard Cruiser Malamute: Geostationary over Reflection 
 
      
 
    The first hostile ships into the system popped up just inside the geostationary orbit above Refuge. The Malamute was in geostationary orbit over the Reflection Settlement. 
 
    "Captain Einfeld," Mal said. "We have three ERF Cruisers with Ylee modifications that have appeared above Refuge. The slicers are…no. Multiple missile launches…45 detected. The ships dumped multiple missiles and jumped away. The slicers are active now though and they won't get that latency in our reaction next time." 
 
    Qui shouted. "The counter-batteries got most of them - no - oh no. One missile was damaged but it hit the surface and it’s a nuke! Another got through to the surface nearby." 
 
    "Calm down. Dorothy reported that it was off-target and a clean tactical nuke if that's any consolation," Alan said. "This is just the opening where they soften us up for the main show." Alan paused. "That second one was the one that destroyed the Tros community. At least they'd been warned and evacuated from where we saw the future impact crater." 
 
    "Three more ships just jumped in," Mal said. "The slicers activated in time…they're cutting them up…they're gone." 
 
    "Wow!" Qui said. "They must have had something big - that was some explosion. It took out all of the slicers too." 
 
    "I've detected six ships around the planet," Mal said. "Local ground-to-air batteries got one near the Hllumpf sector. It's disgorging troops from the wreck." 
 
    "I'm glad we armed those Hllumpf with the weapons they needed. They'll take care of those troops. Foresight is very useful in this so far," Alan said. 
 
    "The Irixians downed and destroyed the ERF ship in their sector. I don't have any information about the other four ships. One landed a few kilometers from the Reflection settlement," Mal said and looked at Alan. "I notified Dorothy." 
 
    "Have her send half of the ground troops toward that one," he ordered. 
 
    "That leaves us thin there," Mal said. 
 
    "We can't let them have a free access to Reflection," Alan said. "I think this is just the calm before the storm and the real attack will be daunting." 
 
    "Dorothy is putting up more drones," Mal said. "I think nuclear missiles ARE daunting." 
 
    "You know what I mean," Alan said. 
 
    "Speak of the devil," Mal said. "We just had indications of either some very large ships or three huge masses of ships. Most of them appear to be moving at 1,500 Lights. They must have had some type of stealth system to get this close before we detected them." 
 
    "You sure it's 1,500 and not 400 Lights?" Alan said. 
 
    "Afraid so. That'll mean they're more advanced design with better screens," Mal said. 
 
    "I just hope those slicers and defenses slow them up," Alan said. 
 
    "Thank you Father for what we are about to receive," Mal said. 
 
    "What does that mean?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I have no idea but one of my original crew used to say that before battle and they all laughed. I was just trying to relieve the tension," Mal said. 
 
    "How many ships do we have out here besides us?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We were able to get thirty-one ships that are frigates are larger. We have fourteen cruisers with Ylee drives. We're the only one with time displacement. All our ships have the Delta field and we can stop anything physical but we're the only one that can see and use the Delta field at the same time." 
 
    "We are using decentralized control though - not one ship controlling all this mess - right?" he asked. 
 
    "Right. We are using the ship A.I.s communicating by quantum links. We lose that if they turtle up in a Delta field. Our plan is when they are about to get overwhelmed - they turtle up and micro-jump to fight again. We can react in microseconds with the A.I.s assisting," Mal said. "I have a count coming in on the three groups. One planetoid class in each group and one hundred-seventy others or so in each group." 
 
    Dimm started making noises that her translator didn't try to explain.  
 
    "Okay," Alan said. "We'll fight inside the Delta field then. How good is the vision after you've compensated for the latency?" 
 
     "We can travel about at a quarter-Light and still see fairly well with our saber fields cutting through ships to the side," Mal explained. "We can't hit ships head-on and we'll get shaken up just cutting through them on the side if our practice flights are accurate. Nothing they have should be able to touch us if we're inside the Delta field unless they have saber weapons 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard Refuge Cruiser Doubtful 
 
      
 
    The Doubtful and the Dubious were two of Refuge's cruisers patrolling with the Malamute. Captain Hernandez looked at the incoming hostiles and turned to his executive officer, "I want a refund on the ticket to this event. I would piss down my leg if I weren't paralyzed with fear. How can you be so calm?" 
 
    "Sir. I'm not as smart as you are. I don't see the broad picture where I imagine all the crap that's going to happen to us. Also, I take some good anti-anxiety drugs," said the exec. 
 
    Captain Hernandez chuckled and turned to the 3D display. "What does my ship's brain say?" 
 
    "We should piggyback ten slicers - jump into their formations, dump the slicers, and turtle up. We should be able to travel inside the Delta field with our saber weapons projecting out and move blind through them. We'll be okay unless we hit one head-on." 
 
    "Sounds like the plan. Let the other ships know what we're going to do," ordered Captain Hernandez.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 ERF Planetoid Simpkins 1 
 
      
 
    "General," said the captain. "They've arrayed themselves pretty much like our scout said they would. We have a ship that has deployed troops toward the Reflection Settlement. They will move when we've distracted them with our attack and destroyed resistance." 
 
    "What did our first ships encounter?" asked former first lieutenant Thomas Simpkins. 
 
    "They have those 'slicer' things. Our Philons and lasers are about as powerful as their weapons. Our missiles overloaded their fixed defenses and two hit the planet. All the initial ships were destroyed though two of the special stealth ships were able to deploy troops. One of the two assigned to Reflection are on schedule. We should have enough to overwhelm all their defenses." 
 
    "Just remember that we need to capture - not kill those at Reflection. We have to find out that methodology for synthetic lamlee and the time modifications. We'll never be successful if we can't duplicate faster. We're running skeleton crews as it is…" Simpkins was silent.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Refuge Cruiser Doubtful 
 
      
 
    "They're close enough for us to try this. Are the other ships ready? Good - then initiate when the Dubious is ready. Make sure they're well away from us in the thick of their formation. Okay troops," the Captain said ship-wide. "We go on three. One - two - three."  
 
    The Doubtful appeared right in the midst of the ERF formation, released slicers, and jumped to the rear of the formation. Several paired lasers hit them, even as they jumped. 
 
    "Captain," said the ship A.I. "Our shields are down to 40 percent. We don't want to do that again. They were inhumanly fast." 
 
    "Exactly - they are inhuman. How are the slicers doing? Are any ships moving toward us?" he asked the A.I. 
 
    "No ships are moving against us - which is strange. The slicers have disabled or destroyed twenty-five of their ships. Sir. They learn fast. They are anticipating the slicers' paths so they aim their lasers and Philon beams toward anticipated slicer trajectories. They are starting to destroy the slicers. They lost thirty ships but they are learning. They've reached the outlying defense perimeter and the fixed positions are holding fire 'til they get a bit closer. The slicers are doing better on the second and third enemy formations." 
 
    "What are they doing? This is too easy," Captain Hernandez said.  
 
    "That planetoid just destroyed three of our cruisers with swarms of missiles. It looks like they use some stealth feature and our normal shields can't stop them. We've lost the Dubious, Damned, and the Delirious," the A.I. said. 
 
    "Let's turn on the Delta field and extend the saber fields. We can jump through them." 
 
    "Captain. I am cut off from other A.I.s when we are in Delta. We can't see to navigate though our saber field will cut through anything on our sides." 
 
    "Plot a course just to the side of the planetoid. We need to disable that thing." 
 
    "Aye. Aye. Captain. Delta field engaged and the saber fields are deployed on all quadrants. We are moving on the plotted course. We should come out just past the planetoid." 
 
    The Doubtful shuddered every few seconds as they cut through ship after ship on their side. The Planetoid chose that moment to change vectors. The Malamute struck the Planetoid in a shearing blow. The Delta field of the Doubtful lasted long enough for the saber beam to cut through the fail-safes of the Planetoid's power plants. The explosion took out six ERF ships plus the Planetoid. The crew of the Doubtful never felt any of the detonation of the planetoid - nor anything else.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "We've lost half our cruisers already," Mal said. "Do we try your flying-through-the formation with our Delta field deployed and try cutting them up with the saber?" 
 
    "Do it. Delta and saber deployed. Ahead at a quarter Light," Alan said while looking at the blurry image displaying. The latency was poor but they could see dim shapes ahead. The ship shuddered every now and then as they cut through ERF ships they passed. 
 
    "Captain," said the A.I. "They are moving disabled ships directly in our path since they can move much faster than we can." 
 
    "Hold your position then. They can't hurt us. Can we jump out with our Ylee drive?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Yes but the ERF ships are holding position around us. We can jump a light year away and come back at 1,500 Lights but that will take us hours. We can jump further and manage our way back," Mal said. 
 
    "Can we disable our back Ylee ring and jump forward like a slicer? They micro-jump by knocking mass out of what is directly in front of them. Could we do that?" 
 
    "Yes Captain," Mal said. "I am targeting several cruisers in line to the front of us. Everyone brace. On three - one - two - three!" 
 
    The Malamute shuddered as it jumped forward. 
 
    Mal spoke after accessing the effectiveness of the technique. "We destroyed two cruisers and they are shooting us with everything they have. I am aligning again with two more. Everyone brace. On three - one - two - three!" 
 
    "That works really well," Alan said. "Try to get in a position where we can tell all the other ships." 
 
    "You realize that we have to drop our Delta shield to talk to any of our other ships," Mal said. 
 
    "Get where we can contact Reflection and have them transmit that continuously. That way any ship dropping their Delta shield can get the information. All our ships can use this technique though they'd have to micro-jump blind," Alan said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the ERF Planetoid Simpkins 1 
 
      
 
    "General. There is a cruiser tearing up our formation over Reflection. We lost Planetoid II in the initial engagement. One of their cruisers rammed the Planetoid and exploded. " 
 
    "Move all remaining ships to the Reflection base. I want that base captured," General Simpkins ordered. 
 
    "Sir. We've almost reduced their defenses with our two other attack wings…" the captain said. 
 
    Simpkins pulled out his molecular disruptor and disintegrated the Captain down to the decking. He pointed to the next officer in the chain on command, "Don't make me waste any more lamlee. We will soon have an unlimited supply. You are now Captain. Did you hear my order?" 
 
    "Yes sir!" shouted the new Captain. "Move all remaining ships to the Reflection Settlement. Aye sir." 
 
    "Have the ground troops move when we engage over Reflection." 
 
    "Aye sir. Order the ground troops to move when we engage over Reflection. Aye sir."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "We'll be free after this jump Captain. Everyone brace. On three - one - two - three!" the Malamute shuddered. "Delta shield is down. Free to talk Captain. I am contacting the other ships," Mal said. 
 
    Dorothy, Alan thought to her.  
 
    Alan. I thought you were dead, she thought back to him. The other attackers are winning except over Reflection but they just broke off and reports think they may be headed here. 
 
    Listen. I expect this is all so you can be attacked by ground troops. You'll have to use sabers in close or railguns through the head. Nothing else will stop them. 
 
    Will do…Good luck, she thought back to him. 
 
    "Oh shit," Mal said. "The other two prongs of their attack are coming here. Our other defenders will send half their forces here but here comes a few hundred more ERF. Everyone brace. On three - one - two - three!" The Malamute shuddered as it plowed through another three ERF ships. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 At the Reflection Settlement Defense Line 
 
      
 
    Ali was looking at the drone reports. "We've lost half of our drones," he said. 
 
    Emily looked at the display. "Display the lost drones," she told her slate. A mass of dots showed the location of the lost drones. "Display the lost drones sequentially," she told her slate. The display showed the furthest drone loss the most distant from the Settlement and showed a steady progression toward their defense boundary. Then the losses spread out just outside the range of their sensors. 
 
    Ali looked at the display. "Good work Emily." He transmitted the coordinates to all positions and plotted indirect fire with mortars. Mortars were a simple and effective attention getting tool Ali had used in the past. "Fire," he said to all positions and called in air strikes from the available armed bikes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 ERF Ground Troop Commander Assaulting the Reflection Settlement 
 
      
 
    "We're getting destroyed here - permission to move? They've detected us somehow and they're chewing us up with mortars and strafing us from the air. Permission to move!" he yelled into his comm." 
 
    "Move now. Stun any organics. We don't know whom we need to kidnap. Disable any Progeny. We're counting on you," said the voice over the comm. 
 
    The troop commander was thinking furiously. Simpkins had said we'd all be reactivated if we were killed but he was beginning to doubt there'd be enough left of most of his troops.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "They're whittling us down. I estimate there are over two hundred fifty of their ships left and only ten or eleven of ours. They must plan to eliminate all resistance and then take over the settlement," Mal said. "No other ideas? Okay. Everyone brace. On three - one - two - three!" The ship shuddered as it jumped through more of the seemingly endless fleet.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 At the Reflection Settlement Defense Line on the surface 
 
      
 
    The Progeny were fading in and out of the sensors. The railguns were firing almost continuously now. Some Progeny would get hit in the head and the railgun rounds literally took their heads off. Body hits would only blow off extremities. They still kept coming. The Progeny fired back ineffectively with stunners. All the defenders were wearing shields so only when two Progeny targeted one spot on the defender's shield with their pulse rifles could they disable anyone. The attackers killed a few defenders when they thought they were Progeny but turned out they were human or Tros. They wounded quite a few humans when the attackers coordinated fire and overloaded defense shields.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "We are making a difference," Alan said. "We must have killed twenty ERF ships now. Surely some of the others are doing the same." 
 
    Mal mouth clicked to get his attention - a habit she picked up from Qui and Quixana. "We are losing a ship for every ten we kill. We'll be alone fighting one hundred and fifty at this rate. They have whittled down the slicers 'til there are only a few effectives left and the fixed defense points are all silenced but two." 
 
    "Let's go for the planetoids. Surely this ship could punch holes in those things," Alan said. "If we're going to go down - I want to make their little fleet - a little fleet." 
 
    "Aye - aye. Everyone. Brace - Brace - Brace. On three - one - two - three!" The Malamute felt like it hit a brick wall and the noise was deafening. It had passed through an ERF destroyer that had jumped in front AND the planetoid it had targeted behind it. The planetoid was still fighting though there was huge off center hole of devastation through it. 
 
    "Do it again - with feeling this time. Put us right through the center of that damn thing," Alan said fiercely. 
 
    Mal nodded. "Brace - Brace - Brace. On three - one - two - three!" The Malamute shook but not as hard. The planetoid was falling apart with the halves falling toward the single moon of Refuge. Gravity would finish that one off. 
 
    "Find the other Planetoid. One of them has to be the operations center," Alan shouted.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the ERF Planetoid Simpkins 1 
 
      
 
    "I want the nearest ship - that one there," Simpkins pointed to the destroyer on the screen. "Have that one come immediately alongside. I will transfer command to that one." 
 
    "Aye General," said the new captain. "Sir…they say they are paralleling us now. Port access three is away from the battle and they say they have locked on." 
 
    "Flag to the…" ordered Simpkins. 
 
    "…the Spirit," responded the captain. 
 
    "Flag to the Spirit. Put some ships between us and that damn ship that is causing us havoc. Blast that thing. Put so much fire into it's path that we stop it," he said and rushed to Port access three and over to the Spirit.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "I found it," Mal said. "It was hiding behind a wall of their ships. It must be the command ship. "Brace - Brace - Brace. On three - one - two - three!" Mal yelled and the shuddering lasted much longer than before. The twisting, grinding, shearing sounds were so loud it hurt. "We went through four of their ships and that planetoid!" Mal shouted because everyone had their helmets deployed with acoustic dampening on max.  
 
    "What's the verdict?" Alan yelled. 
 
    "It's failing. I sense the power plants are failing and it's going to destruct," she said and displayed a real-time view of planetoid. It was just a bright dot but Mal zoomed the image just in time to see it destruct and take four or five more ERF ships with it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the ERF Spirit 
 
      
 
    "Land opposite our troop position - opposite from where they are assaulting the Reflection Settlement. Tell the ground commander we are reinforcing. We will abandon this vessel. Have all your hands arm themselves with stunners and rail guns. Stun any organics. We don't know whom we need to kidnap. Disable any Progeny with body shots with the rail guns." 
 
    "Aye sir. All troops with stunners and rail guns. Stun the organics and body shots to Progeny. Aye sir."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 At the Reflection Settlement Defense Line 
 
      
 
    "Another ERF ship is landing on our flank. Pull every other position here to reinforce the other side. I think we have them stalemated here. Dorothy. Would you command this side of the settlement?" Ali said. 
 
    "Got it -- You all heard our man!" Dorothy shouted into their comm. "Count off by twos. All the twos go to reinforce our flank. Move!" she shouted getting emotional in spite of her years. 
 
    The initial assault seemed to have been stopped. There were very few weapons firing at them from the original direction. Ali sent his reserve drones up to scout the new threat and to reconnoiter the original attack force. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Aboard the Malamute 
 
      
 
    "I've got fewer targets," Mal said. "They are putting more distance between themselves and I can't line up two or three any more. They are learning. Oh no. Forty or more ships just appeared. I don't know how they got past my sensors. Wait - wait. They're Exploration Service. I am dropping our Delta shield - you are free to communicate." 
 
    Admiral Slessques! You are a sight for sore eyes. We need to reinforce the surface at the Reflection Settlement. Can you handle this while we land? There are ground troops assaulting from two directions, Alan thought to the ES commander. 
 
    We would have been here sooner but we had to sort out several infestations in nine other dimensions. I will send a troop carrier to the surface if you point out where it needs to go. I imagine sabers and railguns are all that would be effective, Slessques thought back.  
 
    Exactly Admiral. The attackers are looking to capture humans and Progeny to get the manufacturing technique for synthetic lamlee. They are also trying to get the time control technology, Alan thought to Slessques. 
 
    That's not happening. We'll take care of the ships in orbit. I'm directing the troop carrier to the surface, Slessques thought. Show me where you want the troops like you would on a map. I have it. They have it now too and are following you down. Just give them cover. What were you doing to those ships as we jumped in - how did you destroy so many? 
 
    I used the Allung weapon inside the Delta shield. Turn on the Delta shield, disable your back Ylee jump ring and jump through the ships in front of you. We have the vision adaption from Admiral Nat for viewing inside the field while moving, Alan thought to the Admiral. 
 
    I'll spread that to our people. Great idea. We can do that on the fly - starting now. Go get them, Slessques thought to him. 
 
    "Okay everyone," Alan said. "The troop carrier is following us down. Cover them Mal and fry anyone that get's too close. We are going to help out the ground forces." Dorothy, Alan thought contacted Dorothy on the surface. Hold on. Where do you need us? 
 
    Use your suits and drop in stealth mode to our west. Ali is having a hard time. I'm contacting him and explaining you're almost to him. Don't disappoint me, Dorothy thought to Alan. 
 
    I didn't seem to disappoint you the other day, Alan thought to her. 
 
    You are naughty, she thought back. 
 
    "Okay Dimm," Alan said. "Mal is going to open the cargo bay door and roll us. Drop out on stealth mode and follow me down. Make headshots with the rail gun if you can. The ES troops are deploying beside us. You should see them on your heads-up display."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 ERF Ground Troop w/Simpkins - Assaulting the Reflection Settlement 
 
      
 
    "General. Their firepower is chewing us up. I've lost half my force and there are only a few effectives left on the east side," said the Progeny Captain. 
 
    "Do those effectives on the east still have that tactical nuke?" General Simpkins said. 
 
    The ERF Progeny captain paused as he contacted the other assault survivors. "Yes General. They have it but they can't get clear of the blast radius." 
 
    "It's only 0.3 kiloton. We'll be fine. Order them to set it off in three minutes. We'll punch through 15 seconds later. We can take a lot more radiation and blast effects than the organics - even in their suits."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Defenders at the Reflection Settlement 
 
      
 
    "We've got them stopped cold on the east side. There is a small knot of them near some boulders. I've sent some flankers to take them out. How are..." Dorothy's voice cut off -as a scintillating flash was seen by the west defenders. 
 
    "Dorothy. Dorothy!" Ali yelled into the comm. "Alan. They used a tactical nuke!" 
 
    "I saw Ali. They're trying to pull us in that direction. That was a suicide run on their part. Be prepared for a rush. Get ready with sabers," Alan said. Mal, Alan thought to the ship above them. You should see them. Strafe them with the Philon beams. That should take them apart. Do it now. 
 
    They are moving toward your defenders. I'm taking a pass now but then they'll be too close. Here I come, thought Mal to Alan. 
 
    "Ali. The Malamute says they'll be on you in a few seconds. Get ready," Alan said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Ground Attack at the Reflection Settlement 
 
      
 
    The ERF Progeny captain saw the nuclear flash and waited fifteen seconds to attack. "Now - now - now!" yelled the captain to his troops.  
 
      
 
    The defenders railguns cut the attackers literally to pieces and the Malamute flew low and used a Philon beam on the Progeny attackers. Wherever the beam hit a Progeny - the Progeny just fell apart - disintegrated. 
 
    The ineffective stunners and pulse rifles of the attackers fell to the saber wielding defenders who cut the Progeny attackers to shreds. It was a slaughter. There was no clever maneuver by the Progeny - just mindless orders followed to the letter. 
 
    Ali ordered all the troops to cut the Progeny heads off and then use molecular disruptors on their bodies once their shields were disabled. The attackers had no molecular disruptors because they don't work at all against anyone wearing the lightest shield. 
 
    Alan set his shield at a level allowing him to walk as he prepared to recon the east defense line that had been hit with the nuke. 
 
    "I'll go with you Alan. Wait for me," Ali said as they walked to the east line. Tactical nukes didn't release a lot of radiation and only weighed about five kilograms. "It looks like the area has been scoured," Ali said. 
 
    There was an area about fifty meters across that nothing was recognizable. It had been vaporized and that included the defense positions where Dorothy had been stationed. There were no Progeny bodies to destroy near the nuke. 
 
    Emily came running up to Alan. "I can't find Dorothy. Have you seen her? I can't contact her either." 
 
    "She didn't make it. The blast caught her," Alan said. 
 
    Emily dropped down on her knees and her shoulders slumped. She was in such abject distress that Alan stepped forward and dropped down on his knees too. He wrapped his arms around her as she moaned - a low wailing note of anguish that brought tears to his eye. He just held her and rocked back and forth gently since Progeny were not able to shed tears. 
 
    "I loved her," Emily said. 
 
    "I know. She knew you did," he said. 
 
    "I didn't get to say goodbye. I didn't get to tell her I loved her," Emily said. 
 
    "She knew that. She talked about you when she was with me. She was very proud of you. She will be alive in your memory," he said. 
 
    "I want to be able to cry. It hurts my soul that she is gone. Do you think we have souls?" Emily asked. 
 
    "I'm sure you do and I'm sure Dorothy did too," he said. 
 
    Emily held her head back from Alan. "I'm going to go help some of the wounded," she said and gave him a quick hug with her head against his shoulder. She got up and went to help the wounded ES troops that had helped defend. 
 
    Ali came up to Alan and gave him a hand to pull him up. "Anyone seeing that would know that Progeny are sentient beings." 
 
    Alan asked. "Did you see Simpkins? Did he get away?" 
 
    Ali laughed grimly. "He took two railgun rounds almost as soon as he ordered his troops to charge. The first one blew a hole in his head and the second one took it off." 
 
    "How do you know it was him? Didn't they attack from a point seventy meters from your position?" Alan asked. 
 
    "I saw a Progeny captain salute him. That's another reason I know Progeny are sentient," Ali said. 
 
    "But it's crazy to salute a superior in battle. His troops were seasoned soldiers. That's a sure way to get them killed" Alan said. 
 
    "Exactly. That's why their attack was so lackluster after the general was killed. I saw his body disintegrated as well as the ERF captain's body." 
 
    Alan," Mal thought to him telepathically. The ES forces have defeated the Progeny. They are destroying all the ships with molecular disruptors and Philon beams. They understood what you told them about our experiences with Progeny in vacuum and they are sweeping away the debris. We still have some of our ships left. I'll give you an accounting when I know. Some of the ES ships are looking in surrounding dimensions and within a parsec here. 
 
    Thanks, Mal. I'll let them know here. Tell the girls that I'm okay and so is Emily but we lost Dorothy. 
 
    I hate that. I'll tell them, Mal thought to him and he could sense her sadness. 
 
    Alan was amazed at the emotion he had felt in even Mal's thoughts. He wondered if she let him see emotions because that's what she thought he would expect… nah… overthinking a problem. What should we do now? Where should we go now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Qui had said she wanted to go back to Trappist. I asked her what she wanted to do and she said she wanted to start being a trader. 
 
    Alan had never wanted to be anything but a trader - now he was a registered trader like Quixana and Qui was her apprentice. Why not, he thought, though Trappist is a little backward but it's a nice little planet. 
 
    Once they decided - Mal in the Malamute said she'd go along with their decision even though the goods on Trappist probably wouldn't be worth much. Mal told Alan that they still had a hold full of power supplies and trainers. Alan remembered the fabricator and they needed a crate of those little viewers. They could sell every one of those. 
 
    The Malamute scanned the area around Trappist. "Any Allung ships around? Anything else in orbit?" Alan asked. 
 
    "Lots of ships," Mal said. "No Allung ones. You didn't say which dimension. Where do you want me to land?" 
 
    "Traitor," he said smiling. "Okay…I'll admit it's a good idea for them to see who lives in the other dimensions of their planet.  
 
    "Land near that last city?" Quixana suggested.  
 
    "I've got some unfinished business there." Alan looked back at both girls who were chatting behind him. They weren't the same little girls he'd met three years ago. Had it only been three years, he thought. In 'normal' time it had been even less than that. "Land near the capitol." Alan turned to the girls. "We're going to land near the capitol. Is that okay with you two." 
 
    Both girls practically danced - they were twittering. 
 
    Mal said they were cleared and were landing on a large landing field. There must have been fifty other ships. 
 
    Alan turned to the girls. "This is Trappist but it's not where you were used to…yet. There are a lot of Hllumpf, Tros, and Phafalotoi here but few humans. We need to go to the Guild Hall first." 
 
    Qui started down the cargo bay ramp and looked out at the bustling city. She was completely flummoxed. "What happened to this place? The sun looks right and the hills look the same but this city…" 
 
    "It's the same planet but Tros settled this planet and there weren't ever people like you here. Plants and animals would have been the same but the more dangerous ones would have been killed off," Alan said.  
 
    Quixana said. "Can we use our suits to fly there? That would be such fun." 
 
    "No. I've called a ground vehicle because flying suits aren't known here. The secret to success is two things: 1. Never show everything you've got." Alan chuckled and turned to Dimm and Swift who were looking out. "Mal. Dimm. Swift. I need you three to pick up more supplies. We didn't leave Refuge with much. The ship account should have enough to buy anything you need. Spend as much as you want." Alan turned back to the girls. "Pay attention and keep close. Stunners, sabers, and knives." They hustled away and came back inspecting each other's holsters. He then tried to call them all telepathically. Use telepathy if you need to contact anyone or you get separated. Come back to the ship if any of you can. They won't know about the sabers, invisibility, or telepathy here.  
 
    All mouth clicked. Even Dimm gave a good imitation sound of a mouth click of assent. Alan was beginning to be able to read Dimm and knew she was delighted. 
 
    The vehicle they requested drove up. Alan told the vehicle to take them to the Trader's Guild and it started out with Alan and the two girls. The vehicle pulled up in front of an impressive Trader's Guild building. The doors opened as they approached.  
 
    A large Tros came out. "Welcome Trader Einfeld. What brings you to Trappist? You just registered as a Trader." 
 
    Alan replied in Tros. "I need a crate of video player cards." 
 
    "I understand you have zero point power supplies that work," said the Tros. "I have access to the player cards. I'll trade that crate of players for two of your power supplies." 
 
    "One," Alan said and stood still, not saying more. 
 
    "One," The Tros said after a considerable silence. "I'll ship them to your ship - the Malamute. Isn't that an ERF cruiser?" the Tros said.  
 
    "No. It's my co-captain's and mine. I'm here to establish that I'm trading. I also want to sponsor another trader," he said indicating Qui behind him. 
 
    "Please come right in. We always need new help but she appears young and a different species - not human. Where is she from if you don't mind me asking?" 
 
    "She's native Trappist from a different dimension here. She is older than she looks and has had nanite treatments. She is a registered trader in her own dimension," Alan said. 
 
    "Don't let me keep you then. I'll get all the particulars," the Tros said as he tromped over to a console. "Right up here. You do speak Trade don't you?" he asked Qui in Trade. 
 
    "Of course I speak in Trade," she said in Tros. "I also speak Trappist, Irixian, Hllumpf, Ylee, Phafalotoi, Graloc, English and some other languages that you would never have heard. Can we get on with this?" she said. 
 
    "You don't have to get all upset," the Tros said. "Now - about our fee…" the Tros said and pulled a slate out of somewhere. 
 
    Qui cut him off. She pulled out a slate, used her facial ID, and held it over the other's slate. She indicated the amount and transferred it. "What now?" 
 
    "We just need some data," he said. 
 
    Alan and Qui both sent data from their MemDexs to the Tros.  
 
    He scanned through the data and said. "That is fine. Quilaxatria Xssla Meixa - you are now a certified trader. A gold, ceramic card came out of the machine with her name on it and her title as a trade guild member." 
 
    Qui felt the déjà vu from her own experience but she couldn't help smiling. "Don't I get a secret handshake or something?" 
 
    "No. We don't do that but now you are registered everywhere we have any guildhall. You can see lists of needed trade items and their locations at the west access console over on your left," he said and walked off without saying anything else. 
 
    "That is so weird when they walk off like that," Quixana said. "Are you going to register me as an apprentice?" she asked Qui. 
 
    "Of course. I think we can do that over here," she said striding up to the west console. 
 
    Alan thought Qui had certainly matured and was super-observant. He hadn't noticed apprentice registration and didn't know how she had done so. He tagged along with her bemused by her sudden dominance. 
 
    Quixana ran up to the console and started mashing button and putting her hands on a scanner. Qui laughed at her young friends antics and put her financial slate near the machine - transferring the displayed amount. Alan noted the instructions were in Trade, Hllumpf, Tros, and Phafalotoi. Quixana put her hand on the scanner and let the console scan her face and quietly say her name. She corrected the spelling in Hllumpf. Alan was pretty amazed that the girls had adapted so quickly. A small gray ceramic card came out of machine with her name and registration as a guild apprentice trader. Quixana snatched it up and showed us all running her fingers over the embossed lettering. 
 
    "That's new," Alan said. "I wish they had given me a card when I registered." Apparently, the guild A.I. was monitoring everything. The machine beeped and presented a gold, Master Trader certification card. Alan took the card, noticed the fine detail, and embedded circuitry in the beautiful card with his name on it. "Thank you," he said reflexively. 
 
    "You are most welcome Master Trader Einfeld," the A.I. replied in a deep female contralto in English. 
 
    The guildhall and its perceptive artificial intelligence system impressed Alan. He turned to Qui and showed her his card. "How did you know this console was where an apprentice is registered?" he asked. 
 
    "Simple," Qui said. "I saw an old Phafalotoi taking his teenage son over there and registering." 
 
    "I was wondering. You're going to be a good trader. You're very observant. What now?" he asked. 
 
    "Let's get a guild representative to give us a ride to the market here," Qui said. 
 
    "There's a guild rep," Quixana said. She ran over to a tall Phafalotoi and showed her card to him. 
 
    They appeared to have a short discussion as Qui and Alan walked over. 
 
    "Follow me," he said and they had to rush to keep up with his long strides. 
 
    They went out a side exit to a small vehicle that was designed to carry four Hllumpf. There was more than enough room to carry three human analogs. They were soon dropped off near a huge, multi-leveled series of shops and throngs of beings from all over the galaxy. 
 
    Alan had to restrain Quixana from running off and being swallowed up in the milling hordes. 
 
    "This is really something," Qui said grinning ear to ear. 
 
    Quixana pulled on Alan's arm. "I'm hungry and something smells good from over there. Can we eat?" she asked. 
 
    It was so cute and the girl was so excited that Alan grinned and indicated to go ahead. The Hllumpf restaurant they entered was crowded and they indicated they'd like a table. The large female Hllumpf motioned them to follow and they were taken upstairs to an outdoor table on a veranda overlooking the esplanade below. It was much quieter and the Hllumpf soon brought plates of appetizers. 
 
    The girls dug into the plates, pointed out the different species below, and commented on their colorful garb. The Hllumpf waitress took their orders of Hllumpf pastries and tromped off. 
 
    "There's an Irixian," said Quixana. "What type weapon?" she asked playfully. 
 
    "I'd say it was a kinetic slug thrower," Qui said in Irixian. 
 
    Qui would then pick another strange species or oddly attired passerby and comment on their weapons. 
 
    The game went on a while since there was a steady flow of diverse species below them. The waitress brought their orders and they were soon stuffing faces in the delicious fare. 
 
    "Whaz's tzat?" Quixana asked pointing down at the crowd flowing past. It was hard to understand her with pastry stuffed in her cheeks. 
 
    Alan looked down at the crowd to see what she was pointing to and couldn't see much of anything. He finally saw a wide, waddling figure moving slowly through the crowd. He stood up and rushed over to the rail but the figure had already passed by. 
 
    The attentive waitress came over. "Is something wrong?" 
 
    "I saw an Allung just now. What do you know about them? I thought they had been eliminated," Alan said. 
 
    "An Allung? Oh, you mean the 'frog people'. That's what you humans call them don't you? There are a few passing by now and then. They don't stop here ever," the waitress said and then left to fill someone's drink. 
 
    "What's so important?" Qui asked. "I've heard you mention them. Did your people fight them or something?" 
 
    "We destroyed whole dimensions because of them. I thought they were all dead. I didn't expect to see any in the prime dimension with us here," he said. His enjoyment of the meal had fled. "I suppose I'll contact the guild here and let them know." Alan had his MemDex call the guild number. He reported the information to the A.I. and then a person came on the line. 
 
    "What can I do for you, Trader?" the guild official asked. 
 
    "I've just seen an Allung here. Did you know they were here and how many are here?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes. We've had several reports about them. They are only carrying stunners and we've counted nine different individuals. They have not caused any trouble and they arrived in an old freighter grounded at the communal landing zone. We are monitoring them but they are only buying food supplies as far as we can tell so far," the guild rep said. 
 
    Alan had a sudden thought. "How much food have they bought? Is it specifically for Allung? They like live insects, snakes, rabbits, mice, and crawfish - though they are carnivorous and eat anything a meat eater would eat - preferably food that is alive. How much have they bought and what type?" 
 
    The guild member turned and tapped on a screen. "That's odd now that you mention it. They bought a lot of live food at first but they've bought tons of rolled oats, citrus fruits, and beans. We thought they were going to trade those since they were in such large quantities." 
 
    "The live food was for them. The other foodstocks are for prisoners or slaves. You need to alert everyone or I will," he said. 
 
    "We'll let members know but we can't do anything just because they were a vicious species one hundred years ago," the guild member said. "I will add your concerns to the report." 
 
    Alan turned to the girls. "I've lost my appetite. Sorry. Those Allung don't know anything but slavery." Alan tried to contact Mal telepathically. Alan. I'm glad you contacted me. I've lost contact with Swift. He was buying foodstocks and he just disappeared. I'm not able to contact him but we've just noticed his MemDex wasn't connected anymore. We're tracking his implant and it's moving toward the landing field. 
 
    We're heading that way too, Alan thought and could see the little Hermolic's position in his mind if he concentrated. Use your suits flying ability. We are following too. 
 
    Alan shoved a wad of currency in the waitress' hand and then the three of them projected their helmets and increased their fields. They took off from the balcony to the amazement of all the other nearby patrons. 
 
    Alan called the guild office and explained that they had lost touch with one of their crewmembers. Alan asked for the location of the Allung freighter. The guild member who answered didn't want to give up the location until Alan threatened him with an action complaint against him (a serious breach of support in guild terminology). Alan transmitted the freighter position to Mal, Dimm, and the girls. They sped in that direction and noticed a van-like ground vehicle moving toward the ship. Alan saw the vehicle stop and two Allung got out of the van and carried a long bundle into the ship while another pair of Allung waddled out and started to carry in a smaller bundle. The telepathic implant showed the second bundle moving into the ship. 
 
    Alan landed near the pair carrying the last bundle. "Set that down and don't move!" he shouted in Allung. The pair followed his instructions and started to set the bundle down when a pulse rifle shot hit Alan in the chest. He fired his stunner at the shooter standing in the freighter's hold. The shooter was obviously wearing a protective field. Alan jumped to the side and contacted his team members telepathically. They are wearing shields and have pulse rifles. Go invisible and use sabers. Cut 'em up. No quarter. They fired first. 
 
    Suddenly the Allung in front of him fell in half - sliced in half by Dimm with her saber. The second Allung's head popped off his neck as Quixana used her saber. The Allung in the ship's hold fell apart side-to-side from Qui's saber and they all entered the freighter on invisible mode slicing Allung as they went. It took about ten minutes to cover all accessible parts of the freighter. Mal had been hit twice with a pulse rifle and had a little damage to her shoulder that was repairing itself.  They found eighteen prisoners with slave collars on their necks in the cargo hold…half were still unconscious. Dimm understood the collars and found the controls to release them. They had Mal map the ship and found a hidden compartment that had an Alung in suspension. Alan killed him where he slept - not politically correct but with Allung… 
 
    They found Swift in the outside bundle. He was unconscious. The little Hermolic looked a bit worse for wear. He had gotten banged around a lot in his transport. They were trying to revive him when a group of Tros with railguns surrounded them.  
 
    "Drop the guns!" shouted the surrounding troopers. 
 
    Qui, Quixana, and Mal were inside and they stayed invisible. Alan and Dimm set Swift down gently and placed their stunners on the ground. Alan noticed that he and Dimm had both kept their sabers strapped on. 
 
    There were eight troops with railguns outside. They were yelling for Dimm and Alan to lie on the ground. They had no choice but to comply. 
 
    The troops moved in and placed restraints on their hands. They had only started to stand them up when Phafalotoi, Hllumpf, and Tros started coming out of Allung freighter with their hands up in front of them. They were all thanking the Tros troops for saving them. The troopers seemed confused about the human, the VicVic, and many bisected frog bodies. The freed hostages were all talking and the troops trundled Alan and Dimm into a transport vehicle and spirited them away."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Holding Facility - Guild Mercenary Headquarters 
 
      
 
    "We got them," stated the Tros trooper to the Guild official. 
 
    "Trader Einfeld? Why did you attack that ship and kill its owners?" said the large Tros Alan had dealt with earlier in the day. 
 
    "Take these restraints off and we'll talk. I hope you are not as incompetent as you seem," Alan said. Quixana. Go ahead and cut my restraints and hand me my saber, he thought to the little girl. She had flown above their vehicle invisibly and followed right behind them into the holding facility. Alan felt the restraints fall as she cut through them. 
 
    "I have the advantage now," said the Tros. "You have suits that fly. I'll release you when you've shown me how they work," said the Tros. 
 
    "I didn't realize the Guild hired the mentally handicapped. The Allung were kidnapping citizens of this planet. They kidnapped my crewmate. I called you to get you to reinforce us. Your mercenaries got there after we had released the hostages," Alan said. 
 
    "No one will believe you because you won't be talking. Thank you for killing those Allung. They paid for those slaves and they can't talk now," he pulled out a small kinetic handgun and pointed at Alan.  
 
    Alan took his saber and cut the Tros's wrist off. The Tros bellowed in pain and let out a sickly sweet smell. Quixana scooped up the weapon. It just looked like it disappeared to the wounded Tros. The two Tros guards rushed toward them only to have a saber appearing out of nowhere put at their throats. They dropped weapons when they were told to do so. "What did you see when you came to the Allung freighter? What were you told when you went to the site?" 
 
    The Tros guard started talking. "We were told to grab weapons and release some hostages. We were told a trader had called for help." 
 
    "I was the trader that called you. What did you see when you arrived at the site?" Alan asked the first Tros guard. 
 
    "We saw a human, a VicVic, and all the Allung were dead," said the guard. 
 
    "What happened then?" Alan asked. 
 
    "We restrained you and that VicVic just before the hostages came out," the guard said. 
 
    "What were you told to do?" Alan demanded. 
 
    The guard hesitated a moment, "He," the guard pointed to the Tros with the severed hand. "He was the one that told us to get our most powerful weapons and kill all the Allung. I don't think he thought you could get there ahead of us. He got crazy when he found out a human and a VicVic flew there." 
 
    Alan turned to the other guard. "Is that what happened? What should we do with this one?" he asked the guards pointing to the wounded one.  
 
    "We need to get him to a doctor. You're not mad at us?" the guard asked. 
 
      
 
    "Mad? No," he said in high Tros. "We need to thank you for coming to save us. That Allung ship has trade goods in it and no owner. As a Trader, I can claim it as salvage but you guys need part of the prize. Does that seem fair to you? How about a quarter of the prize money split among your troops?" 
 
    Alan handed the guard back his handgun knowing it couldn't penetrate his military grade field.  
 
    The guard let out an acrid smell of interest. "That sounds fair." 
 
    "Dimm - Qui. Let them have their weapons," Alan said. "Will you take this fellow to a doctor?" he asked one of the guards and turned to the other one. "You want to go with us to the guild hall so we can claim that ship. I have a recording of that wounded Tros explaining how he was paid by the Allung to kidnap Trappist citizens." 
 
    "I'll go with you," said the second guard.  
 
    Alan contacted the rest of the crew telepathically and found out where they were and that Swift, the Hermolic had come through okay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Guild Hall 
 
      
 
    Dimm, Quixana, and Alan walked into the guildhall with the Tros guard. Alan relayed what had happened to Qui and Mal while it was happening through their MemDex networking. The Tros pointed to an area off to the side and said it was where the guild leaders had offices. 
 
    Alan looked for the most impressive office and barged in. There was a Phafalotoi receptionist who looked up in horror at the troupe. "Get your boss out here before I call in the interstellar office," Alan said in formal Phafalotoi. 
 
    There was a lot of commotion and discussion coming from the back office. The receptionist came out straightening his shirt. "Master Trader Hoshal will see you now." 
 
    They walked into the office, saw the old Hllumpf sitting there, gave him no introduction, and just sat down in front of his desk. He hadn't gotten up to greet them so Alan decided he didn't need to show him any courtesy either. 
 
    Alan started playing the conversation - the confession of the Tros in the holding area. The MemDex recorded with excellent sound fidelity. Alan let the recording play and then showed the video when his hands were in front - the cutting off of the hand was graphic. Here's what happened at the incident site. Alan played his warning to the Tros at the guild and the confrontation at the Allung ship. Qui and Mal sent recordings of the liberation of the hostages inside the ship and recordings of Dimm and Alan being surrounded after the fact. 
 
    Alan then waited for the old Hllumpf to react. The Hllumpf gave no scent clues and said, "So I suppose you want to complain about the Guild and seek damages." 
 
    Alan began speaking in high Hllumpf, "Of course not. I wanted you to know what really happened before you heard it from others in lower positions. I wanted the Tros who was paid by the Allung to suffer and to claim the ship for the troops who came to support us, a portion for the Guild for its trouble, and some for my crew. I thought the ship and cargo could be sold. The troops should get a quarter of the proceeds, the guild would get a quarter of the proceeds, my crew would get forty percent of the proceeds, and the executor selling the ship would get ten percent of the proceeds. I would like you to handle that sale and distribution of funds. The guild would not be embarrassed and the guild would benefit. I didn't get to be a master trader by complaining about the guild," Alan wound down and waited. He knew having the Tros guard with him would make it so the Hllumpf couldn't abscond with funds so easily since the mercenary guards would get a good chunk of the money. 
 
    The old Hllumpf actually belly laughed and farted. He kept chuckling and passing gas while swinging his eyes around in mirth. "You are not what I expected. A good solution Master Trader…" his eyes wandered to his screen - "Master Trader Einfeld. The foodstocks on the Allung ship will help it sell faster. My troops tell me they have removed all the bodies and your little Hermolic went back to your ship. I will appreciate it if you don't play those recordings. Distribution to your guild account is acceptable? Will you be here long?" 
 
    "I would not think of showing these recordings. We will only stay here until the distribution of the funds to our account. We'll quietly disappear after that," Alan said knowing full well the old Hllumpf understood his implied threats. Giving ten percent to the old Hllumpf meant the Malamute might actually get some of the distribution. He didn't imagine he'd get forty percent but he might get something. 
 
    "Where will you be until the accommodations have been made?" the Hllumpf asked. 
 
    "We'll be pretty far west of here. We'll be in the mountains waiting for a message from my guild account. I think we shouldn't be around here. That way - you get to control all the information and no one could talk with my crew…out of sight - out of mind," Alan said. 
 
    "Thank you for coming to me first," he said and actually gave Alan an Hllumpf crossed arm, formal bow of respect, which Alan formally returned. 
 
    Alan realized a dismissal when he heard one and hustled everyone out. 
 
    The Tros guard said, "I didn't know much about humans but you and your crew are really with it. I speak Trade, Hllumpf, Phafalotoi, and Tros - of course, but if you need an experienced trooper…I'm also a decent shuttle pilot." 
 
    "Wait until you get paid for the ship disbursement…" Alan said looking around. "Pick your best friend, if they're competent with a railgun, and send me a message on my guild account. Let me know if you're still interested when you have money," Alan said knowing a multi-lingual Tros pilot was a find. The troopers had arrived pretty fast and hadn't overreacted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The Malamute barely fit in the Natlan cove where Alan had first found the Sol Force shuttle. They were still in the Prime dimension waiting for the distribution from the sale of the Allung freighter they had 'liberated'. Alan told everyone that he expected to wait a few weeks before any sale. Alan was surprised when a guild message arrived only one week later. 
 
    Alan called everyone together. He looked around at Swift, Qui, Quixana, Dimm, and Mal. "I just received this message about the sale of the Allung freighter and its contents. I have divided the funds according to our distribution contract. If you look at your MemDex message - you'll see what has been deposited into your accounts." 
 
    They all looked at their MemDex messages. 
 
    Quixana squealed, "I'm rich. I could buy a house or a house and a bike or a small ship. I'm rich!" 
 
    "Good job captain," Dimm said. "I had doubts that the Hllumpf guild official would give us anything." 
 
    "I thought he was an honest criminal," Alan said. 
 
    "What's an honest criminal?" Mal asked with a laugh. 
 
    "An honest criminal or politician is one who stays bought," Alan said and everyone laughed. "Mal?" 
 
    "I didn't know I had a separate account. When did you do that?" Mal asked. 
 
    "I did that at Refuge when you got your new mobile body," Alan said. 
 
    "There's enough in the account now to buy a new frigate. Why so much?" she asked. 
 
    "You're the co-captain of the Malamute," Alan said. "They found a stash of rare metals on that Allung ship. That added a lot to everyone's share. That's why I also have another issue to discuss." There was a pause as everyone waited for bad news. "Don't look so down. Two Tros guards from the guild got some of the distribution too. They are well qualified and want to join us. Do you want them? We need some muscle and they seem experienced." 
 
    "Are those the ones that took you prisoner at the Allung ship?" Qui asked. "Why would you want them?" 
 
    "They didn't shoot and they could have. Dimm and I would have been toast. They handled it pretty well and didn't claim credit for saving the ship. One is a pilot and the other one is an armorer. We can use those skills. What do you say?" 
 
    Quixana and Qui mouth clicked approval. Mal did the same with a smile. Dimm made a sound reasonably like an assent mouth click too. 
 
    "That's settled. We need to get them here. I suggest we pick them up in the shuttle and bring them here. Do I have a couple of volunteers?" Alan said looking at the Qui and Quixana. 
 
    "We could do that?" Qui asked. "Where would we pick them up?" 
 
    "You would pick them up at the airfield. Quixana. You would be the security officer for the trip. I'll message them when you are ready to go then. Quixana. Feel free to let the qualified Tros fly the shuttle and check ride him just like I did with you," Alan said. 
 
    The girls excitedly prepared with sabers and stunners. They went to the shuttle and were doing their pre-flight checklists as Alan messaged the two Tros.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Trappist Capitol Landing Area 
 
      
 
    Qui brought the Folly down gently beside the two Tros warriors. They had a rifle case and duffle bag each. Qui opened the cargo door. "Welcome. We call this shuttle the Folly." She didn't give her name or ask their names as per Tros tradition. She had them stow bags. "Which one of you is the pilot?" she asked and one raised his arm. "You sit there she said indicating the right seat."  
 
    He immediately sat where she indicated. 
 
    The other Tros quipped. "You have no security. Two warriors could easily take over a craft," he said. "It is foolish to tempt fate." 
 
    Qui looked over her shoulder from the left seat and laughed. "Don't be so sure," she said in low Tros and mouth clicked. 
 
    Quixana turned off her invisibility and stood next to the second Tros with a raised saber. "You were saying?" Quixana said. 
 
    The second Tros stood there for a moment and then said, "I meant I am happy to join your crew and hope to learn much." 
 
    "Better," Qui laughed. "I've put the shuttle on auto. Do you feel comfortable flying this model?" 
 
    "This is very similar to the military models I have flown," he said.  
 
    "Take control," she said. 
 
    "I have control," the Tros said.  
 
    "Take us up to 50,000 meters and hold," she said. 
 
    The shuttle rose swiftly to 50,000. 
 
    "Insert in low orbit," she said. 
 
    "Insert in low orbit. Everyone deploy helmets. Sound off," he said as everyone deployed helmets and the shuttle started climbing as soon as soon as all had acknowledged. Qui noticed he automatically cleared his flight path. 
 
    "Take us to these coordinates. I'll tell you where to set down," she said and he acknowledged. 
 
    She explained the weaponry and unusual controls on the shuttle. They were over Natlan in minutes. "Take us down. Land in the shuttle bay on the Malamute." 
 
    "I don't see it."  
 
    "Oh. That's right. Sorry. This control lets you view in other frequencies of the visible spectrum," she said touching a control that allowed the pilot to see in infrared and ultraviolet frequencies. 
 
    The pilot passed gas. "That is great," he said. "This shuttle handles better than the military versions I've flown," he said as the Folly swooped into the landing bay of the Malamute - touching down as light as a feather. 
 
    "You did that very well," she said. 
 
    "It's a lot easier when no one is shooting missiles and lasers at you. How is the food?" he asked. 
 
    "Our Hermolic cook is excellent and makes some of the best Hllumpf pastries I've ever tasted. We also have a huge stock of Earth grape juice," she bragged. 
 
    Quixana mouth clicked a complaint. 
 
    "Oh. She is an excellent cook too so keep her happy," Qui said. 
 
    The crew was there to meet them when the cargo door dropped.  
 
    "Welcome," they all said. 
 
    Qui and Quixana will show you to your cabins. You will each have your own cabin. Stow your gear and meet in the galley after a tour of the ship. I imagine you haven't even been shown around the shuttle. Get settled. We'll see you in a few hours," Alan said. "He grabbed Qui's arm as she walked by. "How'd they do?" he asked. 
 
    Qui nodded toward the first Tros. "He's a much better pilot than me. The other one is smart too. I think they're a good addition." 
 
    "I'll see you in a few hours. Show them how everything works. Show them the trainers in each cabin and how the ten-to-one time dilation works. I know they haven't seen that before."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Malamute Galley three hours later 
 
      
 
    "I want you all to get acquainted. This one is Tros one," he pointed. "Tros One is our shuttle pilot and Tros Two is our armorer. I think they'll catch on fast. You will earn a share of any profits we make. So far, we have made enough profit in the last two years to each buy our own ship but we have had crew killed or wounded. It is not without risk. You have the right of departure whenever you want. Now - as I smell the food that Swift and Quixana have prepared I will shut up and show our Tros the way a Trader ship feeds its crew." 
 
    Swift and Quixana came out with platters of food: trays of pastries, fruits, and vegetables. Dimm came carrying in a huge silver barrel with his front two claws belying how really heavy it was. Dimm set it down and you could hear how heavy it was. 
 
    "What is that?" Tros Two asked. 
 
    "This is a high gravity beer keg. I don't use fluids like this but seems to be enjoyable for others," she said. 
 
    "What does high gravity have to do with beer? It is an alcoholic drink made from grains - is it not?" he asked. 
 
    "It refers to the specific gravity change from the original - how much sugar has been converted to alcohol. This one is very high alcohol content. You pump the top like this and hold your mug tilted like this," Dimm said and handed a filled cup to Tros One. He then filled another mug and handed it to Tros Two. 
 
    Tros One eyes bulged out and he expelled gas. He looked around him and spoke in Trade. "I made a terrible mistake in my life." Everyone looked shocked. "I should have joined this ship years ago." Everyone laughed at his wit. Tros One turned to Swift and tore off a piece of delicious Hllumpf pastry. He took a swig of beer. "This is some of the best food I have had in my life and I am truly blessed to be with such a wonderful crew - and masterful chef," he said in Hermolic.  
 
    Tros Two said, "What language was that?" 
 
    "That is Hermolic," Tros One said. 
 
    "I didn't know you spoke Hermolic," Alan said. "When did you learn that?" 
 
    "You had those trainers in our cabin. I used the trainer to learn Hermolic, Ylee, and Construction with Lamlee. I needed to learn Hermolic so I could speak with the cook. The time dilation is wonderful." 
 
    "You learned Hermolic for me?" Swift said and he rarely spoke. 
 
    "Yes," said Tros One. "The cook is an extremely important job on any successful ship…sometimes more important than the captain - no offense captains," he replied. 
 
    Swift hurried to the kitchen. 
 
    "I can see you will work out fine," Alan said to Tros One. "What about him?" Alan said indicating Tros Two. 
 
    Tros One belched and passed gas. "Him? He doesn't talk much but he is the best soldier with weapons I have ever seen. He can shoot an insect off your snout at 2,000 meters with his 'special' railgun. He is also an excellent gunsmith - not an armorer. He can build weapons that are amazing." 
 
    "Mal - in that case," Alan said. "Show him all the weapons systems on the Malamute and the Folly and see what he thinks. Give him access wherever you think he can improve. I want to plan a return to the girl's dimension but we need to prepare a bit before we go there. We may have issues." 
 
    Qui and Quixana were excited about returning to their dimension but though they had lived in a lower tech society - they had never gone from a high tech society to a low tech one. They weren't really prepared.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Transition 
 
      
 
    They were as prepared as they were going to get. The two Tros were integrating well with the crew. Their telepathic implants worked just fine. Tros Two got to show off his shooting prowess and he was impressive. He could hit anything he could see and he had good eyesight. 
 
    Alan and girls had their suits set to local Trappist styles. Dimm would have been a shock to the locals, as would the two Tros. Swift might end up as someone's dinner. It looked like it would just be Alan and the girls though the ship and heavies would be nearby. Alan didn't think they had any weapons that could harm them. They needed to clear their names and that was going to be a little tricky.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alan didn't even remember the mining town's name but it looked about the same. This Trappist dimension had intriguing ideas about law enforcement. The local constables were judge, jury, and - if need be - executioner. The accused could appeal by fighting the local constable. If the complainant won - the complainant was free to go. The complainant had to do whatever work assigned for as long as demanded. Heinous crime had heinous penalties - working in a salt mine, digging drainage ditches, or cleaning out sewers. 
 
    When they had left last time - the military, the constables, and the local representative from the Trader's guild were out to find the platinum that was supposedly hidden where they had landed. This time they landed the Malamute just outside the city.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The city didn't look like it changed a whit but it didn't look strange and exotic anymore. He was not the kid out for the first time on his own this time. They walked straight to the constable's office and hardly drew one stare.  
 
    They walked to the front counter and got the same reaction they had the first time. A uniformed man walked over to the counter. .  
 
    "How may I help you?" the constable asked. "My name is Constable Pitch." 
 
    "We're trying to find out what the constable two years ago said about our involvement with the incident at Natlan," Alan stated flatly. 
 
    "You're the Traders that killed the exploration team! You're under arrest. Give me your weapons!" he shouted.  
 
    Alan laughed. "Not happening constable. We appeal whatever falsehoods that constable told about us. We will be happy to face that constable or whomever you choose to protest our innocence. We would be happy to make a statement and tell you some of where we were for the last two years. We will wait in town and give no trouble until you assemble an expert team for the challenge." 
 
    "You have to wait here so I can arrest you," said Constable Pitch said looking right and left for someone to back him up. 
 
    "The constable that was left alive from Natlan was with a group that tried to kill us for the platinum bars they said were rumored to be up there. He was part of the group that tried to kill these girls and me. Here is one of the platinum bars we found," he said while waiting. "I'll leave this in your safe keeping. If you show it to the constable that was with the group that tried to kill me - he might kill you to get it. We found a ship only for humans there. I was the only human on planet and we went and traded all over the galaxy. We came back to clear our names. We just assumed the constable told everyone lies so he could explain what his murderous associates were trying to do. Are the girls charged too?" 
 
    "Yes. Constable Black said they murdered people in their sleep," Constable Pitch said. 
 
    "I'm sure Quixana would be willing to fight Constable Black to defend her claim of innocence. She's the young one over there," Alan said. "If he is lying he should lose even fighting a little girl half his size." 
 
    "You know that matches to prove innocence are without weapons and no one else can intervene," Constable Pitch said. 
 
    "Does she get to wear clothes or does she have to fight nude?"  
 
    Constable Pitch looked shocked. "Of course the accused can fight in any garb they want." 
 
    "Does it make sense that guilty people would come back, leave evidence with the constables office, pledge that they would stay in town, and make no trouble?" 
 
    Constable Pitch looked like he smelled something distasteful. "No, it doesn't. I will review the records." 
 
    "You may keep the platinum for the constable's pension fund if I win our decision. If I lose - divide its value between the prisoners and give it to them. Make a note of that please also. We are going to sell some wares. Please make a note.  We're going to eat lunch. Please don't just send a posse to try to kill us. We'll wait for a match to prove innocence since Constable Black has already attacked us in the past," Alan said.  
 
    They turned and walked out before walking to the nearby restaurant that had served them an excellent meal last time. They were ushered to a booth near the back. They ordered quickly and were waiting for their meal to arrive. 
 
    Be prepared for a quick exit. I have some local currency to leave for the meal. We leave by the bathrooms. We open the door to the bathroom, turn invisible, and leave before the door shuts. We'd be trapped in the bathrooms, he thought to the girls. Tros Two. I need you invisible and covering us so we don't get shot before our challenge match. We also don't want to get swarmed. Can you do that?  
 
    A very confident answer came back. I've adapted your little stun pistols for about three times their range or I can switch and burn a hole through them. 
 
    The waiter brought their meals and they hurriedly chowed down realizing he thought Constable Black couldn't allow them to stay unencumbered in town. It would be too much risk for the townspeople to realize he had lied to them. They had just finished when some large men came in and sat on both sides of the exit. He signaled the waiter and ordered three desserts. The girls got up and went to the bathroom. When the waiter brought their desserts - he asked where the bathroom was located. He sauntered to the restroom area and contacted the girls telepathically. Float over their heads and out. Once out - fly to the ship. I'll be right behind. 
 
    Alan opened the bathroom door, stepped in, set his suit on invisibility, and flew out. He could see the girls vaguely with his enhanced vision and they were waiting for the door to open again. A constable stepped in and Alan knew this must be Constable Black. They all flew out the door but Alan could hear Black talking to the waiter. 
 
    "They're in the restroom sir. They ordered desserts. Do you want to see their table?" the waiter said. 
 
    Alan and the girls flew back to the Malamute.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 Inside the Restaurant Stakeout Location 
 
      
 
    Constable Black was upset. "What do you mean there is no one in the bathrooms?" he demanded answers from his subordinates. 
 
    "The windows were painted shut. No one left that way. They left money for the meal including a note to you. It was really interesting," the man said and handed the note to Constable Black. 
 
    "I left the desserts for you and your two men. I figured you wouldn't let us go free before the innocence duel. Quixana the eleven year old offered to fight you to prove her innocence. Get as many expert fighters as you need or just say you were mistaken and you'd like to hear what happened since we have video with audio recording of all the events that happened. Should I just play them for everyone? Your part was minor but the Trader and the military were prominent. Your choice…" 
 
    "That's a pretty interesting note isn't it?" said the constable's support man. "The waiter said the man never wrote anything at the table so he anticipated you trying to catch him here. Video and audio recordings? I heard about some experimental stuff like that. I sure would like to see and hear what really went on up there. When is the duel? You better set one up. I, for one, will be telling people about this note. You better set one up - or maybe you are confused what went on up there." 
 
    "They just killed everyone in their sleep. The girls were in on it too," Constable Black said. 
 
    "Where were you when all this killing was going on? Why didn't you stop it?" asked the man. 
 
    "Constables don't lie. That's what happened," said the constable. 
 
    "You didn't answer," said the man. "I am anxious to see this innocence match." He looked at Constable Black like he was vermin and walked off.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 The Next Day 
 
      
 
    "Where do we go today? You think we ought to show ourselves a few minutes each day until they have a duel," Qui asked Alan. 
 
    "Let's go to the trade office and offer them a few of the video players we have. They have one but ten would be plenty. We could sell the rest in the capitol." 
 
    They flew to the just around the corner from the trade Guild office and went in like they had last time.  
 
    A new trader walked to the counter and looked startled for a moment. "Master Trader Einfeld and Trader Quilaxatria Meixa. Do you have some of those video players to sell?" 
 
    "Yes. I have ten. I want fifty credits apiece for them. You can easily sell them for 200," Alan said. 
 
    "I'll buy ten for forty five credits apiece," he said and started calculating. 
 
    "4,500 credits. Done," Alan said and laid ten gray rectangles on the counter. The trader took out a little lockbox and removed 4,500 credits. "Thank you. You should make a lot of money on these. I will be in town if you have any trouble." 
 
    They walked out of the guild office and around the corner where they disappeared and flew back to the ship.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
 
  

 The Next Day 
 
      
 
    That disappearing act is getting harder every day since people were recognizing us and pointing us out to their friends. Alan thought - What are we going to do? I've heard rumors Constable Black was finally arranging for experts to come to town. They were supposed to be here day after tomorrow. Could Quixana defeat Constable Black? They got a lot of combat training. No one had ever beaten a Constable champion. Alan was worried this was too costly an effort for too little but the girl's needed to clear their names. Alan decided they would use dimensional transition to stage his appearances. He and the girls walked past a group of people gathered in the park. Qui noticed the clerk from the clothing store and asked him about the latest fashion trends. Alan recognized the owner of the hardware store and asked him if he was still interested in the knives that could cut through almost anything. They walked away as a group as soon as everyone had seen them and had pointed them out. They walked around behind a building and transitioned to the Prime dimension.  
 
    This city was a protected park with trees in the Prime dimension and they flew over to where the Malamute would be and transitioned back to the ship.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    "I want to monitor the constables office. Tros Two. Can you rig a small surveillance bug we can put there?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Not a problem," he said. "These people don't have anything like that - so no scanners to find it. I can make a pinhole system and run the fisheye vision through an algorithm that enhances the video back to a normal view." 
 
    "Can I help?" Quixana said. She and Tros Two had bonded and he was showing her how he adapted weapons and electronics.  
 
    "Yes," he said and walked to the utility shop aft. 
 
    "What do you think is going to happen?" Mal asked Alan. 
 
    "They can't react fast enough if we can wear our suits. The constables will try to rig this some way. We'll have to watch for that. How can we place any surveillance devices?" 
 
    Mal looked thoughtful for a second. "I've designated a surveillance drone to fly over and digitally map the city. We can then move to where we want to place the surveillance in the Prime dimension and just transition a small area and place the bug. We won't have to physically be in their dimension. I'll work it out with 'Two'," she said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Tros Two and Quixana emerged a few hours later with a packet of surveillance devices. 
 
    "How do we place these?" Two asked. 
 
    "I've mapped the whole city and transitioned the Malamute back to the Prime Dimension," Mal explained. "You two take the devices and plant them," she said and handed them a device manufactured with lamlee. "This will make a small portal to their dimension." 
 
    "How will we know where to put them?" Two asked. 
 
    "Quixana will show you the way," Mal said. "Trust me. Go out side and deploy your helmets. I'm sending you the overlay of the city. Try it. Stay in invisible mode though so they won't see an arm come out of thin air to place the devices," she said and Two hesitated. 
 
    "Go on," Mal said. 
 
    Two and Quixana walked off the Malamute and only saw the forest of Prime Dimension until they extended their helmets. 
 
    "Whoa," Quixana said as she looked around. "I can see the outlines of the whole city now." 
 
    "I can see it. Which way?" he asked. 
 
    "That way…" she said. "It's not far. This is so weird," she continued. "I can see all the trees and bushes here but I can see the building outlines overlaid. It's hard to walk." 
 
    "Obviously not hard to walk and talk though," Two said. 
 
    Quixana laughed. "I'll shut up now." 
 
    "I doubt that…" Two said. 
 
    They walked around the buildings and straight to the constables' office. 
 
    "Where do you place surveillance devices?" Quixana said. 
 
    "Typically put them high up if you want to get good video," Two said. "Over there in the corner might be a good place but the ceiling is too high. Sit on my shoulders." Two picked her up and put her on his shoulders. He then handed her the device and carefully transferred a surveillance bug to her. 
 
    Quixana contacted Mal telepathically. Can you hear me Mal? How will you see the video since you're in the Prime dimension? 
 
    Hear you fine little one. The video will transmit through the device that let's you place the devices so far. 
 
    How do I make it so I can see the video too? 
 
    Just tell your suit to you want to see the video from this device displayed off to the side. 
 
    Thanks Mal. 
 
    Quixana adjusted the video to show the whole room better. They then hobbled around to the back offices and started putting up cameras in every room. Quixana had her heart almost stop when she saw people walking right through where she was standing on the video displays. 
 
    "I think that covers almost everywhere," she said. 
 
    "I have one more device. Let's plant it out back," Two said and just walked right through the back wall near a loading dock. "Up there is a good place," he said indicating a place near the door. He helped Quixana down. 
 
    "That was so much fun," Quixana said. 
 
    "It may be fun but never forget that this is not a game and people can be hurt or killed during this 'fun'." 
 
    Quixana started sniffling. "I'm sorry Two but this is so interesting." 
 
    "All life is interesting if you pay attention, Quixana," he said using her name for the first time. 
 
    She hugged him and he patted her back gently.  
 
    They walked back together to the Malamute.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The innocence duels were announced the next day and the town got excited. There hadn't been an innocence duel in decades. Everyone knew something about it and all previous history had shown only hardened criminals had fought in the past. It was posted around the town with a list of charges. The Trader - Alan Einfeld was listed first and he was charged with conspiracy and murders of Constable Gray and Trader Quadir. 
 
    Trader Quilaxatria Meixa was charged with the murder of an unnamed soldier. Quixana Meixa is charged with the murder of Trader Quadir's apprentice. 
 
    Alan was saddened and angry at the charges they had that specifically charged each of them with specific murders. It was a complicated scene and simple answers were not appropriate. The Malamute had the capability of destroying this entire planet. It was hard to accept that one rural police office ruin a pair of young girl's lives with his suppositions and lies. 
 
    Alan and Quixana walked through the center of town and into a shop. They disappeared when they transitioned in the clothing store changing room. An hour later, Alan and Qui bought an ice cream cone at another store and left a large tip for the clerk so he'd be sure to notice them. They wanted the townspeople to see them often to see that they were no threat prior to the fight. 
 
    All the crew got the 'return' signal - imperative to return to the ship. They all rushed back. Mal got them all before the screen. We observed this meeting a few moments ago. Mal played the recording. 
 
    Constable Black was talking with a large, rough looking man. "I want you to use this dart if any of us look like we're losing. You use your blowgun and hit them in the lower extremities. That is hard to see. My experts will take it from there. I have the best three fighters the constables have. We lose credibility if we lose this fight - any fight. We can't allow the public to see us losing. We would lose the unpaid labor we get paid to find." 
 
    The man mouth clicked assent. 
 
    "What do we do?" Mal asked. 
 
    "Two," Mal said. "You've seen this guy. Can you neutralize him? I doubt any dart can penetrate our suits. These are professional fighters so you'll have to let your suit respond. You will be tricked by what they do. Your suit programming will be faster. Try not to put it on active. I don't want to kill all the constables. When is it supposed to start?" 
 
    "It is supposed to start in the late morning," Dimm stated. "We should arrive early. How do you want to arrive?" 
 
    "What is something that shocks the populace but everyone would watch? What is a good distraction?" Mal asked with a grin. 
 
    Alan smiled. "We could hire a couple of pretty prostitutes to give the champions a good luck kiss in scandalous outfits. Prostitution is perfectly legal here but is frowned upon. I would have to see them in a disguise. We do have a lot of local credits from the sale of the viewers. I'll do that right now. I think I have an old man disguise in my Mem-Dex," Alan said. 
 
    "I have a young man image in MY MemDex," Qui said. "I'm going with you on this one." 
 
    Alan chuckled.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The madam at the house of ill repute saw the weird old man and the rather handsome young man approach across the porch. 
 
    "What can I help you with - we don't give to charity?" she said. 
 
    "I want to transact some business with you," said Alan in his old man disguise. 
 
    "Do you want to watch? I doubt I can do much for you," she said. "We might be able to do something for this young man," she said running her hand over her breasts. 
 
    "I want to hire two of your girls for tomorrow," Alan said.  
 
    "Why…aren't you the frisky one…two?" she said. 
 
    "Here is five hundred credits for you to help me arrange this. I'll need two girls in some really sexy outfits to kiss the constables who are going to fight in the innocence duels." 
 
    "You want a distraction don't you? You are working with that Alan. I'd do that for free after all the times the constables come around here and ask for a freebie," she said. 
 
    "You are truly brilliant." Alan allowed his disguise to change to his normal image. "I didn't want to lie to you." 
 
    "You're that Alan fellow. I was kidding about doing it for free," she said. 
 
    "Here is another 500 credits for the girls. Do a great job and I'll give you another 500 credits. Make sure the girls get 250 each - I'll know. Your job is really difficult and it keeps society together," Alan said. 
 
    "I'll make sure you get a good job then. I appreciate a man that appreciates art," she said. 
 
    "Indeed," Alan said and turned back into the old man disguise.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The innocence duels were set in the late morning. Alan was the first to be 'tried'. An official from the constable's office was to 'officiate' the duel. The crowd started gathering in the early morning. Food vendors came out with carts and the idea took on a festive atmosphere. The constables started coming out and the three designated 'defenders of the truth' were lithe athletes with battle scars on body and face. They looked like gym instructors except they walked like tigers. Alan was watching from his invisible mode above the crowd with Qui and Quixana. They were going to appear at the last minute when the crowd was distracted - he hoped. Otherwise, he'd just appear in the crowd. Even Trappist people would rationalize happenings that they couldn't explain as they were just misinterpreting what was going on around them. 
 
    The official started by telling the crowd that Trader Alan Einfeld was charged with heinous murder of an outstanding member of the community and this duel was to prove his guilt or innocence. The first 'defender of the truth' was the largest of the three and had the most scars. The prostitutes chose that moment to appear and kissed the shocked defenders. The girls were indeed pretty and wore almost nothing. They distracted Alan so much he almost forgot to appear in the back of the crowd with Qui and Quixana. They found a moment where everyone was watching the scantily clad girls and turned visible. They were wearing ordinary comfortable street clothes and they walked through the crowd. The prostitutes took the cue and disappeared as soon as Alan and girls made their presence known.  
 
    "We are innocent and will prove that we should not be charged. We also have recording in video and audio of what happened but we never got to show our side of the story before Constable Black tried to frame us." 
 
    "The duel begins now," said the official. 
 
    The defender moved toward Alan. Alan set his suit to passive and he stood there with his arms at his side. The crowd started yelling to 'watch out' - look out'. Alan stood perfectly still - he never raised his arms - never took a defensive stance. 
 
    "I am innocent. Constable Black shot Qui and tried to kill her," Alan said. "I will be happy to show the recordings of what happened at Natlan." 
 
    The 'defender' attacked with a lightning strike that should have hit Alan in the throat but he calmly leaned back an inch and slapped the 'defender' so hard he flew off his feet. Alan stood waiting and talking. "Trader Quadir's father told him there were unlimited bars of platinum at Natlan. I know what was there. They wanted credits and would kill anyone that kept them from their payoff." 
 
    The defender came at Alan with a flurry of kicks and punches. Alan pushed the kicks aside and slapped the punches so they just missed him. Every kick - every punch he slapped the 'defender' so hard it rattled him. The defender attacked - he got slapped. "Tell them what you were told by Constable Black." 
 
    Attack - Slap. Alan's hands were getting sore from slapping the 'defender' so many times. "Tell them what you were told by Constable Black," Alan said calmly but loudly enough for the crowd to hear. The crowd was mesmerized by the performance. They had never seen anything like it. Attack - attack - slap - back slap. The defender was staggering on his feet yet he could not conceive of his own defeat and kept attacking. He attacked and Alan slapped cupped hands over the man's ear to rupture one eardrum and then the other. The 'defender' screamed and tried to stand. "Tell them what your instructions were from Constable Black!" he yelled so the man could still hear. 
 
    "He said," the man started crying. "He said to kill you quick so you couldn't talk." 
 
    Qui and Quixana came forward in front of the next two 'defenders'. 
 
    Alan turned to the crowd. "Do we really need to go on with this farce or will Constable Black tell the truth! Do we have to damage two more honest defenders to show that we are telling the truth and Constable Black was part of a plot to get platinum?" 
 
    The official strode forward and declared, "Trader Einfeld is innocent of all charges. The law states that the innocence duels are to be conducted with ALL defendants. The innocence trial for Trader Quilaxatria Meixa followed by Quixana Meixa will commence one after another!" 
 
    Alan nodded to Qui. She jumped forward and kicked defender two in the face and knocked him backward - unconscious. The third 'defender' started looking around. He had never faced a tiny opponent like Quixana before and didn't know what to do. Quixana walked forward and spun really low to the ground knocking the feet out from under 'defender' three before dropping a heel on his head as he tried to get up. He was bloody and unconscious also. Constable Black was nowhere to be seen. The 'official' walked out and declared, "Trader Quilaxatria Meixa and Quixana Meixa are also innocent of all charges." 
 
    Alan knew that there was a lot of tension in the crowd so he decided to defuse it.  
 
    "I would like to invite all of you, my friends and supporters, to the bar over here with all drinks on me. Thank you all for supporting these young girls and me. Let's go drink - it's afternoon somewhere," he said and a good number of the people went to the bar. They didn't know his name or what this was all about but it had been entertaining and the drinks were free - why not. Constable Black didn't join them. No one knew that Tros Two had   disintegrated every atom of him with a molecular disruptor when Black went back to his office and had grabbed a rifle. The crowd was surprised when it noticed a rough-looking guy lying near where the duel had been fought. He had a tiny burn mark on his lips and, if they looked further, through his head and out the back. He had a blowgun pipe in his hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The hardware owner greeted Alan warmly when he came into the hardware store. "Trader Einfeld. What kind of price would you want for those 'cut-anything' knives of yours? I really liked them and they will sell easily." 
 
    "I'm getting a shipment of three hundred in soon…buying that many would get you a better price." 
 
    "How much?" the hardware owner asked. "Those constables have straightened up a lot. Not so many bogus arrests are happening now. You were amazing. I've never seen anything like that." 
 
    "I hope you never have to see more of that," Alan said. "I need about one hundred ten credits each for them to make enough to sell them." 
 
    "One hundred each and it’s a deal," the owner said. "My friends call me "Slegg'." 
 
    "Slegg it is," Alan mouth clicked assent. 
 
    The hardware owner gripped his hands together and dipped his head in a Trappist 'sincere thanks'.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    "What is this called again? Is it safe to eat? It looks strange," the chef said. 
 
    "Go ahead and eat it you baby. It's called a hot dog," Quixana said, "with chili." 
 
    "I suppose," he said and took a bite. "Oh my. That is wonderful. What kind of meat is this? This bread - you called it a 'bun' - it's clever and handy. We make something similar to this chili out of slegg cuttings. You say the meat is a mixture of several meats in a type of sausage. We have a deal with this hot dog and bun. It is very clever. We're going to get rich. You thought these up yourself?" 
 
    "I traveled a lot and these are a few of the ideas and recipes," Quixana said. 
 
    "Now what did you call these other two?" the chef asked. 
 
    "That circular one is called 'pizza' and you can make it with tons of different ingredients. It's cheap and fast to make. People like to watch the chef make them by throwing the dough up in the air and spinning it to make it wider. It's entertainment too." 
 
    "That is such a good idea. I've made flat bread that way. What's that last one?" he asked. 
 
    "That's a whole different type of food. It's called burritos and tacos. You'll love them."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Qui was at the bank explaining ideas to the bank officers. "It's called franchising. It’s a marketing concept for business expansion. The baker will be coming to see you soon and we want you to set up franchises for him. He'll be opening chain restaurants. Those sell the same type of food. People can see one of those and know they get the same great food wherever they are. He will sell licenses on know-how, procedures, intellectual property, use of its business model, brand; and rights to sell its branded products and services to other who want to set up his type of business." 
 
    "That is a great idea and you had such good information to how to do all the steps. I had no idea you were so brilliant. I thought I was going to faint on the spot when you faced that large constable in the duel. I knew he was going to hurt you and you jumped up and kicked him right in the face. You could have knocked me over with a feather. What was that name on the top of the papers you gave me - Wikipedia - what is that? It was on every other page." 
 
    "Oh that. That's the name of our company. We didn't do it all ourselves. We kind of inherited it. It's an old family tradition for the last two hundred years - a Trader secret you might say," Qui explained. 
 
    "There was one part that I didn't understand. It was about paying with credit cards. Are those something like the discount coupons you talked about?" the banker asked. 
 
    "You're not quite ready for those yet," Qui said. "Are we okay with the one-half of one percent of the profits on any franchise set up anywhere?" 
 
    "What does o-kay mean?" he asked. 
 
    "Okay means 'adequate', 'not good-not bad'. It means 'Do you agree?' - where you are seeking confirmation. It means 'Stop that - enough' if you say it with emphasis. It is versatile and has many meanings. Most uses are when someone is asking for approval," she said with a big grin." 
 
    "That's a great word. Okay. We have a deal," he said clasping his hands together and mouth clicking approval to her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alan met up with girls. Qui hugged him and smiled. Quixana grabbed them both and she was crying. "I'm going to miss you so much. How will we make it without you?" Quixana said sniffling. 
 
    Alan took a handkerchief out and wiped her eyes. She had a growth spurt with all the protein. "You are smart. You will have your Trader status soon like Qui. You're going to be the richest people on Trappist soon. You can come visit me whenever you're in my dimension." 
 
    "Okay, she said and grinned. 
 
    "What did you sell today? Did your sell more things?" Qui asked. 
 
    "I sold three hundred knives," he said grinning.  
 
    "You're kidding? Why knives? You know ideas are easier to carry and earn a lot more money. You taught me that. Why trade things?" she asked. 
 
    "You are pushing some of the ideas. I do that too with health and environment. I push things that need to go with your concepts. They will soon have cardboard and paper straws. I showed chemists how to make biodegradable polymers and explained why other ones are dangerous for the environment and health. The knives will be hard to copy. I left clues in the manuals that go with them. They will learn better heat-treating methods for metals and some simple electronics. They have to work at reverse engineering those," he explained. 
 
    The girls straighten up and started walking back to their frigate. "You didn't say where you're going." 
 
    "We have to go back to the Prime dimension to look up more ideas and get new printer cartridges. Quixana loves to print everything in color on the NuRiz. That stuff never wears out and manuals in color NuRiz sell for a fortune in any dimension," she said. "Where are you taking the Malamute?" 
 
    "I plan to go to the capitol. I still have the last of that crate of viewers. I refuse to give them away and I've been traveling all over this planet seeding ideas and products that fit the resources of the area," he said. "Besides. I contacted Nat telepathically the last time I was in the Prime Dimension." He felt empty. 
 
    "Okay," they said and soon took off. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The capitol was large for Trappist with almost three million residents. It looked and smelled like a large city with all its garbage and pollution. Alan decided he'd visit the Trader's Guild and get the real lay of the land. The personnel fawned over him and treated him well but he really missed the girls - his constant companions for almost two years. Having Mal tag along wasn't the same and he couldn't take the Tros, the VicVic Dimm, or Swift - the Hermolic. He had to transition back to the Prime Dimension more often. He saw his registration and the girls in the Guild's books but there were no other humans on the planet - sad. He went to the constable's office to report the death of his master after the cabin fire, just shy of two years before just east of Parcelone. 
 
    He walked into the main constable's office and a young man in uniform walked up to the counter. 
 
    "How may I help you?" he said. "My name is Constable Green." The man suddenly leaned back and yelled. "It's him! It's the guy! It's the guy from the Natlan incident!" 
 
    Suddenly, Alan was alarmed as six or seven constables ran up to the counter. There was even a female constable.  
 
    "I heard you and the girls were using drugs to make yourselves stronger!" said Constable Green. 
 
    "I heard all the defenders were drunk…" said another. 
 
    "I heard you used some secret fighting art," said another. 
 
    Alan held up both hands and made the 'sh-h-h-h' sound, which was quiet down even on Trappist. "I'll tell you a bit and show you something never seen before if you quiet down. It is a secret fighting art only taught to the very best Traders. Master Traders can all do it but hide the fact," he said almost in a whisper. He slowly took his MemDex off his wrist and put it on the counter. "Project the edited recording from Tros Two of my confrontation during the innocence duel," he said in English. 
 
    The MemDex showed a 3D view of the confrontation event. It showed a slightly elevated view and it showed the lightning attacks of the 'defender' and Alan's riposte. The constables went 'ooh' and 'ah' at the right moments and clapped at Alan's movements. The projection quit. 
 
    "That was the most marvelous thing I've ever seen. We are so proud of you," said Constable Green. "Did you kill Constable Black? You'd be justified if you did. That whole office was corrupt. Everyone thinks you are a secret enforcer from the Constable's Guild." 
 
    "Did you say Traders know this secret fighting art?" another asked. 
 
    "That's right. Almost all of them know it," Alan lied. 
 
    The constables started looking uncomfortable and were looking at each other and toward the back of their building. 
 
    "We may have made a terrible mistake," Constable Green said and mouth clicked an unusual way toward two colleagues who walked toward the back. 
 
    They had a man holding a mop come walking to the front with them. 
 
    "Master. Master Trader Raymond Lee!" Alan cried. "Are you researching the habits of the constables? How did you reframe from using your secret fighting arts?" Alan said while fingering his suit. "I remember when you researched taverns and prostitutes for two years - but again? Just because you'll live a thousand years," he said and heard the constables gasp. 
 
    His master, Raymond Lee, was quick on the uptake. "I couldn't pass up this opportunity," he said standing up straight. "He turned to Constable Green. Should we do my innocence duel now or let my apprentice, Alan Einfeld, fight for me?" 
 
    "He's your apprentice," Constable Green said and the man visibly sagged. "Research?" 
 
    "Yes, young man. It helps traders really know what people want or need. I have made many observations this last year," Raymond Lee said. 
 
    "As the duly appointed head of this precinct - you are free to go. Is that all right with you Master Trader Einfeld?" Constable Green asked. 
 
    "Thank you for being such wonderful test subjects," said Trader Raymond Lee. "I think the capitol will see improvements in food, sanitation, and cleaning very soon," he said and started heading out the door. 
 
    "Thank you. This was why I came by today. We really needed him back to work. Thank you for your service," Alan said and walked rapidly to catch up with his old master.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    "Master Trader Einfeld? …with the Trader's Guild here? Here…and the Interstellar Guild. How did this happen?" Alan asking indicating the constable headquarters behind them. 
 
    "I heard you were killed while slegg hunting and then a slegg killed my dog at the cabin. I buried them both and burned the cabin. I was so angry with myself - I thought I had made a mistake about letting you solo," he stopped and looked Alan from stem to stern. "You look good. I got rip-roaring drunk and hurt five or six guys in a bar. I was sentenced to two years as a custodian or I could fight some monstrous guy. Discretion being the better part of valor - I declined. They threw away my suit when they took me in so I couldn't transition back. Now what happened to you and where are we going?" 
 
    "That…' he said chuckling. "…will take some telling. How about we get back to my cruiser and I'll fill you in. I've got a great chef and crew," Alan said. 
 
    "Your cruiser? …like a cruiser-sized cruiser!?" Raymond asked. 
 
    "It's a fully functional, pre-Pact ERF Cruiser - the Malamute. The Pact is no more. The blinders are off. I'll tell you more when we get there. It's over there," Alan pointed. 
 
    "It's huge!" Raymond said. He could see it since he had advanced nanite treatments also. "Wow."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The port opened and Alan ushered Raymond inside. Mal was the first one to greet them. 
 
    "You're human too," Mal said. "I'm Mal," she said. 
 
    "You are stunningly beautiful," Raymond said. "I'm Raymond Lee." 
 
    "Alan told me about you. I'll get the rest of the crew up here to meet you," she said. 
 
    Dimm walked in. 
 
    "A VicVic! You are a beautiful young VicVic also," he said in Trade. "He moved forward and offered grasp's Dimm's front grasping limb and put it so it pricked his neck. Then he said something in a language no one understood. 
 
    Dimm said, " I accept you’re your gift of fluids and offer my friendship. How did you know I was young?" 
 
    "I spent some time on your home planet and learned your trade language," he said. "You have no age spots and you are large and healthy for a female of your species. You must be from the royal line aren't you?" 
 
    "You are most astute. Captain Einfeld has made me wealthy and I am enjoying seeing the universe before I have to rule," Dimm said. 
 
    "You have your own trade language? Why didn't you tell us? You're what - a princess. Damn," Alan said. 
 
    "There was no need to burden you with the knowledge. I have gained much from our adventures." 
 
    Mal introduced the Tros as they came in. "This is Tros One and Tros Two." 
 
    Raymond didn't introduce himself but crossed arms and bowed. "I am his old master. Nice to meet you." 
 
    The two Tros bowed and then walked off - as was their nature. 
 
    Swift came in with flour on his face. "I am Swift," he said in Trade. "I am the cook." 
 
    "I am very pleased to meet the most important member of the team. I am Trader Raymond Lee," he said in accent free Hermolic.  
 
    "My dear," he said to Mal. "Would you escort me to the galley? I need a drink, some food, and some lovely female companionship." 
 
    Mal took Raymond's arm and walked off. 
 
    "She's lamlee, Raymond," Alan said to their departing forms. 
 
    "Very lovely lamlee indeed," he said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The Malamute transitioned back to the capitol of the Prime Dimension on Trappist and Alan filled Raymond in on their trials and tribulations. Raymond ate, drank, and listened. He gave many great suggestions on areas to nudge the Trappist economy. He was enthralled by what Qui and Quixana had done and how fast they progressed. He said he was going to look them up soon. He was thrilled with the telepathic implants and got up to speed practicing with all the crew. Alan gave him a container of lamlee. It was bitter-sweet to see him go for Alan but he only survived because of his mentor's teaching.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The Malamute jumped to Refuge and transitioned to their dimension. The Reflection Settlement looked pristine and the battle damage was almost totally erased. Alan missed Dorothy immensely but Ali and Cassie were there to meet them as he gave the crew shore leave. Mal and Cassie went off together and Swift went to the small Hermolic community. Dimm went to a jungle area, she said - to hunt. Alan met Emily. 
 
    "How are you holding up?" he asked her. 
 
    "I'm okay. I miss her. I can hear her laugh in my head and just can't believe she's gone," Emily said. "You understand missing someone - don't you," she said. 
 
    "I do," Alan said and thought about Nat and how they had been forced apart by circumstances. He decided he'd try to call her again telepathically. Nat, Admiral Nat. Where are you? 
 
    I'm right behind you. 
 
    Alan spun around and saw her standing right behind him. He stepped forward, caught her in his arms, and hugged her tight. 
 
    He kissed her passionately and she returned his ardor. They kissed and embraced. It was glorious to press their bodies together. They heard a cough behind them. 
 
    "Nat was staying here," Emily said. 
 
    "I just wanted off my ship for while," Nat said. 
 
    "How about we go to a place I know?" Alan said. "Pack whatever you need and meet me with your bike in an hour. This place is really warm with lots of sun and water." 
 
    "An hour? Admirals aren’t the best taking directions," she said. 
 
    "Oh you can definitely lead too. See you in an hour," he said and trotted off to his ship.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They met back in an hour - both had small bags with them that they stowed on Nat's bike. 
 
    "Where is this place and what is it?" she asked. 
 
    "It's on the other side of the planet from here and it's a replica of a resort in Bora Bora on Earth." 
 
    "The other side of the planet. That will take us hours. You know these things can't go that fast." 
 
    Alan grinned and pulled out a special tool and held it up to her. "Trust me?" 
 
    "I suppose," she said dubiously. 
 
    He bent down by her bike and examined it a moment. He carefully slid the tool into a small crevice that Nat hadn't noticed before and flipped something. A small cover fell off and he picked it up and threw it into the woods. 
 
    "What was that? Don't we need that?" she asked. 
 
    "That - my love…was the inhibiter installed on newer bike's when they realized what they could really do with a zero point power cell and gravity controls," he said. 
 
    "What does - did it do?" she asked. 
 
    "Those were added when young people killed whole crowds in kinetic strikes with their bikes. The inhibiter kept the bikes at normal speed. This takes the restrictions off the speed control, force field, and inertial compensator. Mach 14 here we come," he said. 
 
    "Mach 14!? Good grief. Really!" she said. "Well get on. I want to test this thing out. I have my suit - I see you have yours," she said and ran her hand all the way down his front. 
 
    They climbed on and all guidance and controls showed green. "Hey - one yellow light doesn't work by the start button." 
 
    "That was the indicator that the inhibiter was engaged," he said. 
 
    "Damn. Who knew? Here we go," she said. 
 
    To say that they took off like a rocket or a scalded dog was too lame a term. The bike eliminated inertia and they were screaming through the night headed east. The stars were beautiful on the night side of the planet at 160 kilometers up from the surface. Their suits provided oxygen and warmth from the frigid environment. Their shield let them slip through what little atmosphere was available this high with no thermal heating or sonic boom below. The morning sunlight was rapidly approaching and Alan sent directions to Nat on her heads up display.  
 
    "Oh my - how beautiful." They landed and walked hand in hand to a lovely chalet over the ocean. There was champagne chilling and fruits laid out for them. The water looked like rippling blue glass and the sand was brilliantly white. The breeze had a sweet clean scent of tropical flowers. 
 
    He took Nat in his arms, "I've dreamed of this moment since we left each other last time." 
 
    "I hope the ride will be worth it," she said with a grin. 
 
    "I enjoyed the ride here," he said. 
 
    "Not nearly as much as we're going to enjoy the next ride," she said mischievously. "Remember. I'm the Admiral. I get to give the orders the first time." 
 
      
 
      
 
    -End- 
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    TRADE WORLD SAGA 
 
      
 
      
 
    TRADE WORLD SAGA (four books in one and its over 1,100 pages) 
 
    Excerpt: Washington State Incursion 
 
      
 
    (Seven months earlier...) 
 
    Shin-Young Lee is an apple farmer in Washington State. He just experienced an interesting 24-hours -- as he tells it. In his own words… (from interviews) 
 
    Cashmere, Washington is about in the middle of the state but it's still off the beaten path…interstellar--wise… and I suppose, US-wise also. Only about 2% of the population here are Asian (Thai, Korean, Chinese -- they lump us all together). Most folks around here are Caucasian, hell -- most are Armenian but that's another story. See -- I thought this fella, Rett, was the only alien on Earth. Guess what we're told about that moon base and aliens is true…a bit 'cause I had some business a while ago. I was alone in the orchards just north of Snow Lakes and this ship -- a space ship all right -- came down right next to my orchard one evenin'.  
 
      
 
    I just stood there with my jaw hanging open and this feller -- guess it was a guy came out and started jabberin'. Knew it had to do with my apples so I figured out what he wanted. He wanted to trade for my apples. Big ole feller too -- all wrinkly skin with big ole eyes that swung around -- like a kid lookin' out for his parents. It took a while before he indicated how much he wanted. I had a pickup truck full that I was samplin' the different varieties I was growin'... so I had a bushel of Golden Delicious, Gala, Braeburn, Granny Smith, Cripps Pink, and Honeycrisp. I hadn't picked any of my Cameo, Fuji or Red Delicious yet 'cause it was getting' late, but these all looked pretty good. Plenty of rainfall and mild weather had helped. 
 
      
 
    Well, this feller nearly fell over when I gave him a slice of a couple of different ones -- he was a bit leery when I pulled open my pocketknife and handed him pieces. Not sure if it was the knife or my big smile that spooked him. Anyway -- we started hagglin' -- guess we were 'cause it was hard to get ideas across for payment. We settled on a little bar of gold -- looked like gold and it dented like gold -- a little bar of gold for every bushel. Guess he didn't see, in the dark, that I had automatic pickers ready to harvest tractor-trailer truckloads of the things. We grow apples in a big way up here in Washington. So. I got this big inspiration. Just 'cause I grow apples doesn't mean I'm a slow farmer and all. I have a college degree in agriculture and business and the business part covers a lot of ground -- high tech stuff. 
 
    I motioned for him to wait and pointed to the ground where he was and held my palms out to him and pointed for him to wait -- pointed at my MemDex, pointed at the ground again and went back to my truck. I had some presents for my nieces that I thought might be put to better use. I had these little how-to books on growing apples with a lot of pictures. I came out with them and showed him a few pictures and the pack of seeds that came with each and he nearly fell off the ramp trying to get them. We started waving arms and such but I guess I finally got through to him -- he brought out a bunch of books and a little box -- manuals I guess -- printed on the slickest paper you ever saw. I had paid ten bucks apiece -- on sale -- for the three books I had but I indicated I couldn't understand and this guy -- pretty sharp holds out his hands -- paws -- whatever and points at the ground for me to wait. He hollars up the ramp and another guy -- being -- comes waddling out with this big box and headset. He sets it down. 
 
    There on the ground, he lays out the six little gold bars and three books and this box -- he holds out a little cylinder and puts it in the box. Now he holds up both hands -- might as well call them hands, points at his pile and then uses a big gesture -- points at my truck full of apples and indicates swapping. No fleas on this dog -- he was quick on the uptake. I grinned real big and stuck out my hand. He jerked back a bit -- guess I shocked him -- don't know if it was the hand or the smile but he reached out and we shook on it. Awkward, but he got the drift -- like I say -- this feller was smart. Skin was softer than it looked but really hot compared to mine -- hotter than a dog. He said a couple of things with his eyes swiveled back up the ramp. Two of his crew came down and emptied my truck in about half a minute. They were all headed back in when there was a shout from inside the ship and the guy -- he looks up and skedaddles up the ramp. 
 
    That ship closes up and shot out of there like a dog with its tail on fire -- and zoomed away. If it hadn't been for my empty truck and all the stuff on the ground, I would have thought it was a dream. What happened then sucked but guess it could have been worse. Another ship lands but this one is longer and has English lettering, so I knew it had to be one of ours -- didn't really believe we had anything like it -- but seeing is believin'. This door opens on this ship and out come a half dozen military folks with serious expressions and even more serious lookin' weird weapons. One starts hollarin' at me to not move -- like I could have moved if I wanted too. My jaw was still hangin' open and this guy realizes I'm not a threat to anybody and they all lower their weapons and start looking around. This first guy asks me what I know and when I can talk again -- took a minute -- I tell him my story. He nods and looks over my loot. He pulls out a little meter thing and looks at each piece of metal, the books, and the box.  
 
    His guys load up the box and the manuals with the little box but he leaves the metal bars. I protest but he tells me to shut up and that I'm lucky they don't execute me on the spot. He tells me not to tell anyone but knows I will anyway. He said I broke treaty laws in trading directly with these folks...what treaty? He also says he's going to take the language trainer -- guess it was that box thing and the manuals but I can keep the metal. I asked him if it was because it was worthless. He laughs and says -- hardly worthless. Then he tells me I have about two kilos of gold, two kilos of rhodium, and two kilos of platinum. I was flabbergasted. That other stuff sells for more than gold. Whoa -- might buy me a new truck with that and I can certainly buy more books for my nieces with seed packs in them. It would be ten years before they could grow bearing fruit trees from the seed packs in those books anyway. No harm done. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CONNECTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    Excerpt: CASSANDRA 
 
      
 
    Assessor LeXant had the ship hoisted onto the huge transport trailer. This oversized load would be hauled to the confiscation yard near the LsPlay Enforcement Center. The ship didn’t appear as big as a small freighter but it did look fast. LeXant couldn’t see any fuel ports, antennas, or holes even for the rocket exhaust. It looked like it was cut from a dull black crystal or something – it looked sleek and creepy…Zhast…he quit speculating. His job was just to get it moved – not anything else. He’d let the inventory people get to it. This wasn’t his job. His teammate, Assessor LeRoc, got to interrogate the prisoner…he had all the luck. LeXant called the property section when he got within range and told them to expect this thing. Then he gave them the dimensions, “Yes…I know it’s big. We can’t leave it here. It is coming to your facility…deal with it,” he said and hung up the new ‘mobile’ telephone. LeXant thought it was pretty ‘high-brow’ to be able to call from his car – one of the perks for being in the government. 
  
 
    *** 
 
    Contact! 
 
    Robert heard the subcutaneous incoming call – a sound he thought he’d never hear again. He answered without saying anything.  
 
    “This is Cassandra,” said the scratchy voice from the poor reception. “Do not try to say anything. I am being moved into the nearby city and they have a rudimentary telephone system that is newly installed. You are coming to another moderately sized city up the coast. I am able to understand a few words now. The government troops that assaulted us last night are called the ‘Prath’. They are a law enforcement/interdiction group designated to stop smuggling from the Jovian sized planet’s habitable moon – called Xale but pronounced ‘Sale’ with a lisp… the city you are approaching is called ‘Bumweet’. I will continue to learn their language and may have learned a few words – since I don’t forget – it is easier for me to compile a vocabulary. I will teach you any words that approach 95% assurance. The word for ‘yes’ is ‘la’ and the word for ‘no’ is ‘pa’ with emphasis on the ‘p’. Toilet or whatever they use for the word is ‘boosh.’ Thank you is a very British ‘ta’ and ‘you’re welcome’ I haven’t figured out yet. Think ‘food,’ or ‘meal,’ or ‘eat’ is…‘mata’. 
 
    Right at that time in Robert’s one-sided conversation, LeSlur reached back and handed Robert something that looked like a chew bar to eat. Robert looked back at him and said “Ta LeSlur”…at which point – LeSlur jerked and started a tirade of sentences at him.  
 
    Robert held up both palms and said “Pa” for ‘no’ – then Cassandra suggested he say… ‘Covo…woot’. Think it means ‘learn or learned’, she said… not sure of the verb tense. ‘Woot’ means ‘some’ – broad usage like English. Robert said, “Covo woot.” 
 
    There was silence in the car as they regarded this revelation. LeSlur started saying that they shouldn’t talk too much around Robert if he could understand anything they were saying. 
 
    Robert just smiled. Robert’s language lesson proceeded another thirty minutes until the car pulled up to guard house of a large mansion. The large metal gates were opened and the two cars proceeded through. Everyone got out and stretched. Robert went up to LeSlur and touched him. Robert pinched his shirt and pulled it out and said, “LeSlur…ta…ta mata,” Robert said and pointed to the house, “Boosh?” 
 
    LeSlur thought this was hilarious for some reason and said something – that was ‘you’re welcome’ Cassandra said. Robert tried to repeat it and LeSlur caught his meaning and repeated it more clearly. Robert parroted that back with the right pronunciation and LeSlur lit up. He stopped, undid his shirt, and pointed to the skin on his shoulder. He turned to his men and said something explaining that he had been shot through and through. Now his shoulder was a little sore but the skin was healed over the entrance and exit wounds. He pointed to Robert and gave a little talk. LeSlur’s men came over and marveled at the healed wound. LeSlur turned to Robert and said, “Robert. Ta,” and pointed at his shoulder.  
 
    Robert repeated the ‘you’re welcome’ phrase and then Robert pointed to each man and then the house, “Boosh? La?” 
 
    At this – the men all cracked up, slapped him on the back and started walking toward the house. LeSlur walked with Robert.  
 
    *** 
 
    Confiscation Yard 
 
      
 
    The inventory specialist walked around the strange ship. He tried to find the entrance but couldn’t find any break in the surface of the craft. He went to the confiscation yard superintendent and asked him where the entrance was located. The supervisor walked around the ship while looking at the report. 
 
    “The report says that there was a door with a ladder like thing right here as they ran up to the ship and then it closed. I’ll call one of the engineers from the flight company – they’ll know how to get in.” 
  
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, the perplexed flight engineer called a crew of his people over with cutting equipment and saws. The welding torch did nothing. The thermal lance would not even scorch the surface of the graphene-ceramic composite. The truck carrying the heavy laser pulled up. The bright pulses from the laser didn’t even warm the surface. The saws and drills wouldn’t scratch the surface. The demolition team brought cutting charges similar to det-cord and it did nothing. A technician placed a large demolition charge with a standoff cone – Cassandra realized that this shaped-charge would damage her hull if they tamped the charge. Cassandra noticed the bomb technician coming toward the ship with a sandbag. Cassandra dissolved the door, deployed the little ladder, and turned on the interior lights. 
 
    The bomb squad tech carrying the sandbag – set it down and walked over to the ladder. He looked inside and the inventory guy came up close behind him. Those two crept up the ladder and stepped into the cockpit of the craft. The bright interior lights suddenly went out and the pressure door resolidified just as quickly as the ladder disappeared. They were trapped inside. As they reached the front console, there was a mild electric shock if they touched any metal. The air started pumping out of the cabin and they were both soon gasping for air. The inventory man’s knees crumpled and he fell down into one of the odd chairs. The pressure door suddenly opened and the demolition specialist stumbled out the cabin’s open portal and down the ladder. The inventory specialist was a bit slower recovering and the door shut again… but the lights stayed on this time and the air pressure stayed normal. 
 
    The confiscation yard superintendent called the Prath Chief Superintendent and explained what happened. The Chief Superintendent called his superiors and that continued up the chain of command. The Assistant Chief Commandant of the entire Prath force, LeBeeb, called a contact at the local university. He sent an emergency crew to the university to load up a famous scientist and get him to come over to give an opinion.  
 
    The university scientist was rapidly driven over to the confiscation yard. The scientist listened to the excited gabble from several people at once and then separated everyone. It soon became clear that the yard superintendent was the most cogent and observant. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” said Professor LeEck asking the yard super. 
 
    “It had no hull openings so I called the flight engineers.” 
 
    “If it had no openings – how did the two people get inside?” asked Professor LeEck. 
 
    
  
 
    “It had no openings at first – later it opened up and two went inside. Only one came out,” explained the superintendent. “I think there’s someone in there. There are little people in there.” 
 
    “Hum…yes…could be. Now just tell me – from the beginning what happened. Don’t leave anything out and tell me in the exact order,” said LeEck. 
 
    “The inventory guy said there weren’t any openings. He called me and we looked around. We saw there were no hull openings at all. We walked all the way around and looked under it…nothing. I went into my office and called for a flight engineer. He spent an hour and then he went and called his team to come over with equipment. We tried everything and nothing worked.” 
 
    “Explain to me what they tried and the results.” 
 
    “Nothing worked I said,” the superintendent said tiredly. 
 
    “Fine…what did they try and in what order,” the professor asked another way. 
 
    “They tried a gas welding torch and the surface never got hot. We tried a thermal oxygen lance and again the surface never got warm,” the superintendent said. 
 
    “Really…not even warm?” the scientist was getting excited. “Sorry – you were saying…after the thermal lance.” 
 
    “…after the lance, we got a really powerful anti-aircraft laser – with the right focus and nothing happened.” 
 
    “The laser didn’t work?” 
 
    “No – no. The laser was working fine but it wouldn’t even warm the surface of that zhast thing. We then tried a diamond saw – not even a scratch…drills of all types and not a scratch. We got frustrated and called a demolition team. They laid coils of detonation cord like the military uses to cut trees or poles…nothing doing – not even scorched. Then the guy placed a big explosive against the ship.” 
 
    “Where did he put it on the ship and how much explosive? Was there anything unusual about the explosive?” the professor asked. 
 
    “Come to think of it – it was a lot – hard for him to lift and that explosive wasn’t just set up against the hull – it was shaped like a cone – just off the surface with a stand. Then, just when that bomb guy was carrying a sandbag to put on top of the explosives – the door opened just as slick as you please and the interior lights came on.” 
 
    “You say the door opened just when the demolition expert was carrying a sandbag toward the ship.” 
 
    “Yes…yes. That’s what I said,” grumbled the superintendent. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well…the bomb expert and the inventory guy decided to go inside.” 
 
    “Did they see anyone inside? Were they forced?” 
 
    “No…no…nothing like that. It looked all lit up inside and it had opened. They could see there was nobody inside…the demolition guy said it went all dark as soon as they got inside.” 
 
    “Thank you superintendent. You’ve helped a lot. Would you send the demolition expert over here?” the professor asked. “That was very helpful superintendent.” 
 
    “Really? …I’ll get him,” the superintendent said and started to go get the other guy. He turned back to the professor. “Do you think you can get the inventory guy out? I don’t even know his name.” 
 
    “Maybe…we’ll see.” 
 
    The demolition expert was still pretty shook up and that didn’t happen very often to these guys. He started right in. “That was spooky as zhast… What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Just tell me what happened but tell me in the order it happened and don’t leave anything out. Start after the detonation cord…” 
 
    
  
 
    “I had placed this large breeching charge midway down the hull. Had a good standoff and was just about to put on a sandbag when the door opened.” 
 
    “You were tamping the explosive – correct? How big a charge?” 
 
    “Yes professor. You guys know about that? You don’t put a charge directly against the surface – nothing happens. You have to put the charge a little off the surface and then put a heavy weight on the backside to direct the force downward. It was about ten rheuls of military grade compound. The door came open and the lights came on inside the cabin.” 
 
    “Tell me exactly what you saw inside – describe it. You didn’t see any people?” 
 
    “No professor. Just these seats and kind of a desk or dash inside, covered with a few weird symbols.” 
 
    “Did you recognize any of the symbols? Do you think they were controls for the craft?” 
 
    “That’s it professor. They were controls and there were four seats. That’s about all I saw before the lights went out and the air started going out of the cabin.” 
 
    “What? Humm…tell me about the seats. Big? Little? What color? Could we sit in them?” 
 
    “Yes. They were blackish but soft like leather… but it didn’t feel quite like leather. I could have fit in them easy…but the lights went out – I was fumbling in the dark and touched that front dash. It shocked me. The air started being sucked out of the cabin and the guy next to me sat down like he wasn’t going to make it. That’s right… then the lights came back on – the door opened and I scrambled out. The door shut behind me before the other guy could get out.” 
 
    “So he was alive?” 
 
    “Oh yes. The door was fast and now we can’t even find it where it was on the surface. I saw it but there is no visible seam on the surface…spooky. I know it was there but it's not there now. Spooky,” said the bomb expert. 
 
    “Did you try more explosives?” asked the professor. 
 
    “You kidding me? Of course not… A man is alive inside there.” 
 
    “Thank you specialist,” the professor said. 
 
    “Do you think you can get him out of that thing?” asked the man. 
 
    “I sincerely think so specialist. I think so.” 
 
    The professor walked back to the ship and noticed that the military was continuing to arrive and form a cordon around the ship. The professor asked everyone to move away from the ship. The Assistant Commandant had just arrived and jumped out of his vehicle and strutted over to the professor. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in charge,” said the Assistant Chief Commandant. He waited. The professor said nothing.  
 
    The professor waited a few more moments and then started walking away from the Commandant without saying anything. 
 
    “Wait man. You can’t just walk away from me. Come back here.” 
 
    The professor kept walking without even looking back. 
 
    “Someone grab that man,” shouted the commandant. “You, Proffer. Grab him.” 
 
    The proffer grabbed the professor by both arms and forcibly turned him around. “I have him Commandant.” 
 
    The Commandant walked up to the professor. “You will do what I say or …” 
 
    “Enough,” said the professor. “Do you want your man out of that ship or not? Are you just going to strut around here ordering people about? You do realize that it is against the law to order scientists to do your bidding. Remember the EtsLot Proclamation after the last war.” 
 
    
  
 
    The Commandant nodded…paused…started to say something one or two times… “What is it you need?” 
 
    “Thank you commandant. I am happy to see promotions in the higher ranks are not totally based on nepotism. I need everyone to stand away from the ship so I may ask it some questions.” 
 
    “Ask it questions?” said the commandant. When no other information appeared to be forthcoming, he sighed. “How far back?” 
 
    “Please get everyone back to…” the professor pointed, “about that truck. Also do not be worried it I go inside for an hour or two. I know I can get out.” 
  
 
    *** 
 
    Inside the ship 
 
    Professor LeEck walked up to the ship. He had his suspicions but it was almost too incredible to believe. He felt a bit foolish. He’d face a lot of ridicule if this didn’t work. 
 
    “Ship. I am Professor LeEck.” 
 
    The ship was just sat there – dormant and black. The ship was silent. The professor waited feeling a bit foolish but he thought he was right. 
 
    “I am Professor LeEck and I promise no explosives will be placed on you if you release the man inside.” 
 
    The door of the ship disappeared and the ladder appeared on the side. The inventory specialist peeked out and then scrambled down the ladder. The professor stopped him. 
 
    “Tell me what happened after you were trapped inside.” 
 
    The man said that he had gone back over to the control console and it had shocked him when he touched it. He had heard the word ‘No’ shouted at him. He just sat down and waited. The seat was comfortable and nothing else happened. The lights came back on and stayed on after the door shut. 
 
    The professor sent him over to the group near the truck and turned back to the ship. 
 
    “Are you damaged?” the professor asked the ship through the doorway. 
 
    “No LeEck,” said the ship.  
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “No words…test,” said the ship. 
 
    “Are you a test ship from Xale?” asked the professor. 
 
    “No,” said the ship. “Cassandra.” 
 
    “Are you a person Cassandra?” asked the professor. 
 
    There was a longer pause. “No. – no words.” 
 
    “Are you a machine that thinks?” 
 
    “Some,” said Cassandra. “Learn words.” The lights flashed twice inside the cabin. 
 
    The professor turned and yelled to the crowd, “I’m going to go inside for a few minutes. The ship and I are talking. I will come out in a few minutes and tell you what I’ve learned.” 
 
    The professor went up the short ladder into the cabin, looked around, and sat down in the front right-most seat. The view screens suddenly displayed a brilliant color, 360-degree view around the ship. The middle view screen then started displayed a speeded up recording of the approach to Beta Hydri, the recordings of the patrol attack (with all the communications), and the patrol ship’s destruction. That was followed with recordings of the landing and the assault by the Prath troops. The recording showed Skip getting shot. The recording did not show the locals or the vehicles they had been in. 
 
    “Can you tell me where you are from?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cassandra answered but displayed nothing. 
 
    The scientist waited a while and then said, “Will you tell me?” 
 
    “Earth. No Xale.”  
 
    
  
 
    The professor looked around and marveled at the technology all around him. He realized that this ‘machine’ – this Cassandra was more intelligent than many of the administrators he dealt with day-to-day. He just couldn’t think of what to ask or say right now. 
 
    “Do you need power?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Cassandra answered. 
 
    “Fuel?”  
 
    “No,” Cassandra answered. 
 
    “What do you need?” the professor asked. 
 
    The view screens showed images of Skip. 
 
    “I can’t promise that. This man broke our laws. People must answer for any crimes,” the professor said. “I understand he brought drugs with him. That is against our law.” 
 
    “Food…use salt?” Cassandra asked showing the white powder of refined salt on food. 
 
    “Do we use salt in our food? Yes,” the professor answered. 
 
    “You…no words. Go Earth…” 
 
    The professor was stumped for a bit “Oh. If I to go to your home and use salt…it would be a crime?” 
 
    “No words. Food…no crime,” Cassandra said. 
 
    “So your man had food that is illegal here. He is still a criminal in our eyes,” said the professor and the lights flashed twice. “Even if your people think of it as food.” The lights flashed again. “You want me to leave now.” 
 
    The ship answered “La (yes).” 
 
    “May I talk to you again later?” the scientist asked and the ship answered ‘yes’. LeEck exited and turned around to watch the ladder disappear. The pressure door resolidified and then even the outline of the door disappeared. LeEck decided he’d set a high-speed camera and a graduate student vigil – just watching the door from then on. He walked back over to the Assistant Commandant. 
 
    “Well…explain it to me so I’ll understand,” ordered the man. 
 
    I’m not sure that is possible, thought LeEck. “The ship has a machine in it that is very intelligent. It thinks.” 
 
    “That isn’t possible,” stated the commandant. 
 
    “It is possible. It exists a short distance from you,” said LeEck indicating the ship. “It is still learning our language.” 
 
    “We have the dominant language on our planet. Anyone – anyone that is intelligent on our planet – speaks our language…so it can’t be very intelligent,” stated the commandant. 
 
    “I find I agree with you that someone may not be intelligent if they don’t understand our language,” LeEck said thinking the commandant was the offspring of inbreeding. 
 
    “What – just as I thought. It is from Xale. It is the ship that destroyed our patrol craft,” stated the commandant – pleased with his brilliant reasoning. 
 
    “The patrol craft was destroyed by its own weapons when it tried to destroy that ship. The ship displayed a very detailed recording of its encounter with our patrol craft, played the communications, and showed its subsequent landing at the abandoned airfield,” said LeEck. 
 
    “So these were the ones that destroyed our patrol craft – that adds to their crimes,” said the commandant. 
 
    “That is not what happened,” LeEck said and knew any explanation would be lost on this moron. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    UPLIFT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Excerpt: Richard had just finished his third prototype. Withers came up to him. “These are working out much better than I hoped. We need to make a better way of refueling them. The conversion of hydrocarbons shouldn’t give us as much energy as it does, but seeing is believing  -- looks like we have a 500KW deuterium fluoride laser boss.”  
 
    “Great Hamilton. How’s the handgun coming?” 
 
    “Boss. Your designs are incredible. They work the same as you planned, and no designs work first time like yours do – it’s amazing. These are mature designs. No one skips the faltering first steps. What gives?” 
 
    “Remember. I’ve been thinking about making these for decades. I went through a lot of simulations on computer first,” I lied. 
 
    “Yes, and we can get a pulsed 50,000 volt charge following the ionized paths like you said -- looks like the range will be about 50 meters, or so in atmosphere. A true tetanizing laser stun weapon. When I started building this, I didn’t know what tetanizing was,” Hamilton said. 
 
    “We've only tested it in the lab,” Hamilton said. 
 
    “Why don’t we go outside, and find something to test it on?” I asked. “You think your guys would like to come watch the test?” 
 
    “You know they would. I’ll grab them,” Hamilton said. 
 
    We all went out back, and there were some woods behind the building – mostly pine trees. “How much do the beams spread at distance?” 
 
    “Not much at all for the effective distance – about fifty meters,” said Josh – one of the new guys.  
 
    “What’s this switch on the side? I don’t remember that in the specs.” Josh looked at Hamilton who nodded that it was okay.  
 
    “I did that Mister Patterson. I made it so you could fire the pulses faster if you held back the trigger. You’d use it while sweeping the area. It isn’t as powerful that way, but you can just hold the trigger back, and sweep it slowly from side to side – guess you’d call it semi, and full automatic,” Josh said. “Hey. Mister Patterson – rabbit over by that tree.” 
 
    I leveled the pistol, and sighted at the rabbit. It was late afternoon, and the rabbit wasn’t easy to see. It was about thirty-five meters away. I pulled the trigger, and there was a slight whine from the pistol, but nothing happened with the rabbit except it hopped a few feet. I aimed again, and when I pulled the trigger the rabbit jerked a couple of times, and then fell over. I saw a mangy dog come running up, and it scooped up the rabbit. I brought the handgun up, and fired at the dog. The dog dropped the rabbit, kicked a bit, and fell over. I turned to my guys, and said, “Outstanding guys. Great. I think I’ll start carrying this one. Matter of fact – why don’t you make one for all of us to carry. Hamilton – see about our lawyer getting us all carry permits, or whatever for these. Josh. I think we need to try this on humans.” 
 
    Josh stepped back a bit, and stammered. He held his hands up in front of himself. 
 
    Before he could say more – I handed him the pistol, and started walking toward the dog, and rabbit. 
 
    Corey. Will this damage you – or me? 
 
    No Richard, though it is not pleasant. Get the others to video the test with their phones. 
 
    “Sir. I’m not comfortable with this test sir,” Josh yelled. 
 
    “It’s fine Josh. You other guys record this – I doubt I’ll want to repeat this too many times. Start with my hand first, and let’s see how that does. Wait ten seconds, or until I give a thumbs up, and aim center mass. Remember I designed these,” I shouted with a bit of trepidation, as I approached the dog, and rabbit they were still lying there. They were still breathing – good sign. 
 
    Good luck sir, Corey said as I held out my left hand. 
 
    Josh fired and I felt a searing shock in my arm that dropped, numb to my side. Damn that hurt. I raised my right arm with my thumb up. Fu—the shock only hurt for a moment because I felt nothing after a brief flash. I regained consciousness a bit later. 
 
    Corey talked to me first. They are concerned – you were out for about five minutes. The dog will be out another ten minutes. The rabbit may live. 
 
    I looked up to see my team surrounding me. Hamilton had left his video on. I pointed to it in his hand, and then indicated that he focuses back on me.  “I’m fine,” I said. “The hand shot stung like it was stuck in an electric socket, and then it went totally numb. No pain now though its tingling a bit. My chest is sore – good shooting Josh. The last shot -- well -- I felt a flash, and it all went black. You say I was out for a little over five minutes. We’ll set up physiological testing at some local university -- totally off the books as they'd have a fit trying to get this through their review board. I recommend we have everyone who is trained with one of these to have it used on them – after a thorough physical. Whew. Good job,” I said. 
 
    It was fifteen more minutes before the dog recovered. It got up a bit disoriented, and wobbly walked away. The rabbit was out for another hour – tried to walk – fell over a few times, and finally hopped away a little unsteadily.  
 
    I turned to my guys as we walked back to our lab. “What do you think about distance effects?” 
 
    Hamilton and Josh talked for a few minutes, and then turned to me.  
 
    Josh said, “We’ll have to run more tests, but there shouldn’t be an attenuation effect until after fifty meters – it would have somewhat lesser effect after that I’m sure. The main factors would be what material was between you, and the skin. Most armor would not conduct the charge to the skin – so no tetanizing muscles. Time on contact would be a big factor as would full auto pulsing if we were using that mode.” 
 
    “Figure out a way to test as rapidly as you can without enraging PETA – maybe with some SF guys at Ft. Bragg instead of animals. Damage there is okay – no one cares if soldiers are damaged, but only get bent a little. It would be a lot more interesting for them, and for once lately – I’d like to see the US military getting state of the art gear before the private pukes. How many can we get and when?” 
 
    “We can have enough to equip a full company with spare parts done by the end of the month. Suggest we get the soldiers to write the manuals after initial training – that way it will be understandable instead of techno-babble. We have finished two prototypes of the shoulder-fired lasers – they’re a bit more complex, but we are sealing them to work in any environment if you keep the front carbon nanotube lens clean. They’ll have to clean out the fuel filters occasionally. Easier than with an old M8 I dare say,” Hamilton said. 
 
    “A soldier isn’t much of a soldier if they don’t keep their weapons clean. Good. Include a cleaning kit,” I said. 
 
    “Already have one in the stock, but these actually are decent kits compared to past crap,” Hamilton said. (pause) “Who else should I hire? I need four good people.” 
 
    “I’ll give you their names. Josh – I want you to go see them personally – no emails, no texting, no phone calls,” I said. “I will be too noticeable pretty soon. Let’s try that laser. By the way, folks – your salary has just doubled, and you are getting stock options. If we get wealthy – I want you right in there with me without my risk,” I said.  
 
    Josh turned to Hamilton as we walked to the test firing point, and said sotto voce; “I need to shoot him more often – doubled? Stock options?” 
 
    Hamilton laughed. 
 
    They walked to the part of the lab they had cleared out for testing.  
 
    “They don’t explode, or anything -- right?” I asked. 
 
    “We fired them hiding behind a nice thick safety barrier. We weren’t sure. We fired it fifty times, and then checked for micro fractures. It’s holding up well. We’ll run it through several thousand firings each to see what to reinforce -- where it builds up residue -- tried it in different environments, and such,” Hamilton said. 
 
    “Right. I hate it when the equivalent of a stun grenade explodes next to my ear. Luckily, my hearing is better now. You’re sure it’s safe?” 
 
    Hamilton shrugged. “Pretty sure.” 
 
    Corey? 
 
    Looks good boss. I’m right next to it too if you might remember. In for a penny – in for a pound... 
 
    A pound? I thought. 
 
    Archaic British term – here’s a data dump on idioms. 
 
    Wow. People better not try to beat me out at trivia now, I thought as the terms flowed into my head. 
 
    “You okay boss?” Hamilton asked when I had paused just holding the rifle -- thinking about idioms. 
 
    “Here we go guys. I will try shooting five different materials. Love the Aimpoint® sights – they have just gotten better over the years,” I said, and fired at the ½” hardened steel-plate, body armor with ceramic insert, a carbon nanotube armor we were developing on the side, a concrete block, and some polished stainless steel plate. There was a quiet whip–crack every time I fired, but no recoil. There was a slight latency from the time I pulled the trigger, and the beam emerged though – not much, but a delay. 
 
    “Pretty solid guys. How much latency from pulling the trigger ‘til the beam?” I asked. 
 
    “About 0.01 second. Did you notice the whine from the multiple pulses? We use multiple pulses because the surface of the target will produce an ablation cloud that begins to partially shield the target. We produce a standing shockwave that forces through the cloud of debris from the surface.” 
 
    “What frequency is the HF beam?” 
 
    “The one you designed? Right at it anyway – about 2.7 micrometers – right there in the short infrared region.” 
 
    “Ah. Therefore - we need to try this in fog, rain, and dust. We’d get some water absorption that attenuates the beams won’t we?” I asked – proud about knowing some tech from Corey’s downloads. I did not feel the least bit inferior using Corey’s information. He was like the most comprehensive industrial manual imaginable – but friendlier --  “Let’s look at those targets.” I was sure they had seen those targets many times, but not when their boss had been doing the shooting from an off-hand shooting position. I had been good before my ‘enhancement’ – now I am awesome. 
 
    “Damn boss,” Josh said “Don’t want to piss you off.” 
 
    I looked him straight in the eye, and said, “No Josh. You don’t.” He was taken aback just a bit – my intention. 
 
    The targets were pretty much what I expected except for the concrete block. The hardened steel had a nice clean hole through it, as did the stainless steel, and a much larger hole through the concrete block. Why? I thought. 
 
    Corey said. Any moisture in the concrete causes it to explode the surrounding material. The carbon nanotube bleeds out the energy a bit so you could penetrate it with longer pulses, or if we make it pulse a bit longer -- add that same type switch like Josh added to the stun laser.  
 
    The ceramic armor had cracked, and the beam almost penetrated. I was surprised the polished stainless steel had been penetrated. Corey? 
 
    It’s the dust in the air that carbonizes at the surface, and the multiple pulses again form a standing wave that forces through the material knocked off the surface. 
 
    What happens to flesh? I thought. 
 
    Clean through and through wounds. After the beams go through the first two bodies – the beam spreads out a bit, and you get a colloidal explosion in the third body where the steam blasts the body apart. 
 
    Artillery round close up does that, I told Corey, but he could see the memory images that I recalled. Could we design a small device that was man portable that would explode incoming artillery and mortar fire? These lasers can’t protect against indirect fire so we need to protect against that, and -- how about a better hand grenade. The design flowed into my head and I grabbed at two of the designs. Those are doable. Let’s make that grenade. The laser for indirect fire is too complicated. I do need to know what we’ll be facing from the alien horde – I suppose that info comes later. 
 
    Quite, Corey thought in a British accent. 
 
    You can think in different accents? I thought. 
 
    (Chuckle) 
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    BREAKFAST AWAY FROM HOME 
 
    It was the middle of the night when we were finally ready. Illy and I piled into the shuttle and everyone else got way out of the cave. We eased the shuttle out and were soon flying low over the trees and terrain. We picked a long route that didn't fly over any known habitation. We didn't want anyone to see us in this shuttle if we could avoid it. The thing was virtually silent anyway. It seemed like no time before we started getting close to some homes and roads. Illy said this was a pretty recent version shuttle for Gralon and the design wasn't more than a couple of hundred years old. It had infrared vision built into the front screen but I could see perfectly well with my nanite-enhanced vision. We landed a good way away from the outskirts. Illy lowered the ramp and took off the instant I stepped off. It still felt like I was being abandoned. 
 
    I shifted the pack, cinched it a little tighter, and started walking toward the lights of 'the big city'. I was as scared as I was excited. The sun was coming up on the horizon and that helped me orient where I was to the map in my MemDex. I hit a paved road a few minutes later and the walking got a lot easier. 
 
    I noticed the residential buildings around me and they looked pretty nice. Many had gardens. They had light tan walls and ceramic roof tiles a bit darker. They were pretty large and the doors were huge so I figured they were for Tros or Hllumpf. It was all pretty quiet but was getting louder as the sun got higher. I started passing shops that were opening up. Lots of Hllumpf were in this area but there were some Phafalotoi carrying heavy boxes. I heard my stomach growling and I saw a little sidewalk café putting up some umbrellas. They looked like umbrellas. I walked over and eyed the menu in Hllumpf. Prices were decent and the selection I understood looked tasty, though I didn't know what some of the names meant. 
 
    I liked Hllumpf food generally and they always served enough I didn't need to order two servings like Phafalotoi. I saw the worker had finished opening all the umbrellas and I can use a Hllumpf prop instead of a chair. "I like the look of your place," I said in high Hllumpf. "Are you open yet? I'm famished." 
 
    The fellow tilted his head to the side. "We don't serve half meals for you Phafalotoi." 
 
    I laughed and he snorted a bit. "I don't eat half meals. I love Hllumpf food. What do most of your regular customers eat this time of day. Please bring me what is your favorite and what you like to drink." I laughed again. "A full serving please. I'm certainly not a Phafalotoi." 
 
    I could tell the fellow got angry because I could smell his cinnamon scent he put off which was a dead giveaway. He snorted and stomped off. I just figured it was early and he hadn't had his morning caffeine or whatever floated his boat. Floated his boat means that is what a person likes - its another Earth expression I like. It wasn't long before he came out with a huge platter of eggs and pastries. He had a big mug of something and he slammed it down on the table. He came back a second later with something like a spoon with a pointed ends on one side and a big square of cloth I assumed was a napkin. 
 
    The food smelled heavenly and I tucked in - that means I started eating. It was great. I'd been eating in a cave for a week and this was just plain delicious. I sipped the liquid. It was some type of hot grain tea and it was perfect. I forced myself to slow down and closed my eyes as I bit into the pastry. It was flaky and light with a little buttery taste. I moaned in pleasure. It was glorious. I finished in no time and sipped the last of the tea with my eyes closed. When I set the mug down, I noticed a female Tros staring at me from the front door.  
 
    "Are you the cook?" I asked in middle Tros. 
 
    She looked startled for a second but then responded, "Yes I am. Was there something wrong?" 
 
    I laughed and said, "No.  Nothing wrong. That was the best meal I have had on this planet. You are truly talented. Who do I pay? That was wonderful." 
 
    "You can pay me. I've never seen a Phafalotoi eat so much. You also speak Tros with no accent. Are you from around here? That will be five credits." 
 
    I gave her six credits. "I'm human - not Phafalotoi but we do look similar." 
 
    She looked at the coins and started to hand me back the one credit coin. I gently patted her hand and said, "Please keep that for yourself. My culture likes to give extra to people who are truly skilled. I will try to come back here if I am ever in this area again. I'm from a little planet about 200 light years here but I've lived here for a bit over five years." 
 
    "What are you doing here?" she asked a little sheepishly like it was wrong to pry but I was feeling pretty frisky about then. 
 
    "I need to buy a cycle and your town has a few shops. Which one would give me the best deal?" 
 
    She looked a bit conspiratorial with her eyestalks swiveling around. "The big one near here might give you a deal but is more likely to try to cheat you with added fees. The one on the other side of town is better. See the Irixian boss. Don't deal with the others. Tell him Omam sent you."  
 
    "Thank you. I will. Do you have a toilet I can use to freshen up?" I asked. 
 
    "Freshen up! I like that. It's a lot nicer than saying defecate. Yes, of course. Follow me," she said and led me to a large room in the rear. I forgot how much space Hllumpf and Tros needed. It was huge and smelled really clean. The Phafalotoi was just coming out when I went in. There was a large stall with hooks for garments and I unloaded - then unloaded again. I eat a lot, process it, then expel a lot. Everything worked as advertised. That's another funny Earth phrase. I felt much better after I had washed up with the flower- scented soap. 
 
    As I was walking out I saw the Phafalotoi. I asked him if he liked working there. I had used Phafalotoi but he just glared at me and walked off. The male Hllumpf I had given my order to originally, walked by as I was leaving. He still smelled of cinnamon. He must be eternally mad. "Don't you have something better to do than taunt my slave. Didn't you notice his collar?" 
 
    I was embarrassed and shocked. It had never occurred to me. I could see his slave collar when I looked. "Sorry. I'm not from around here." 
 
    The male Hllumpf said, "Stupid Phafalotoi," under his breath.  
 
    Guess we humanoids all look alike to him, I thought and hurried out.  
 
      *** 
 
    A ROBBERY AND A RIDE 
 
    I walked to the first cycle lot since it wasn't far from the restaurant. I looked over the assortment and it was a mixed bunch just like Omam had suggested. I skipped the flashy junk up front and walked over to the few decent models I saw. An Irixian and a big Tros came over to me.  
 
    The Tros said, "What do you want? We don't serve Phafalotoi here. You also can't carry weapons here," he said menacingly and reached out and grabbed my shoulder. 
 
    I had my knife out before he could do anything and had the tip of it just touching where Tros have sexual organs. 
 
    "Listen, shit-for-brains," I said in gutter Tros. "You ignorant piece of pigalo droppings. You touch me again and you won't ever have any children. Back off." 
 
    The Irixian said, "You can't…" 
 
    I looked him right in the eye and unloaded every Irixian swear word I ever heard and there were a lot of them. "I'm no Phafalotoi - I'm human and I was looking to buy one of these pitiful cycles. The only thing you frigging Irixian make well is this pistol I'm thinking of using. Back off. Your mother must have had sex with her own father to have someone as stupid as you." 
 
    That must have been a bit over the top because he virtually exploded toward me in a rage. Illy had said talking about an Irixian's mother is the ultimate insult. He jumped right on me and I stuck him. He looked incredulous and then fell over. Tros boy ran off. I'm sure he was as skilled as he was courageous. I couldn't let the stupid Irixian bleed out so I dropped my backpack and got the trauma kit out. I guessed his mass and loaded the auto-injector. I injected right next to his wound as he lay squirming on the ground. He soon stopped and looked at me. "Am I going to live?" 
 
    "Of course," I said. "Quit being a baby. Here. Let me help you up," I said and pulled him up. "Look at your wound now. It will be healed in a few minutes." 
 
    "It doesn't hurt anymore. You aren't a Phafalotoi are you?" 
 
    "No," I said. "I am human. We don't like people grabbing us or jumping on us. Especially young females like me. I am sorry I damaged your shirt. How much did that cost?" 
 
    "It was five credits," he said in disbelief. He was still discomfited. 
 
    "Here's five credits," she said. "Haven't you ever heard the expression - the customer is always right?" 
 
    "That's pretty good," he said. "You speak very good Irixian. My father doesn't know that many swear words. Have you lived here long?" 
 
    "I've lived here a little over five years," I said as I put my backpack on and re-slung my rifle. 
 
    "You aren't leaving are you?" said the Irixian. 
 
    Nat laughed. She couldn't believe it. "You spoiled my buying mood." She couldn't believe what just happened. Didn't he get it? "I might come back later today." 
 
    "I'll have good deals for you?" he said as she marched off. Good lord.  
 
      *** 
 
    She had walked a long way through town and some of the people were armed but she saw a lot of Phafalotoi slaves with collars now that it had been brought to her attention. She could hardly believe they had slaves all over this town. She didn't like being recognized as one of the slave species. None of the few Phafalotoi women she saw had blond hair. She realized she was very vulnerable. She, herself, would be considered very valuable and had no family or support to vouch for her. 
 
    This second cycle shop was a lot further than it looked on the map. The town was a lot bigger than it looked on the map or the scales were wrong. She had been walking for two segs and was getting thirsty. The suit provided chilled water but she still didn't like the idea of drinking her recycled pee. She saw a little street café and decided to stop in and get a drink. She put her rifle across her knees under the table. It looked like Irixians ran this place. She ordered some chilled tea like she'd had this morning and noticed two uniformed police/types. She noticed they had shock batons and projectile weapons.  Their cycles were parked outside. She upped her hearing as they whispered to the waiter. 
 
    "Put some knockout in her drink when she gets a refill," they said and she overheard. 
 
    Nat drank the first glass and then the refill. She heard them say, "She'll be out in a moment. That stuff is strong." 
 
    She paid the bill and walked out. The knockout drug was instantly neutralized by her nanites. The police or whatever they were sat on their cycles watching Nat march away. 
 
    She saw them parallel her route. She was walking through a particularly deserted industrial district when one of the cycles landed right in front of her and the driver had his pistol drawn. Nat shot him right through the nose. The other cycle hovered a hundred yards away. Nat quickly unslung her rifle and chambered a round in the same motion as she shouldered it. She shot the hovering cycle driver right through the forehead. Then she disintegrated both bodies. The hovering cycle had crashed. She quickly sabotaged the landed cycle so it would lose power when it hit altitude or speed. She quickly returned to walking to the other business.  
 
    It took another half seg to find the place. It was as big as the first lot but there were a lot more quality cycles. They also had Phafalotoi (non-slave) and Tros salesmen. She let out a sigh as she walked onto the lot and went up to the first Phafalotoi she saw.  
 
    "You're not Phafalotoi. What are you?" he asked. 
 
    "Aren't you the polite one? It is none of your business but I am human. Would you get your Irixian boss?" I said. I was getting annoyed. They were not polite according to my human standards, I thought to myself and chuckled. They are aliens. 
 
    "What do you want?" he asked. 
 
    "I want to buy a damn cycle you idiot. Go get your boss now or I swear I will destroy this city," I said. 
 
    He rushed off and the Irixian came over with - guess - a big Tros security type. 
 
    "What's this about you wanting to destroy the city? Are you insane?" he said in Phafalotoi. 
 
    "I want to buy a nice cycle today. You do sell them don't you? The first place I went had a security guard who grabbed me. The Irixian working there jumped on me and I had to hurt him," I said in middle Irixian. The security Tros was looking like he was preparing to jump me. 
 
    I looked at the Irixian. "Omam sent me here. If you don't want to sell me a cycle I will simply leave," I switched to formal-high Irixian. "If this idiot Tros takes one step toward me I will destroy every living creature on this property including you." I tapped my molecular disruptor and the Irixian swallowed big. 
 
    "We don't sell on installments," he said. 
 
    "I can buy this whole town - I do not want any long term association with anyone in it." I had stabbed one person and killed two already - I was already in a bad mood. 
 
    "Why did you walk here? Why didn't you just hire a taxi? You can go anywhere in this whole town for two credits. " 
 
    I didn't know walking up marked me as a poor person. Stupid mistake. A simple mistake that nearly got me killed or enslaved. I pulled out my credit slate and waved it at him. "Will you send your goons away and sell me a damn cycle? That model over there looks decent." 
 
    "Those are our best models. They are the most expensive," he said in Phafalotoi. 
 
    "Exactly," I said waving my credit slate at him. "I am not Phafalotoi," I said in High Irixian, middle Irixian, low Irixian, high Lemsa, high Tros, high Hllumpf, and then in high Phafalotoi. 
 
    "You're not Phafalotoi," he said in Phafalotoi. 
 
    "Would you just speak in Irixian? I am human. I am a different species. I am from a different planet," I said so exasperated I was ready to scream. 
 
    "…and you want to buy a cycle today," he said in Irixian. 
 
    "Yes," I said and walked over to better models on the lot. I felt emotionally drained. 
 
    The Irixian sent off the Tros and walked over with me. 
 
    I walked over to a model I knew had maintenance issues with its power cells. "This model has too many problems with its power cells," I said. I knew the next one stuttered when it was accelerated hard. "This stutters when it accelerates fast." I walked to the one I really liked. "Tell me about this one."  
 
    The Irixian straightened up and started telling me all the details about this model. He told me the advantages and its flaws. He knew where it was manufactured and when it was designed. He said it was the one he would pick for himself. 
 
    "Give me a good price and I'll buy it right now - today. I'm really tired," I said. 
 
    "Omma really sent you," he said. 
 
    "She makes the best pastries I have ever had on this planet," I stated. 
 
    "I agree," he said. "3,490 credits is the best price I can do." 
 
    I took my credit slate out and said, "Done." 
 
    He stood looking at me for a moment and said, "Done?" 
 
    "Yes. We have a deal." He just stood there. "I am tired. Can we conclude this today?" 
 
    He snapped out of it and brought out his slate, putting it under mine. I typed out the amount and placed my palm on it. The transfer tone showed acceptance. He typed more on his slate and my slate made another tone. I wasn't expecting anything. 
 
    "That is your registration. You only have to bring up past transactions and the registration papers will display. You look very young. Are you old enough to actually have bought this cycle? They passed a law when a lot of rich young people bought these. Many crashes killed a lot of citizens," he explained. 
 
    "What is the minimum age?" I asked. 
 
    "Twenty-two," the Irixian said. 
 
    "I'm 22," I said. 
 
    "Do you have proof? Do you have any credentials? I could get into a lot of trouble." 
 
    I reached into my left pocket, felt, and found a one hundred credit coin. I held it out to him. "Will these credentials be sufficient?" I asked. 
 
    He palmed it smoothly and said, "These are perfect. It has been a pleasure doing business with you." 
 
    He helped me seal the biometric match with both palms on the steering column and the cycle hummed and started. 
 
    "You do know how to drive one of these don't you?" he said a little less sure. 
 
    "Uh-huh," I said trying to remember, everything Illy said I needed to do. "Oh," I said and put on my helmet and lowered my face shield. I re-slung my rifle across my neck and put my backpack and all my gear in the cycle's storage bags. I locked the belt across my waist and eased the levitation lever. The cycle almost leaped off the ground and then steadied. I felt the gyros kick in as I eased the forward movement control and I was flying. It was wonderful but I had to turn on my MemDex mapping to get headed in the right direction.  
 
    I eased out more acceleration and realized that I really had a nice machine. This thing could run as fast as a scalded dog. That's an Earth animal I've only seen in movies but it means really fast. English has some cool expressions. I was coming up on Owthowa pretty fast. The mapping app was directing me toward the section of Owthowa where The Cloister was located. It was going to be dark in a few segs and I wanted to get settled before dark. 
 
    I saw The Cloister grounds and it was a huge complex. I guessed I should land - ah - there were some other cycles there. I landed quietly next to thirty others and retracted my helmet.  
 
      *** 
 
    "Who are you?" a voice demanded. 
 
    I turned and saw a large Tros. "I'm called Nat. Who are you?" 
 
    "I'm Rettatoi but people call me Toi," he said. "That's a nice cycle. You just get here?" 
 
    "Yes. How long have you been here?" I asked and got out my backpack and slung my rifle. "Isn't Toi a name for any Phafalotoi…ah…they gave you the nickname as a taunt. What do you like to be called?" 
 
    "I like Retta but they never allow anyone to call me that," he said. "I've been here a week." 
 
    "Nice to meet you Retta. I like that name better. Where do I go?" I asked lifting my backpack. " 
 
    You want to carry my staff?" 
 
    "Sure," he said. "You've got a lot of weapons. What are they for?" 
 
    "I had to fight my way here. They come in handy," she said as the young Tros walked beside her. 
 
    The Tros looked her up and down again. "That suit you have is really nice. Does it do stuff?" He asked. "You're not a Phafalotoi are you?" 
 
    Nat was amused. This Tros was pretty young. She guessed he was under, twenty years old. "No. I'm human. I'm from a planet about 200 light years from here." 
 
    "Wow," Retta said. "You speak Tros really well. I've never heard a non-Tros speak without an accent before." 
 
    "Thank you Retta." 
 
    Suddenly there was an Irixian and a large Tros blocking their path. "Hey Toi," the Irixian said sarcastically. "Who's this piece of trash and where'd you get the stick?" he said and jerked the staff out of Retta's hand. 
 
    Nat kicked the Irixian in the inside of the knee and heard it snap as she jerked the staff out of his hand. The large Toi was moving to hit her but she hit him in what would be his solar plexus and he let out a whoosh of air. She then slammed the staff in a non-injuring strike under his ear and he went straight down. Nat took the staff, jammed it under the Irixian's throat, and pulled his head right next to hers. "Listen shit-for-brains," she said in low Irixian. "You stay away from Retta and me or I won't be so gentle next time." She had had a long day and after killing two Tros already that day - she was not ready to put up with any crap. He'd be an enemy but she couldn't let him dominate her. Illy said his people all try to see who is dominant by testing. "Come see me if they can't fix your knee. I can fix it easily but I don't like people calling me, or my friend bad names. Understand?" 
 
    He squeaked out a positive. 
 
    She laid him down and asked Retta to show her where to go. 
 
    "What did you say to him?" Retta said. 
 
    "Don't you speak Irixian?" she asked. 
 
    "No. Not many people learn other languages," Retta said. "Hettama's going to be really mad at you. He'll try to hurt you…and me." 
 
    "That's his name? Hettama? Tell me if he bothers you in any way. I don't let people hurt my friends," Nat said. 
 
    "I'm your friend?" Retta asked shyly. 
 
    "Of course. You talked with me - treated me like an equal and helped me the moment you met me. I liked you immediately," Nat said. 
 
    Retta was silent for a long time while they walked. "You really are from another planet," he said. 
 
    Nat laughed.  
 
      *** 
 
    They arrived at some administrative area and Retta trotted right in. An old Hllumpf was sitting behind a conventional desk. He looked up and squinted at Retta. "What is it Retta? What do you need?" he asked. 
 
    Retta indicated Nat who was standing off to the side. "She just got here?" 
 
    The old Hllumpf grunted and pushed off the desk and got to his feet. "…and who are you he said in accented Phafalotoi?" 
 
    Nat let out a big sigh and replied in formal Hllumpf. "I am not Phafalotoi. I am human," she said. "I am called Nat. I think Chista - my Graloc tutor made arrangements for me." 
 
    "Ah - Mistress Chista. Yes. Yes," he said and peered at her closely. "She said you were her best pupil in many years. We hated to see her leave here. I'll have someone show you to your quarters. It's almost dinner time." He turned and touched a box on his desk. "Master. Would you show our new student to her room?" He turned back to Nat. "Master Larswol will show you where you'll be living." He put his hands on the desk and eased back down on his prop. 
 
    She stood wearily in the office waiting and finally a large male, Lemsa came in and introduced himself. "I'm Master LarSwol," he said in Phafalotoi. 
 
    Nat sighed. Shit. How long? "I'm not Phafalotoi," she said in middle Lemsa. "Why doesn’t everybody just speak Trade?" 
 
    "You speak Lemsa…and Trade?" he asked seemingly shocked. 
 
    "Oh course," she said in Trade. 
 
    "How many languages do you speak?" he asked in Trade. 
 
    "I guess I speak about ten and their sub-dialects I suppose," she answered. 
 
    She heard Retta take a big intake of breath. "She speaks Tros without an accent. I heard her speak to the master in Hllumpf and Hettama in Irixian. He called her names when we came and grabbed her staff. She messed him up and Hoos tried to hit her." He seemed to wind down after he spewed out all the information. 
 
    "Are either of you hurt?" LarSwol asked both Retta and Nat. 
 
    "No," Retta said "…but Hettama probably has a broken knee and Hoos was knocked unconscious. They were on the front steps near the cycles." 
 
    LarSwol looked at Nat again and turned toward the old Hllumpf. "Master Hloof. Would you send someone to aid Pupil Hettama and Hoos?" He turned to Nat. "Follow me," he said in Trade. "What is your native language if it is not Phafalotoi?" 
 
    "I speak a language not used on this planet. I speak English and I am human. It is not a sub-species of Phafalotoi. I come from a planet about 200 light years from here," she said in Lemsa. 
 
    "You speak without an accent. We will talk in the next few days. I think we have much to learn from each other."  
 
    They walked together quite a ways and Retta accompanied them 'til they came to an end room. Larswol opened the door with his palm on a plate, typed a code, and told Nat to place her palm on the reader 'til it beeped. He then had her place her other palm on the reader and it beeped again. "It's set to admit only you and staff. Your reader contains all you need to know. Keep it with you at all times. Those lockers are also now keyed only to you and the Masters." He turned to Retta who was standing outside. "Retta. I want you to take her down to the dining hall and show her the procedure for meals. Will you do that?" 
 
    "Yes master," he said. 
 
    Larswol left and Nat surveyed her room. It had hardwood floors with thick rugs and a huge bed - big enough for an adult Hllumpf. Best of all - it had a Hllumpf bathroom which was a shower-tub combination. She wouldn't have to clean her feces out of the sand here like a Tros facility. There was a desk and plenty of Globe lights she could move around. There was a temperature control on the wall and she turned it down a lot. There were narrow windows that she might be able to squeeze through if the window opened out enough. They had tan curtains and it smelled clean. She remembered Retta was still standing outside. "Come on in Retta," she said. 
 
    He stammered, "But I'm an unmarried male and you're female," he said and stayed outside. 
 
    "I think it's allowed," she said amused. "Leave the door open while I put stuff away." 
 
    "You're not going to disrobe or something are you?" he asked. 
 
    She laughed. "No nothing like that," she said as she laid her rifle across the bed and propped her staff against the nightstand. The contents of her backpack easily fit into just one of the four lockers. After living in the cave and the community - this place was sumptuous. She then said, "Done - Let's go eat," but Retta just stood there. She realized she had spoken in English. "Done - Let's go eat," she said in Tros. "I'm starving." 
 
    Retta perked up and led her in the circuitous path to a huge room filled with tables, benches, and props. 
 
    Retta tromped up to the big cafeteria-like window and started ordering in Trade. A Graloc female was serving and had it well in hand. Nat laughed at her pun. She was going to keep studying English by delving into Mikhail's memories a layer at a time. She suddenly felt very tired and lonely. She was standing in front of the window and the Graloc female was staring at her. "What would you like little one?" said the Graloc in Trade. 
 
    "You didn't use Phafalotoi. Thank you. What can I order?" Nat asked. The Graloc seemed surprised. "You can ask for about anything. What do you really like? You speak flawless Graloc?" 
 
    "Oh sorry. I'm new here. What do I like? I like Graloc and most Hllumpf morning foods. I like Irixian fruit. I had some wonderful Hllumpf pastries this morning and a grain tea. I eat as much as a Hllumpf and can eat anything." 
 
    The Graloc female laughed just like Chista and started loading up a tray with mounds of food. She handed her a big mug too. "I'm ErieDelvaConte. Friends call me Chost." 
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