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   MANUAL INTERPRETATION – Earth develops near unlimited energy sources, getting its first interstellar trip and battles the Exploration Service.
 
    
 
   PATENTLY OBVIOUS – Earth is learning to trade off planet and has to fight every culture it meets.
 
    
 
   A CERTAIN EXPERTISE – Earth enforces its trade routes and develops the Ylee drive while battling a race of advanced slavers.
 
    
 
   CORE VALUES – Earth travels to the Galaxy Core to search for the originators of the lamlee.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
   The Technician was able to decipher the power supply but only after radiation burns from an intensely radioactive fission reactor. No one could believe the directed signal strength of the unit was as strong as it was, and no amount of fine chipping could unravel the gray and tan blocks of ceramic-like material. One suddenly faced with microprocessors in epoxy blocks was not likely to understand much more by chipping them into bits.
 
   One must understand that many planets near the galaxy's core obtained fusion power and inertia-reduction fields before there was any other form of spaceflight. They certainly didn't start the move to space by using chemical reaction principles. Therefore, they were never concerned about how much something weighed or how little space a device would take so it could fit into a nosecone of a rocket. The Exploration Service had computers but nothing approaching the memory density, speed, or ability of any Earth computer. A common Mem-Dex was faster and had more memory storage than any computer on board the Exploration Service ship.
 
   The officers and crew of the E. S. ship could not comprehend how Earth microelectronics worked, but they were willing to appreciate it for the advanced technology it was.  A being may not understand how a piece of intricate jewelry is made but that doesn't lessen the fact that the being values the beauty of it.
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   RETT SAVED BY the ALIEN 
 
    
 
   Odd to die this way, Rett thought. It is interesting to know exactly how and why my bodily functions will cease...Ironic that my passing will not be noted by my colleagues...Those who knew of my trip would think the cause of my demise quite strange...Then again...most thought I would not return anyway... Few of those who aided me in building my ship could conceive of the need for constructing a vehicle for personal use…ships had always been built by groups…powerful groups…not by an individualist who wanted affiliation with no being.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   It was a very pleasant day for a hike. With the sun beaming down on his broad shoulders, Andrew set a brisk pace through the rocky hills north of Tucson, Arizona, treading firmly on the weather worn path. Andrew always tried to get out of his dormitory and into the desert hills when he was troubled. The peaceful, near barren surroundings and his steady gait had always refreshed him but today was different. As he walked, he ran his hand through his shock of unruly black hair with a sense of frustration.
 
    
 
   As the leader of his design group, Andrew was relegated to the job of naming their synthesist project. He had run a feasibility and resources program on the two projects he contemplated. The university synthesist committee had named both projects radical and beyond the capability of the group's financial allotment. With only this weekend left to decide the group project, Andrew had chosen solitude instead of companionship to aid his creativity.
 
    
 
   Andrew was ready to start back to the University when he saw the body. From the hill, even at this distance, Andrew knew the person was in trouble, for its positioning was unnatural.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Rett struggled to upright himself again to no avail.  Rett reflected on the cause of his predicament. He swiveled his eyes down the control module of his stressed space field belt. Again, he attempted to rip the belt from his middle, but he was unsuccessful.
 
    
 
   When the control module had cracked, full power was thrown to the 'stressed space' field. This field forced him into a faster subjective time than his surroundings and nearly eliminated the effects of inertia on objects entering the field around his body. Oxygen would still slowly diffuse through the field though not fast enough to do me much good. Soon the carbon dioxide levels would rise too high for consciousness. Any objects or material dropped, thrown, or thrust quickly into the field would slow or stop. Objects could be slowly pushed through the field if one was patient however. 
 
    
 
   Now this protective field is to be my killer, Rett thought. Not only has this full strength field eliminated friction between me, and my surroundings. It is making me endure a slow death of exhaustion and asphyxiation. I cannot even walk back to my vehicle. Now I'm lying with my head lower than my feet.  Friction is vital, Rett considered, when you want to stand and walk back to your ship.
 
    
 
   After many abortive attempts at constructive movement, it is plain that I am doomed, Rett thought. It is similar to trying to climb out of a vertical hole with feet and hands unable to touch the walls. I can think of no way to turn off my unit and the power supply will long outlast me. I built this belt well in that respect at least.
 
    
 
   For one of this planet's rotations on its axis, I will relatively spend two rotations. My body energy will be spent well before this world turns far on that axis. It is anticlimactic to face a death where I will die relatively of asphyxiation, Rett noted.
 
    
 
   With time passing very tediously, Rett thought of his trip and his race, the Tros.
 
    
 
   Only a short time ago, he was enjoying his solitude and work with occasional colleagues who dropped by for mating or assistance with research. Only a short time ago, he was enjoying the thick, blowing atmosphere and the warmth of his home planet. Only a short time ago, he developed this mobile stressed space field generator; now he only has a short time left because of it. It is a pity to die without the comforts of my own habitat, he thought.
 
    
 
   The Tros had gone into space early in their technological development, thus proving their superiority. With the discovery of the 'stressed space' field, they could reduce inertial effects (gravity) and alter the nature of space. Through they didn't understand the field’s operational parameters at first since they had obtained it from the inferior race that had first visited their planet openly, they could produce and control such a field. 
 
    
 
   When aliens from the galactic confederation also introduced cold fusion for a power source and the stressed space field, they were able to leave the bounds of the home planet without delay. That other race had acted like they understood that power generation and had said they had had it for many years, they were short lived and most were inferior in intellect to the Tros.   As the Tros adapted this new technology and allowed it spread throughout their culture, splinter groups that disagreed with the government would simply take into space.
 
    
 
   Taking to space instead of facing problems on the surface was not as bad as it seems. Many of the amateur attempts failed, but that only purified the race by eliminating the incompetent. The professional or wealthy splinter groups could then go into space. Solitude and long periods in confinement did not bother the Tros like it did other inferior races…who thrived on sacrifice to concentrate. That is the crux of it. 
 
    
 
   The Tros thrive on achieving perfection and other inferior races just do something and then never improve it.  They want to put their own stamp on procedures and devices to make them more Tros-friendly.  They need no labels. If a being doesn’t recognize what a device is and how it is used, they would not want that being touching their equipment. Other inferior races may label their devices…how crude and ignorant to the Tros.
 
    
 
   Now with almost unlimited power and the elimination of inertial effects (gravity) it was possible to build crude, airtight ships that could travel between stars.  The stressed space fields protected them from radiation that some found out about early in testing…a self-correcting error.  
 
    
 
   I am such a wit, Rett thought.  Stuck here and I can still make humor.  When you aren't concerned about power, you could almost aim where you pleased with visual line-of-sight directional equipment. 
 
    
 
   Celestial navigation came natural to Tros.  Inferior races used complicated calculations and unbelievable redundancy in equipment and calculations.  Tros would travel to a new star in the time it took inferiors to ‘calculate the parameters’ of a journey. These inferior races tried to stock their ships with unending varieties of sustenance to ‘keep it interesting’ while traveling.
 
    
 
   Rett realizes, I just found out about this neurotic trait. Stick some food on board and get going… if you don’t have enough you will never do it again… that is the Tros philosophy.
 
    
 
   There were many voyages before my ancestors landed on the planet I now call home, Rett thought. This trip may have been foolish for me though… foolish to risk all on a trip outside all regular trade and passenger routes, simply to test a portable version of a stressed space-field generator. No Tros had ever designed and built a device so compact and efficient as mine. It must have been faulty materials that caused my control unit to break. Now I lie under an alien sky and watch the sun and stars pass over me. I feel as if I am dead already because I am so tired and alone.
 
    
 
   Rett smelled the native approaching well before he could swivel his eyes into focus. Even with this planet's thin atmosphere and allowing for the distortion caused by the field, smell was still Rett's best source of information. The atmosphere stung his eyes causing his protective eye membranes to slide over his eyes, further obscuring his vision...too much sulfite and oxygen he surmised. Now a native came to insult Rett by seeing his awkward death.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Andrew did not know that thirty minutes had passed for Rett in the fifteen minutes it took him to traverse the rocky slope down to the 'man'.
 
    
 
   "Are you hurt?  Can I help?"  Andrew called as he approached within earshot. Obviously, the man was hurt or he couldn't talk since he made no attempt to respond. 
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The native is making primitive jabbering because I see the mouth moving, Rett thought. Even though sound was unrecognizable through the field, he could see the native raise and lower its arms. As the native moved closer, Rett could see the native opening and closing its mouth more as it made its ponderously slow way toward him. Rett felt uneasy at the uninvited approach of the native.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as Andrew came within clear view of the man, he stopped dead in his tracks. What the hell? he thought.  The man was shorter than an average male with arms and legs almost as thick as Andrew's waist. The skin that was visible was gray and wrinkled like that of a rhinoceros. The man's face was what stopped his mission of mercy in its infancy. What a face!  It had bulging eyes set almost on the sides of the head. Both eyes swiveled to look at Andrew and there was a long black scar over the right one. The ears were cup like and mobile too because they twitched and swiveled back and forth incessantly.
 
    
 
   The being, Andrew noticed, had no protruding nose, just horny slits and a large mouth. Thank you for the fact I can't see your teeth, rhino face, Andrew thought. It had no hair. The being had a rounded chin and almost no neck. He was wearing (Andrew guessed it was a he) a one-piece grayish-brown jumpsuit, which blended well with the surrounding rock. The clothing did look remarkably like a jumpsuit, or flight suit with boots (more like slippers) sewn or molded to the rest. Its hands were exposed and showed four digits but they were thicker and stubbier than human with no fingernails. Two opposable sets of digits!
 
    
 
   Andrew braced himself and finally worked up courage to walk toward the steadily gazing alien.  He walked with hands palm-outward in what he hoped was a symbol of peaceful intent.
 
    
 
   "It's okay. I won't hurt you," Andrew said with his voice slightly quaking. “I just hope you won't hurt me!” 
 
    
 
   It was a shock for Rett to have his death thoughts interrupted. It was also startling to see the native reaching very slowly with both of its hands to grab his head even though he knew it couldn't reach him.
 
    
 
   Andrew reached forward to upright the man so his head would be above his feet. As his hands got within a hand spread of the man, he encountered a physical resistance like reaching into a vat of syrup. Suddenly Andrew's fingers began to tingle as if they were asleep. Even as he jerked away from the man, his fingers began to show signs of bruising and began to throb. 
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Rett wondered what the uncivilized being would do now that it appeared to have injured it by shoving its hands into his stressed space field. Any child would know better, Rett mused. Now the native will probably attempt to kill me or go get others. Perhaps it will worship me like a god. No, it just stands there looking at its injured hands. It couldn't be very intelligent.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Andrew indeed looked stupidly at his hands-- but began to think in terms that were far from stupid. This man is not from this planet even though he appears humanoid. He appeared to be an oxygen breather since his rather flattened nostrils flare very rapidly. His chest rises and falls in tempo with that. Why was he here like this?  Was he injured?  His breathing is pretty rapid...maybe he, it, is in shock.
 
    
 
   Andrew walked around the man but no tear or other obvious injury or reason for the man's dilemma was visible. Andrew extended one of his less damaged fingers, very slowly and cautiously toward the prostrate alien. As soon as any resistance or tingling was felt, Andrew would jerk his finger away. Andrew did this at various points over the alien's body as the gray skinned one swiveled its eyes up at him dispassionately. 
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   It probably wants to find out how tender I am before trying to feed me to its young, Rett thought. At least, this native has learned a healthy respect for the field it cannot see and knows it surrounds my entire body. Well, maybe this being is somewhat intelligent because it seems to have noticed my stressed space field belt.
 
    
 
   Andrew saw no symbols, artifacts, or pockets in the alien's clothing but then he noticed a thick, wide gray belt built into the jumpsuit. The belt appeared to be slick with a shiny texture with two slight oval projections near the front center. As he looked closer, he noticed a distortion of one of the wide oval projections. The oval had a vertical crack across its center. Andrew could see sections of fine metal strands, several of them were broken at the crack in the material which appeared to be like ceramic but the inside components were not embedded in the ceramic, just were inside a ceramic case.
 
    
 
   This must be the problem, since everything appears symmetrical... except this situation, Andrew mused. That crack near a control might mean that the on-off switch or adjustment is broken. If I could short circuit that field, I'm sure that the alien would be released. Since it isn't wearing a head covering, our atmosphere must be tolerable so the cut-off of that field wouldn't kill it and it can breathe through the field. The alien must be paralyzed or something by that field; it probably is some type of defensive device that malfunctioned.
 
    
 
   Andrew slowly pulled out his hunting knife that he always carried on his weekly hikes. The alien saw what he was doing and began to thresh in front of him.
 
    
 
   Rett saw the primitive bringing out a sharpened implement after it had squatted motionless for a long time next to him. Rett's one concern of a preemptive passing was that some native would get a hard, sharp object and force it slowly through his stressed space field into an exposed part of his body. Rett couldn't retreat. Maybe this native was intelligent and had malevolent intentions. As the native brought the implement closer, Rett flung his arms about and finally decided to cover his exposed face.
 
    
 
   Andrew held the knife out by the blade for the alien to see but by this time, the alien had put both arms across its face. Andrew shrugged and carefully grasped the knife so its blade could be used to short the exposed wires in the alien's belt. Holding the knife by the back of the non-metallic hilt so his hand would not enter the field, he edged the tip toward the exposed crack. As the blade got near the belt, it entered the field and had to be forcefully pushed forward. Andrew let out a yelp and dropped the knife off to the side.
 
    
 
   This really isn't my day. Damn. Now I've burned my fingers too, Andrew thought.
 
    
 
   Andrew caressed his throbbing hands and the alien appeared to calm down somewhat, and dropped his arms. Andrew thought, Boy that knife got hot fast. The metal must have set up eddy currents that heated the blade. That field must have affected circulation in my fingers when my hand got too close. Now, how am I going to short out that belt device and eliminate that field? Hell. What produces that much energy?
 
    
 
   As Andrew sat down near the alien, Rett decided he would attempt to get up once more.
 
    
 
   Andrew had no sooner sat down than the alien began thrashing around in an obvious attempt to get upright. It appeared to Andrew as if the being was intoxicated because of the seemingly uncoordinated movements. Then as the alien began hitting and straining to remove his belt, Andrew fully realized that not only was the belt control the problem, the belt device was causing a complete lack of friction.
 
    
 
   Andrew took a drink of water from his canteen absentmindedly, looked at his canteen as if it were alien too, and jumped to his feet. Andrew's body had given him the solution to the problem. Taking the plastic liter-sized canteen in his hands, Andrew gulped down the last of the water – about third of the contents. Facing away from the alien, Andrew urinated into the canteen. Then holding the canteen, Andrew knelt next to the alien. Pouring the slightly salty solution carefully, Andrew attempted to pour into the broken control on the alien's belt.
 
    
 
   Rett realized what Andrew had done only when Andrew began pouring. Rett was shocked. Why should this native defile my body with his fluid wastes?  To make matters worse, the fluid was just now getting to Rett's body. It did not flow linearly through the field but tended to flatten from the first point of contact with the field and spread equally to cover the surface of the field.   It extended a good 6cm away from Rett’s body…and was running all over his clothing rather than the belt. Oops, he thought.
 
    
 
   Probably the native is performing some powerful tribal rite, Rett thought as he resigned himself to death far from his colleagues and his home soil. How horrible to die while some primitive chants religious rites over me, Rett thought with disgust.
 
    
 
   With alarm, Andrew watched the fluid spread and wondered what this glaring alien thought of him. Probably not thinking any kind thoughts, Andrew wagered. I doubt I’d be thrilled if someone poured piss all over me.
 
    
 
   Rett lay still and gazed up at the tall pink creature above him. It may be attempting to help me in its own primitive manner, Rett thought, but it can only conjure up native rituals. A Tros would have already released the field, killed the interloper and added booty to his collection.
 
    
 
   Andrew grasped the canteen by the base with his least injured hand and placed a wadded piece of paper he found in his pocket into the canteen mouth. He then inverted the canteen carefully and noticed the slow dripping. Andrew then slowly pushed the plastic canteen down through the field so the canteen neck was directly over the crack in the belt control on the alien's waist. No sooner had several drops of fluid dripped or spread into the crack in the belt control than the field surged. The shock made Andrew rigid, and he was unconscious before his body realized it had slammed into the ground.
 
  
 
  



ANDREW LEARNS TRADE
 
   Between moments of blackness, Andrew realized the alien was carrying him like a child might carry a rag doll under one of its arms.
 
    
 
   This native may actually be quite intelligent yet somewhat backward technologically, thought Rett. My associates would be fascinated by how the native used its body's saline solution to make the water conductive. My examination should prove interesting.
 
    
 
   Rett proceeded to critically examine Andrew's still unconscious form as he laid him on a long table in Rett's ship:
 
    
 
   1)                 The native, though not familiar with a stressed space field, quickly deduced the cause of the problem and then tried to deal with it.
 
   2)                The native showed little fear of my body structure though it was radically different from its own.
 
   3)                The native correctly reasoned that ferrous materials get hot when placed in a stressed space field, though it should have realized it immediately…inferior, like other races were typically.
 
   4)               The native's liquid in the artificial container was too pure to be a good conductor to flow-magnetism. The native knew this and also knew how to make the container's fluid more conductive by adding its own body's saline waste fluid.
 
    
 
   Rett began to painstakingly examine Andrew's clothing. Rett started at the shoes on Andrew's feet.  Soft, synthetic bottoms with simulated animal skin upper parts. Woven fibrous sheaths over the feet under the coverings... Curious... Must be to protect the native's unusually soft skin... Then using synthetic, long fasteners to hold the coverings to the feet...
 
    
 
   This native seems to have vestigial manipulative digits under the coverings, he thought. It's amazing that such a puny creature could have any knowledge of flow-magnetism. Hair on its head and underarms...ahh...friction reduction and cooling by evaporation or scent distribution...
 
    
 
   I chose this planet because it was remote and was not listed on any survey charts. There was little likelihood I would come in contact with an intelligent race nor any Exploration Service ship that could claim the discovery. No rules to obey when no one knows. Knowledge is for the ablest species, he thought in the tried and true mantras of the Tros. 
 
    
 
   These natives are so thin and weak. Even the clothing they wear serves little purpose in this arid climate. Porous (non-seamed?) covering for its lower body half with a thin section or loop of animal skin at the top to hold the bottom covering to the body…Quite an interesting fastening under the bottom covering. Here the native wore a blue, absorbent covering under the bottom covering with a stretchy band at the top. That stretchy stuff is interesting, probably some weird plant material native to this environment.
 
    
 
   ...hair between its legs too...these must be the reproductive organs, Rett noted...definitely the fur served for friction reduction since the legs would rug against each other and these reproductive organs…Strange that they are so exposed and outside of the body. It probably wouldn't be worth the effort to dissect this native since I'm not specialized in off-world biology...not worth cleaning up afterward. It wears thin, porous upper body coverings that extend over the arms almost to the five manipulative digits. Its hands are exceedingly fine and supple, probably capable of great detail.
 
    
 
   It seems to have a short layer of facial hair. It has a thin and long neck. The eyes, blue colored, are disturbingly close together. The eyes…fixed in the front of the head…the head would have to be mobile to change viewing angle…predator ...inefficient design...these eyes can change direction only when the head stem turns. The nose appears too long for preheating air in this area of the planet. A broader, flatter nose is dictated for this area's climate.  It could mean these natives are or were migratory.
 
    
 
   A heavy growth of black hair growing on the top, back, and sides of the head…Ears are small and stationary…Teeth are frightening; omnivorous by the looks of them…Manipulative digits have vestigial claws; odd that I didn't notice that before, Rett thought...omnivore…possibly some survival adaptation. Body structure is taller and thinner than mine. Weak, but well adapted to this planet's light gravity.
 
   Too bad I can't take this native back with me, Rett considered. He'd probably die and spoil and I would have to stop and repressurize after a jettison…not worth the trouble. 
 
    
 
   Now I should continue with my examination.  This container of synthetic material is used to carry water. The sharpened implement found near the native's body fits into a simulated animal skin carrier attached to the waist strap. The sharp implement has a non-corrosive, ceramic handle, amazingly hard, sharp edge. The handle seems rather awkward, Rett thought, it seems to be made of some type of ceramic material…at least they have some rudimentary knowledge of ceramics. I shall not return without some trophies to present to my associates, Rett mused while examining Andrew's knife.
 
    
 
   Well, I might as well get rid of this interloper, Rett decided.
 
    
 
   What’s this? Rett spoke to himself unwittingly in his language as he pondered the device on the native's thin arm. It was uncharacteristic of a Tros to make verbal utterances when surprised. It appeared to be a device though it seemed to be almost molded to the native's arm and it was the same color as the skin. The device appeared synthetic; the width of the arm and almost three times that long with a dark, rectangular discoloration on top, covering the entire face. The device was about as thick as one half of one of the native's manipulative digits. As Rett picked up and turned Andrew's arm, he inadvertently touched the discoloration part and a small “colored,” illuminated square which activated the world financial section.
 
    
 
   In one of the odd-colored rectangles of the device, queer symbols began to flash. The symbols changed constantly until Rett hastily lowered the arm.
 
    
 
   This must be similar to the new electric timers I've heard about. This device looks large compared to what I've heard. The casing looks well worn with many small, fine scratches on its slick surface but the little pictures light up well. Must be some light source in the back that shines through glass…clever.
 
    
 
   In further examination of the wrist unit, Rett touched one of the discolored rectangles at the top of the unit...
 
   "Pulse rate sixty - Respiration twelve," said the device on Andrew's wrist in a crisp, distinct voice.
 
    
 
   Rett jerked his finger back but forgetting the light gravity on Earth, jumped backward a meter from Andrew's prostrate form.
 
    
 
   This was Rett's first experience with a solid-state, ionization effect speaker. Even though the device's speech was unintelligible in content to Rett, he knew that the device had spoken. Rett saw that the native had not moved its mouth when he heard the voice in a language foreign to him. Not having any experience with speaking computers, Rett erroneously assumed that this device was a radio. The alien assumed it was a receiver, similar but smaller than any device, he had known.
 
    
 
   Maybe this race isn't so backward technologically as I originally thought, Rett surmised. This race can boast this compact receiver!  Rett was now confident that he had correctly puzzled out the device's function. He asked himself, What button should I touch next?  These natives are clever to make these switches so pressure sensitive. These other discolored dots probably signify other preset frequencies.
 
    
 
   Rett took the native's knife and touched the dot just to the side of the spot he had touched before. The device did nothing. He touched another with the knife…nothing happened. He used his ‘strenking’ finger and the device responded.
 
    
 
   "Temperature-thirty three degrees Celsius.”
 
    
 
   Winds are fifteen kilometers per hour from the northwest...
 
    
 
   Barometric pressure-seventy six point five centimeters of mercury and steady," said the device in English. “Login to secure services.”
 
    
 
   Rett felt satisfied that this was simply a radio receiver. Being so confident, he pressed the larger, bright red spot on the receiver.
 
    
 
   "SECURE LOGIN," said the device.
 
    
 
   Silence from Rett.
 
    
 
   "State logon authorization and the information required," said the device.
 
    
 
   Silence from Rett, who was amused by this...radio... listening to the device, Rett thought how odd this method of transmission sounded--more like a personal conversation.
 
    
 
   "Are you drunk?" asked the device after another long silence.
 
    
 
   "Repeat the following digital sequence - (pause) seven-four-three-two-ten-six-six.
 
    
 
   Silence from Rett who was not aware his sobriety was even being tested.
 
    
 
   "Shutdown - alternate sequence in one hour," said the device.
 
    
 
   Though Rett tried, he could now only get a visible readout of the strange symbols (time probably). Nothing Rett did evoked any additional response from the device...probably about out of power since it was too small to have a fusion power source. Even his new small one wouldn’t fit inside this device…all that lighting and sound had probably used up its power source…clever but extremely limited usefulness.
 
    
 
   Obviously, this device is more than a simple receiver and merits my attention even though it must have run out of power now. It could even be almost as advanced as the mobile stressed space-field unit I constructed. How silly that thought was…clever in new ways but weak in function like the natives and the gravity. Since I have no desire to stay on this planet with its light gravity and thin atmosphere, I must not dispose of this native now. I'll learn how to operate its device first; this native is intelligent enough to know how it operates…probably… Rett thought.
 
    
 
   I suppose I shall need to teach the native the basic language so I may question him, Rett thought. I hope the strain of learning Trade does not drive it insane like other races do when they are placed in a restrain field and force-learned Trade. It could probably learn to understand Tros instead of Trade since Tros was a more developed language even if it couldn't speak it well. Rett proceeded to adjust the field that kept Andrew unconscious and then began to feed several of the long memory cylinders through the learning machine attached to Andrew's head.
 
    
 
   Rett thought, this is like the pioneers of my planet, who went out by themselves and contacted other races. Rett did not consider the captured technological 'discoveries' that had enabled his race to make a preemptive leap into space millennia ago. Nor did Rett consider the advance granted by the development of recorded speed-learning/teaching equipment that the Tros had used for the past five generations  - again after learning that usage from another of those inferior races.
 
    
 
   Rett futilely attempted to repair his stressed space-field control unit between cylinder changes on the learning machine. Rett finally decided he did not have the correct equipment to do the fine repair on the control device that had been damaged. Rett put his belt unit off to the side with a snort. He then proceeded to do what the Tros used for sleep, standing with eyes closed and ear twitching.
 
    
 
   Shortly after the learning machine switched off, Rett adjusted the restrain field so Andrew would regain consciousness.
 
    
 
   As the room swam into view, Andrew blinked his vision into focus and became aware of the cool metal under him. The lighting was orange tinted and oddly subdued…used a different spectrum of sunlight he guessed. Andrew turned his head to look around but from the shoulders down, his body felt like a lump of wood. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement and suddenly a face came into view.
 
    
 
   The face belonged to the man; the being, that Andrew had helped earlier. That shock I received must have damaged me more than temporarily and this being is trying to help me, Andrew thought.
 
    
 
   "How bad am I hurt?"  Andrew wheezed, barely able to force any sound out of his throat. It was hard to control his lungs enough to talk.
 
    
 
   When there wasn't any response Andrew tried again. "Hey, where am I?"
 
    
 
   Rett spoke, "What is the unit's purpose that you wear on your arm?"
 
    
 
   Andrew was shocked because though he understood what the being had said, he had not spoken an Earth language. Andrew knew several languages, but this was similar to none he had ever heard.
 
    
 
   "If you try, you can now reply in my language," Rett said.
 
    
 
   "I'm paralyzed, do you know what is wrong?"  Andrew gasped hardly able to breathe and was startled to find that he answered in the same language.
 
    
 
   The alien, for it was obvious to Andrew that this being was alien to Earth and not just a deformed human; left his view and suddenly he had control of his body.
 
    
 
   "Hey! I can move. What did you do?" Andrew asked while attempting to sit up.
 
    
 
   "I released the restrain field. What is the purpose of the unit that you wear on your arm?"
 
    
 
   "That’s just a Mem-dex. Where am I?  Why'd you bring me here?" Andrew asked in English as he sat on the edge of a long metal bench and scanned the wall of instruments on one side of the otherwise small, bare room.
 
    
 
   Andrew was too stunned to attempt to leave and his curiosity was piqued.
 
    
 
   "Speak in Trade. What is the purpose of the Mem-dex and how does it function?"  Rett asked with emphasis. "How is it powered?  I did not see a power source." 
 
    
 
   "It just uses the differential between body heat and room temperature and serves as a calculator and artificial memory index file when not hooked to wireless services."  Andrew visualized an odd electric-mechanical calculator as he thought of the word calculator and services in the alien language but wireless didn’t translate well. Thinking about wireless showed that the aliens did understand radio frequency at different frequencies but the ‘side-thoughts’ of equipment designs dated back to the 30’s or ‘40s…1930s and 1940s…certainly not 2070.
 
    
 
   "How does it function?"  Rett asked again.
 
    
 
   Andrew paused to consider his surroundings and this line of questioning and decided it was wiser to answer.
 
    
 
   "It tells the time, receives weather and emergency broadcasts, reminds me of important dates and appointments, and helps me in laboratory work with its index of research data and formulas in several branches of science and engineering. It links me through the Net at the University, pays my expensesnfor meals or supplies I need at school. Sometimes I even talk with it but most of the time, it's pretty predictable," Andrew said.
 
    
 
   "Then it is a receiver that connects you to a library, computation center. You contact the center through this device and it receives their replies," Rett stated feeling more confident. "It is very compact, where is the speaker? So you are still in training?”  The statement seemed derogatory.
 
    
 
   Andrew put his chin in his hand while he pondered this revelation. If this guy is an alien, then he used some pretty advanced technology to get here. How advanced do we want to appear to be to this dude?
 
    
 
   Andrew considered Earth’s' many tries at planetary exploration in the Solar system and thought how poorly they compared to interstellar travel.
 
    
 
   This guy also has an interesting teaching method. Thinking of food and water after that teaching machine only produced visions of nauseating foods and drinks...funny, how thinking of food only makes me thirsty and then nauseated by visions of atrocious food dishes and aliens eating. It's pretty fast, much faster than our training machines; maybe that's why I have a headache.
 
    
 
   "How does it make sound?"  Rett insisted.
 
    
 
   Andrew was shaken out of his reverie and realized he'd been daydreaming even in this bizarre setting.
 
    
 
   Though Andrew couldn't detect anger in this language yet, he could understand volume and realized this being was disturbed. Andrew replied on impulse. "It uses a ‘Rimloff f-effect solid-state ionization’ speaker.” None of the technical jargon brought up phrases or pictures in the native’s language except ionization…curious. “By the way, my name's Andrew." The "Andrew" sounded odd while speaking this strange language. Maybe this Me Tarzan, You Jane routine will distract him from the fact that molecular electronics may be something these fellows don't have.
 
    
 
   "What is your name?"  Andrew asked the alien.
 
    
 
   Rett was horrified. Certainly this... ...this beast wasn't asking him his name. How disgusting to ask another your name when you meet, and there was no question other than that is what this being meant. Rett was revolted even though he knew intellectually that customs varied even in his own culture.
 
    
 
   "Solid-state means all the parts are encased and don't move around," Andrew improvised. "What is your name?"  Andrew queried again.
 
    
 
   Only Rett's self-control and superiority over this native kept him from rending the native limb-from-limb at this point.
 
    
 
   Andrew noticed that the alien had stiffened but wondered at the lack of response to his question. Maybe he didn't have a name but had a number. No, name was very clear in meaning in this language, now that I think about it. Maybe I ought to see about getting away from here.
 
    
 
   Rett was thinking... since this device is just a more compact receiver than our devices, it is of no real advance to me. This native is becoming a burden…especially with its disgusting habits. Imagine when I gave it some water; it drank it right while I was watching. I do have a perverse curiosity about its habits though. Now I shall determine its level of progress. At least, it is acting sane.
 
    
 
   "Do you know what a stressed space-field is?"  Rett asked.
 
    
 
   Andrew was preparing to say no when the flood of associative data and pictures flooded into his mind. Apparently, thinking of a word or concept would bring pictures of equipment or fairly complex explanations of that concept into his head. Andrew now wished only to get back to the university now that he realized what the teaching machine had given him. 
 
    
 
   "No, I do not," Andrew said.
 
    
 
   "Has your planet had any travel in space and how much?"  Rett asked.
 
    
 
   Andrew paused before replying. "We have sent manned probes to our moon and to some of this system’s planets and their moons. We have sent unmanned probes past all planets in our system and have sent two interstellar probes to a nearby star."  Andrew didn't know how much this alien knew about Earth culture and thought it best to keep pretty close to historical fact. Andrew wasn't about to tell him that there had been no expeditions or probes for nearly forty years now, at least not since the last Mars mission in the early 30’s.
 
    
 
   "What method did these space vehicles use for movement?"  Rett queried.
 
    
 
   "Most used chemical propulsion... but the two interstellar probes used some type of nuclear-ionic propulsion using Xenon gas accelerated by a strong electrical field."  Andrew visualized strange visions of chemical propulsion and though the nuclear part seemed almost recognizable, the ionic method visualized with odd side thoughts at all and had to be referred to in an Earth  language…, he thought. Xenon was clear as to what he actually called it…it translated to a rare gas that does not mix well with other chemicals and releases a bluish-white light when flow magnetism is passed through it at low pressure.
 
    
 
   How primitive, chemical, this "nuclear-ionic" was probably some odd variation not worth my time, Rett thought. These people did pretty good to travel to any of their planets using chemical means. Rett thought about how his people had leaped into space in their early industrial age because of power supplies and field generators given by visitors to his planet. His people had traveled in space for many hundreds of years. How terrible it must be to live so close to each other as he had seem indications of large groups of buildings in some areas of the planet before landing. How could one live with the ideas and opinions of others unless forced to by being planet bound with the thin air and weak gravity of this planet.
 
    
 
   "How long is your average life?"  Rett asked, abruptly changing the subject.
 
   This fellow gets to the heart of our nature, Andrew thought as he prepared his answer; "About ninety revolutions of this planet around the sun," he answered stretching a bit since that life span was only in North America and most of Europe.
 
    
 
   So brief, Rett thought, no wonder they quickly reached their level of technology. At least this means that they are better prepared to face death having so short a lifespan. Better to dispose of it now than to have it report my presence to its associates with some of the knowledge it has obtained through my language machine.
 
    
 
   Andrew became very uncomfortable after answering because the alien just stood there dully looking straight ahead and not saying anything. What is it thinking about?   Maybe I ought to try the Me Tarzan, You Jane thing again. At least, it gave him a start last time.
 
    
 
   "My name is Andrew. What is your name?"  Andrew asked trying to break the silence.
 
    
 
   Again, this implied intimacy. Rett’s outrage and indignation caused him to hasten his timetable for disposal of the native. Rett leaped forward and grabbed one of the native's arms while preparing to grab the other so he could render the soft-skinned, sickening sweet smelling native into small pieces.
 
    
 
   Damn, what did I say?  Andrew thought as the alien jumped at him and grabbed him above his left elbow. The pain shot through him as he felt his left arm being crushed. Reflex came to his aid where calm rational thought had deserted him and cupping his right hand, he popped it over the alien's left ear hoping to rupture the eardrum. The alien let out a screaming bellow and clutched his damaged ear with its free hand but tightened the grip on Andrew's arm.
 
    
 
   As the pain washed through him, Andrew hit with his fist to the alien's general throat area but only hurt his hand on the tough skin. The alien then slung him around the room bellowing and holding its ear with one hand while holding onto Andrew's arm with the other and smashing him from one side of the room to the other. In desperation, with the room passing back and forth from wall to wall, Andrew jabbed his fingers of his right hand into one of the alien's eyes.
 
    
 
   The alien began to bellow louder and smashed Andrew down onto the table.  He let go and started threshing around the room, alternately trying to grab Andrew and its head at the same time.
 
    
 
   Andrew jumped past the alien and made for something that looked like an exit to the room and came to a short closed corridor almost immediately. It was a door, but was it an exit?  Andrew could hear the whimper and scream of the alien and this added impetus to his desire to escape this place. The door had a grip mechanism that took all of Andrew's strength with both hands to squeeze it, the pain from his left arm numbing his strength. Andrew put one foot against the wall and arched his back with the pull since the door appeared to open inward somehow. The door suddenly swung straight in and then slid to the right almost parallel to the right wall. Andrew thanked his luck and jumped down to the dirt only a couple of meters below the doorway. 
 
    
 
   In the dim night air, Andrew stumbled and ran from the 'ship' without looking back. He ran ‘til his chest burned and he collapsed – gulping for air. So much for interstellar diplomacy, he thought before passing out.
 
   
 
  




REVERSE ENGINEERING – NEW POWER
 
   When Andrew came to, it was dawn and quite chilly. Every part of his body ached. His left arm was bruised deeply and quite swollen. Andrew could hardly swallow…his mouth was so dry.
 
    
 
   This had better be a bad dream because I'm ready to wake up. The discomfort and outright pain seem real enough, thought Andrew. Guess I’d better see about getting back to the university before dark. I'd wager that my friends haven't even missed me yet. I wasn't supposed to meet anyone until Monday, before our group meeting.
 
    
 
   It was early enough in the morning to see which direction the sun had risen and there were still tracks on the ground showing the direction he had run from last night.
 
    
 
   Damn. Now, I have to go back the way I came to get back to the vicinity of the university. There isn’t much of anything out in the direction I was headed except more of this desert. Too bad I didn't get a direction from the stars last night, so I'd, at least, have been heading right. I didn’t have time for a star sighting I guess. Andrew doggedly plodded along his tracks.
 
    
 
   It wasn't tough going, but when you are totally exhausted, hungry, and thirsty, even a straight walk becomes a trial. It was a tribute to Andrew's physical conditioning that it only took the better part of an hour to stumble back to the area of the alien's ship.
 
    
 
   Andrew lay in the dirt and rocks on a slight hill overlooking the ship. What a design! The damn thing wasn't nearly as big as I imagined. It was only about five meters in diameter. An upright gray cylinder about five or six meters high resting on a curved, gimbaled disc about seven meters in diameter with a large, round, mesh-like umbrella dish about the top of the cylinder. Tiny ship… compared to even the old, Russian or Chinese shuttles… even if anyone flew shuttles anymore…which they didn’t. There hadn’t been any manned flights that he knew about, in years. Hell. No one will believe anything about this…this incident…and space stories aren’t vogue…at all. People still don’t travel as much as they used to before the sickness years.
 
    
 
   The hatch door was open and within reach of the ground, but there wasn't any ladder. Well, I know that I'm at least a day's walk away from the university, but that means walking without any water and hoping I end up near the car on my first try. It could be close to six klicks to the car. That trip is going to be pretty rough with only scrub bushes and absolutely no survival tools, he thought.
 
    
 
    If I make it through this little ordeal, I’m determined I’m never going to be caught flatfooted again with no plastic sheet to make a little solar survival still, no knife, and no fire starter kit. Quit bitchin’ he thought. I wonder why the ship’s still here… And not even an energy bar struck in pocket. Is the ship damaged? Well…I wouldn’t get anything done sitting here pondering will I? No time like the present to scope it out, he thought and he got up into a half crouched position.
 
    
 
   As Andrew was edging back from the hill, he noticed some tracks in the dirt off to his left. Following them over the rise with his eyes in one direction, he traced them back to the ship!  There was just one set of distinct tracks going away from the ship. There were other tracks -- earlier tracks already partially filled in from the steady winds in the area, but just the one set of new ones. That changes my statistics, Andrew thought, since the alien has left and hasn't returned yet.
 
    
 
   Sprinting from the cover of the hill, Andrew crossed the open space quickly until he got to the edge of the cylinder below the hatch. He noticed how deep the tracks were below the hatch and finally realized how heavy the alien really was. Andrew marveled at his escape of the night before.
 
    
 
   Andrew looked into the distance and then straining to hear any indication of another being, moved under the hatch. He had to jump to get his hands to reach the bottom of the opening and when his full weight was on his arms, he let out a whimper of pain. His arms seemed to be on fire as he struggled and got his chest over the bottom of the opening. He lay there panting; hanging half in and half out of the hatch. When he recovered sufficiently he struggled the rest of the way in and stood up. He began to move toward the larger central room of the ship, where he had been before, while trying not to touch any instruments. 
 
    
 
   It was only after he had gone a few steps that he even thought about automatic protective devices.
 
   Well, I just hope that there aren't any. There are no labels on any of the instruments or on any cabinets, of course...my luck. I don't even know if that language training covered written language or if that language would even be the one I learned. I have to get some water and food.
 
    
 
   When he thought of water and food, his mind provided many pictures from the language training. Maybe this could be useful, he thought as he realized a section of the room, which dealt with food and water.
 
    
 
   He found a set of cabinets and by alternately opening doors, found a whole shelf of quasi-elastic balls with a nipple like opening. When he pulled one off the shelf, he noticed it had been attached to a detachable tube sticking out of the bottom of the cabinet. Shaking the ball produced a satisfying sloshing noise. After smelling the nipple, part of the container to make sure it wasn't some chemical cleaner or something similar, he put it to his lips and then jerked it back away.
 
    
 
   I've gotta’ be crazy to be here and if I really am where I think I am. It's against all training to drink something because you think it may be water. I'm desperate; he thought as he eased the ball to his cracked, dry lips and sipped. 
 
    
 
   The liquid seems to soak right into the lining of his mouth. Good, it is so good. All restraint gone, Andrew gulped half of the container before he realized drinking like this would just make him sick so he forced the glorious warm, flat water-ball from his lips. He took two more balls from the cabinet and stuck them inside his shirt.
 
    
 
   Gingerly sipping from the first ball, he looked for food but gave up the search after he undoubtedly found it. He found a cabinet next to the water cabinet full of five different types of small wrapped rectangles of food. Even opening the cabinet released a smell that would cause the staunchest stomach to lurch.
 
    
 
   Better stay sharp and be happy I found the water. Seeing his Mem-dex on the examination table, he slapped it on his wrist. No one to call…no signal here… Something familiar in these surroundings helped take the bite of fear out of the air somewhat. He saw the broken belt on a small workbench with a strong light pointed toward it. Two units on the belt were exactly split to show the interior parts in their complex array.
 
    
 
   Andrew leaned over to see the belt with its heavy buckle fastening and as he did, he heard something from the entrance. Jerking the belt up and testing the heft of the belt for a possible weapon, he ran to the side of the entrance hatch.
 
    
 
   He saw and heard the alien approaching about the same time Rett noticed Andrew crouched in the entrance. Rett jerked a stubby cylinder, with a handle somewhere inside it, from his waist and pointed it at Andrew. Rett seemed to think better of shooting and lowered the obvious weapon.
 
    
 
   The alien had no sooner lowered his arm until he bounded toward the entrance and leaped easily into the entrance. Andrew could see that the alien was off balance and he used this opportunity to attack.
 
    
 
   Andrew took the borrowed belt and swung it toward the weapon hand that was rising toward his middle. No sooner had the heavy belt clanged into the weapon than Andrew noticed the fist-size hole appear in the decking near his foot. With a backhand motion, Andrew swung the belt to the alien's head and heard the dull thunk as the alien staggered out of the way to the side of the hatchway. Andrew squirmed past, jumped down and ran around the ship and toward the direction of his car.
 
    
 
   Rett replaced the weapon in his holder and adjusted the covering on his already healing ear. Annoying but not incapacitating injuries, Rett thought moodily. Rescued, assaulted, and victim of a native…thoughtless to dissolve part of my own ship due to a native. It will be many years before I will tell any of my colleagues about this trip in its entirety. I will simply tell them that the solo interstellar craft I built was successful. At least, I still retain the primitive's knife and water container. These are odd enough artifacts to convince even my colleagues of my far travels.
 
    
 
   Rett shut the hatch and then stood by the controls to prepare to leave the planet. He made quick mental calculations and checked the ship's clock.
 
    
 
   Rett realized that his colleagues were right, at least in part. The Exploration Service would not like solo personal trips. Interstellar experimentation was best left to explorers. Established trips to civilized worlds with full indoctrination were the safest way to travel. Homemade or even the best solo traveling gear was stimulating but not conducive to long life.
 
    
 
   Rett also knew the prohibition about unregulated contact with an intelligent race but rationalized that no damage had been done and no one would find out about this out-of-the-way trip to the spiral arm. His intent had been to avoid the authorities, who would otherwise have to approve new devices or improvements in older devices. Rett relaxed after setting the automatic directional device and activated the main drive field. He settled into the relaxed traveling state and thought no more on the subject as his eyes closed and his breathing deepened as the ship sped to his home world.
 
    
 
   Andrew heard a low pitched hum behind him and stopped his run in time to see the craft become a translucent sphere. The craft appeared to wobble slightly, like a leaf in the wind, and then shot up out of sight so fast that it would even have been correct to say it disappeared. Explanations of the phenomenon could not be concise unless someone had experienced it for himself. Andrew looked at the slight depression in the dirt where the device (vehicle) had rested.
 
    
 
   No one will believe this. I don't believe this myself, Andrew thought with little actual conviction.
 
    
 
   Andrew then felt the water containers in his shirt and looked down at the alien's belt dangling from his strong hand. He then began the slow, plodding trek back to the university. His fingers, his hands, hurt like hell but there wasn't much he could do about it.
 
    
 
   He came to a roadway with highway signs that showed he was very close to the car.  Andrew continued his walk 'til he found his old Ford. It started easily but never passed any other vehicles on the roadway, since it was early in the morning. He noticed how the buildings still appeared the same as he drove closer to the grounds. The few students that were up at this hour looked so young and innocent…nothing had really changed but everything seemed different.
 
    
 
   I'm the only thing that has changed, Andrew thought exhaustedly as he parked and walked toward his quarters. Heading to his room like a homing pigeon, only half conscious, he opened the door, took a luncheon packet from his shelf and downed the contents after gulping water for a minute. He had to refresh himself instead of immediately going to sleep and then went gratefully back to bed. There he took off his shoes and climbed on top of the sheets, still fully clothed. He trembled with teeth chattering for a minute or two as the adrenaline wore off and the fatigue and stress bore in and then fell deeply asleep.
 
    
 
   "Andy. Andy. Wake up. What's the matter with you?  Come on. Wake up!"
 
    
 
   "Huh. What?  What do you want?  Leave me alone. Let me sleep, will you?"  Andrew said as he forced open one eye to see, who the hell, was shaking him.
 
    
 
   "Good grief, Susan, leave me alone. I just want to sleep," Andrew said, even though he was now awake enough to feel the pressure of nature and probably couldn't have gone back to sleep easily anyway.
 
    
 
   "Why weren't you at the seminar yesterday?  I called and still you didn't answer, so I came on by your room. You know how important yesterday was; we were supposed to narrow down our synthesist proposal. Everyone's angry and worried. How are we going to get our Synthesist degrees if you don't help co-ordinate our project?"  Susan went on, "What's the matter with you anyway?  You look terrible. What happened to your poor hands?"
 
    
 
   All Andrew's ordeals came flooding back to him and he sat up in the bed as if struck. He bolted up to a sitting position.
 
    
 
   "My God…Andy. What's the matter with you? Are you sick?  Do you need me to take you to the infirmary? All the color just drained out of your face," Susan said anxiously.
 
    
 
   "No. No, I'm OK. I'm just a little shaken up."  Andrew really looked closely at this girl as a person for the first time. She was tall and slim with short brown hair and flashing green eyes. Cute but not what you’d consider pretty, but so alive and energetic that she had a stronger presence than he noticed before when she had worked with him briefly this year as a materials science specialist.
 
    
 
   Andrew reflected, "Look, stick around 'cause I want to tell you something you won't believe. Let me go take a shower and clean up and then you can treat me to breakfast. OK."
 
   "All right," Susan said slowly, "but it will have to be lunch because you slept through breakfast."
 
   "Better yet. I'll meet you down in the cafeteria in a half hour after I'm presentable again," Andrew said and couldn't help smiling when he saw the concern written on Susan's face.
 
   "OK. I'll also call off our group hunt for you. We thought you had panicked because you hadn't found the group proposal topics yet for our synthesist degrees.  This had better be good," Susan emphasized. "You sure you're okay?"
 
   She looked once more over her shoulder, he nodded, and she left.
 
    
 
   Andrew began to feel alive again only with the refreshing sting of the shower against his skin. Removing his facial hair and clean clothes helped wash away most signs of his ordeal. He would have thought he imagined the whole affair if it wasn't for the severely bruised left arm and sore fingers. The arm was quite sore but still slightly mobile. Andrew rolled up his sleeve, and rubbed an athletic balm on the bruised area and then headed out to meet Susan.
 
    
 
   When he got to the door, he noticed the belt and one of the remaining water balls on the floor near his hiking boots. Well, at least, I didn't imagine these. He picked up a water ball after deciding that the belt might be too conspicuous, tossed it up and caught it as he carefully shut the door to his room and his MemDex had it locked before they had stepped away. He was actually whistling on his way to the cafeteria though he was deep in thought.
 
    
 
   They'll just send me to psychiatric examination if I take this tale to the authorities. Andrew knew the mood of the world had turned inward after the influenza nightmare. Ironic that one quarters of the world's population had died from a wimpy, adaptive virus and not the nuclear holocaust everyone had anticipated. Populations became paranoid of people from a country or region where there was an outbreak and soon travel between many countries was blocked or severely curtailed. When deaths started occurring in the Western world the health care system in the U.S. and Europe was compromised for years. Travel and tourism suffered, and people, in general, became more insular. Later, when trade became restricted at the height of the influenza deaths, the World Government was formed as an offshoot of the World Bank. Nation states became local governments. Two thirds of the free nations joined and the rest became the “unaligned nations.”  It had been the goal of the World Bank to make third world nations dependent on the Bank for loan service -- thus controllable. The reality turned out to be a bit different as there was little “control” yet many inherited problems. The World Government was inefficient, as most governments are inefficient, but the bit of oversight it provided was enough to add some competency where there had been none before. The reality of a distant, weak, slightly incompetent government actually worked. It didn’t work everywhere because culture and corruption were so endemic but that was the reality.
 
    
 
   With all the world's problems, people looked to restoring their own areas and homes. Technology was hardly affected but it stopped progress in its tracks for a few decades. History tapes of the last decades were almost incomprehensible in their violence and contradictions.
 
    
 
   No, this story of mine had better stay with a select few. Maybe we can use the power source of this belt for our group proposal because the project I had planned was too expensive – too mundane for others at the college. That field had to be produced with a ridiculously powerful power supply. Any power supply would be revolutionary plus that field kept the gray ghastly from touching anything – affecting mass and gravity like that ship would rewrite physics. Funny, how lack of motivation should prompt me to take a hike off my regular schedule. Look, where it got me, he chuckled to himself. Nobody is going to believe me, he thought.
 
    
 
   He had only met Susan a year ago when the materials science specialist of their group had been forced out because his grating personality had eroded their efficiency. Susan had come in after an entire group she had been working with had dissolved. Now it seemed like she had been made for the group even in the few times they had worked together. Andrew hoped she'd, at least, accept his story better than any in the group. He was obliquely attracted to her.  Of course, any super competent people are good to have around. He saw her waiting for him on one of the benches outside the cafeteria.
 
    
 
   "Hi, Andy. You sure look better," she beamed with the transgression of his missed seminar seemingly forgotten.
 
   "Hi. Let's eat first, I'm starved."
 
   They went into the cafeteria and Susan eyed the water ball he carried. "May I ask what that is?" she inquired.
 
   "No, you may not... yet!" he replied.
 
   She was politely silent as they passed through the line and didn't even say anything about the voluminous amount of food he heaped onto his tray. She only raised an amused eyebrow when she saw the credit amount for the food he had to spend. He had relented and paid for the meal as he authorized his MemDex before Susan. He didn’t know she had no intention of paying for his meal but was preparing to pay for her own.
 
    
 
   They sat down at a small table and before she could ask anything, Andrew had started into his food.
 
    
 
   Picking at her food, she was silent as her amusement changed to amazement at the volume of food and drink that Andrew was inhaling. He ate so fast!  Susan barely touched her food as she became absorbed in watching Andrew. It wasn't until Andrew had polished off every morsel of food from his plates that she broke the silence.
 
    
 
   "Well…  Out with it…  Why did you miss the seminar?  Do you have a workable group proposal for us?  Why are you grinning at me like that?" Susan said, with all her frustration rushing out. She hoped he was going to live up to his reputation. She hadn’t seen too much special out of him since joining the team. Maybe that was changing, she thought.
 
    
 
   "Here. Look at this," he said as he tossed the ball to her unexpectedly. "What do you make of this?" he asked as he got up and started toward the door without looking back.
 
   "Hey, wait a minute, you!" she blurted; torn between close examination of the object in her hands and the retreating figure. "What is it?"  She called as she jumped up after him, "What is this supposed to be?  Is this the big secret?"
 
    
 
   "'That," he said as she ran up beside him, "is part of our group proposal."
 
    
 
   "But it's just an odd shaped container made out of ordinary...” Her voice trailed off as she held the ball for closer examination. After scratching at it with a little knife she had pulled from her pocket, she said, "OK. I'll shut up, you talk."
 
   He led her to an empty bench by a nearby shade tree.  After getting comfortable, he began describing his trials and tribulations of the weekend. She drew him out with questions but otherwise didn't say anything.
 
   When he finished, he asked her, "Well, do you believe me?"
 
   After a pause she answered, "I'm reserving judgment 'til I see that belt you got. Let me see your arm. Realize that your arm doesn't prove anything. There is more to this that you're not telling me isn't there?"
 
   "Some, but not much," he answered slightly embarrassed, but pleased that she was as astute as he rolled up his sleeve and winced. "I'll tell you everything when we can get the group together again.
 
   "Oooh...bad bruise," she said as she spread her fingers trying to match the weird, wide pattern of bruising on the arm and realized that it wasn't from any hand she had seen.
 
      He had left out the function of the belt in his story other than as an escape weapon. "How about calling a meeting for our usual time this evening?"
 
   "You want me to message everyone. That's your job," she stated.
 
   "I'm going back to bed for a while," he said and left her staring at his receding back. “I’m crushed right now I’m so tired. Guess I’m out of adrenaline.”
 
   "Okay. I guess," she said to herself as he was out of earshot anyway and she looked down at the ball in her hands. This had better be good. She realized Andrew was supposed to be a pretty sharp candidate for synthesist manager but so far he hadn't produced much...though he was kind of cute. She wasn't sure if he went off the deep end or not. She'd reserve judgment.
 
   "What little puzzle are you here?" she said quietly as she looked at the sphere. "You aren't going to be a total mystery to me by the meeting tonight are you?" she said just as another student happened past, looking at her as if she were crazy. She walked briskly off to her lab.
 
   Andrew had no sooner gotten back to his room and briefly reexamined the alien belt when he got a call.
 
   "Hello," Andrew answered as he tapped the display to accept.
 
   "Hey. Andrew. I heard you were back and wanted to meet tonight. Where have you been?  Susan was really cryptic when I tried to pump her for information."
 
   "Steve?"  Nobody else would be so inconsiderate. "Look, I'm tired, I'll tell you everything at the meeting tonight," Andrew answered wearily.
 
   "Can't you give me a little hint?"  Steve asked.
 
   "I'll tell you tonight. Goodbye," Andrew said.
 
   "Okay. But just..."
 
   Andrew cut him off in mid-sentence and headed toward the bed. He undressed, and slid under the sheets with the sunlight all but shut off in the window. He was fast asleep in minutes.
 
   When Andrew got to the seminar room, he noticed everyone was already there, waiting for him. He looked around and made a second mental note of all attending, as was his duty as synthesist.
 
    
 
   Susan, the materials science specialist… pretty when she smiled with a fit body and tons of smarts. Probably the most well-rounded of the group, save me…A whiz at everything…Fun to be around…Cute…Cute.
 
   Steve, the computer specialist… Little smart ass, Andrew thought as he looked over the little dark haired dweb...but there wasn't anyone better in the field…crackerjack at anything electronic…dresses like a ‘dweb’ too. 
 
   John, the chemical specialist… drab looking guy. Mister Invisible. You'd never know he was there until you needed something profound reasoned out… Witty guy… Always comes out with one-liners that get you smiling ten minutes later after you thought about what he had said.
 
   Ling, the biologist and psychologist…fine, chiseled oriental features with an Occidental mouth that slipped in from somewhere in her family tree. No figure and her taste in clothes exhibited 20th century refugee prints but she knew her field.
 
   Fran, the environmental specialist…little bit on the dumpy side but she could make orchards grow out of rock and knew environmental systems. She would help us be sought after by all the big industrials when she finished her schooling. She knew everything about “going Green.”
 
   Tod, the physicist…looks like a football player but deep…pretty good in a machine shop too…probably the smartest of the group…sharper than me but then I only decide which way to drive.
 
   Desiree, the mathematician and linguist…God…What a looker! Andrew sighed deeply. Grew up with a silver spoon in her mouth, as they say; but didn't seem to be spoiled by her rich upbringing. She had looks and brains.
 
   Joel, the mechanical specialist…could make chicken salad out of proverbial ...well, anyway...he could turn an idea into reality…Knows his engineering but looks like a wrestler -- except one with deft, strong hands.
 
   All these people had various overlapping or complementary specialties, but each had been chosen to fit into an integrated group with a synthesist manager in charge. If the defense of their group proposals were accepted, then all members of the group would get a synthesist degree, similar and equivalent to PhDs but universities were different than years ago. Now universities provided the equipment, experience, and atmosphere for experimentation and, of course, each university was known for the reputation of the experts the student groups could consult. A breakthrough from the military in the early decades of the century had revolutionized the learning process.
 
   Direct stimulation learning programs were now used in preparatory, middle and high schools and provided the information foundation for college. This technique for learning was a combination of direct simulation and high power drugs provided early basic skills in math and science. Levels of sophistication varied by price and the privileged and the talented were able to access the best information sources. Quantifiable formulas and scientific theories were more easily taught as were history and literature. Anything that required memorization was a candidate for canned learning. Students tested as well or better than conventional “schooling” in long-term memory recall though many debated the quality of memorization through this method. Programmed learning had replaced almost all learning by rote for the upper quartile students. Teachers helped students integrate their implanted knowledge. 
 
   Legacy cycle learning, where students solved problems based on scenarios, was the teaching method du jour. Scenarios would be expanded to draw students into considering real world issues or points to research so they could discover their own answers and then apply them to other situations. Students had already acquired the basic knowledge base in their fields of interest before being accepted into college. Students a century past spent their secondary schooling and undergraduate years learning facts and methods by rote and then trying to apply the theories only after they entered graduate school. University groups, now, were picked to work productively as units such as the one Andrew was about to address. The University of Arizona, here, had become renown for turning out producers...real problem solvers...creative brains for hire…with a synthesist degree and minors in their specialty.
 
   All this flashed through Andrew's consciousness as he looked at the anxious faces around him and started speaking.
 
   "I want you to take a chance on me, on us, for a team topic defense. Success will mean more success than you can imagine. We had come up with several avenues to explore but this is unlike any of those. I'm asking you to scrap all the ideas we had discussed and, instead, head in an entirely new direction," Andrew stated somberly. "We have a chance to use what this university can give us to make our futures -- to make the world a better place” -- everybody winced at that trite sounding phrase but he continued, “at least, to add some excitement to this place." Andrew wished he hadn’t seen so much skepticism on some of the faces as he continued.
 
   "First, I want Susan to make a preliminary report on the assignment I asked her to do earlier this afternoon," Andrew said turning to Susan.
 
   Her head snapped toward him. "You didn't say anything about an assignment... ...you..." I guess he understood me better than I thought. It was a kind of assignment. She grinned. You sneak.
 
   "What have you two been cooking up?" Steve asked looking from Susan to Andrew. Is she the reason you missed the seminar? He wondered.
 
   "Well... John,” she looked at him. ”I'm sorry. I used some of your equipment," Susan said demurely, a little of her enthusiasm spilling out as she continued her description.
 
   "I have here a water container close to twelve (12) centimeters in diameter. It does have water in it but the water has trace amounts of sodium chloride, iodine, and several insoluble organic compounds in it. The container is a type of thin metal, though I thought it was a plastic at first. First, it's not like any metal I've known. It doesn't oxidize with anything but the strongest agents and its hardness is similar to titanium, though I can't find any trace of titanium. The crystalline structure is different from anything I've ever seen. You look at it Tod, before I say any more," Susan said as she tossed it to Tod.
 
   Tod said, "Well, it's a rather crude manufactured product. Probably was injection molded like plastic, but I'd need to know the powdered metal properties before I could say for sure." He held it up in the light to see it better. 
 
   "Is this our project?” Steve said in an exasperated tone. “Did you get us together so we can design new canteens?  I'll really be useful in designing water containers."
 
   "No, I've got something for everyone here," Andrew said as he took the alien belt out of a box he had brought with him and placed the belt on the conference table before them all.
 
   "What is that supposed to be? We are starting a repair service for music players for fat joggers?" Steve cried looking at the length of the belt. If this project doesn't pan out we'll all be lucky to get jobs skimming algae at a solar farm somewhere, he thought.
 
   Andrew knew he had their attention now, despite their protests. The belt was unusual in an odd way that they couldn't quite pin down. Andrew waited very quietly, "This is the key to a new type of power source...maybe even unlimited power supplies."  Andrew let his statement hit them and the silence was absolute about him.
 
   "It can be all of that and more if we can unravel it without killing ourselves in the process. I pretty well know the state of the art in most of those areas, since that's my job and I think we're about as well equipped as anyone else to tackle it. Think this is a good enough for our proposal defense?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Where did you come by these little advances in science?" John asked quietly.
 
   "I can only say that this will be a good test as to how competent we are and I will explain further when I can," Andrew explained as he saw their dubious expressions. "No person will miss these." 
 
   There was a brief period of silence while everyone looked around to see if they were sane and really there and then, the tumult of questions really began the serious discussion for the night.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Rett’s ship in deep space
 
    
 
   Rett snapped to full consciousness to the clamor of the proximity alarm.
 
   What is this? He thought as he shut off the alarm. His vehicle gave a lurch and he became dizzy at the same moment. Looking out the port he saw the hazy end of a great ship. Yes, it was an Exploration Service ship ...but what was it doing here?  Why has the ES stopped my ship?  How did they dare?  I am a Tros. He was moving toward the communicator when the floor gave another lurch and the gravity orientation changed and he was tumbled to the deck.
 
   Rett heard the clang of metal before he realized that the bright light now coming through the portal was artificial and his whole ship was, itself, now inside the great ES ship. As he stood there absorbing this revelation, he heard a loud pounding coming from the entranceway.
 
   It took all his discipline to calmly open the entranceway. A group was awaiting him when he opened the hatch. All were bipeds but only two were Tros.
 
   Addressing the Tros confronting him, he said in Trade, "By what authority did you stop my vessel?"
 
   The leader of the group, obviously not a Tros, answered abruptly, "You are in an area under control of the Exploration Service. Our ship is stronger and we need no other reason. You are in an area that is interdicted in a vessel of unauthorized design."
 
   "But I've done nothing and you interrupted my journey. Why did you stop my vessel?"
 
   "What was your purpose in this area?" The leader asked.
 
   "Why did you stop my vessel?"  Rett asked equally defiant.
 
   "What was your purpose in this area?"  The leader asked flatly.
 
   When Rett did not reply, one of the others in the group walked up and touched a control rod to Rett's shoulder. He was immediately shocked senseless and carried out the entrance and into a room aboard the Exploration Service ship.
 
   Rett regained full consciousness to find himself strapped down to a table with wires attached to his head, arms, chest, and legs. Swiveling one eye to the side he saw another non-Tros seated before a complicated instrument display. Even in the position he was in, he felt relieved to see a fellow-being and not just some lowly other race. Only when he heard the question did he realize that the humanoid-leader of the group was beside him also and asking him a question.
 
   "Why were you in this area?"  The leader asked.
 
   When Rett did not answer, the questioner nodded to the Tros behind the console and Rett was wracked with indescribable agony. As he lay gasping, he heard the question again.
 
   "Why were you in this area?"
 
   When Rett paused to answer, a mild jolt shuddered through him again and he answered, "I was just trying out a solo craft my colleagues and I built."
 
   "Why did you go to this particular system?"
 
   "It was just a convenient point," Rett said, barely getting the answer out before a jolt hit him.
 
   "Why, this particular system?"
 
   Anticipating another jolt, Rett's voice was shaky as he answered, "I was told that this system was very interesting since it had so many electromagnetic emanations coming from it. I was not aware it was under control of the Service."  Rett fully expected another jolt after his answer but it didn't come.
 
   "Did you meet any of the natives?" the being asked.
 
   "No," Rett replied and was hit by the strongest jolt yet. When he returned to full consciousness, he was prepared for another jolt which didn't come. How did this being know, he was lying?  The artifacts!  Of course, he knew. Rett anticipated the reply and said, "Yes, I had contact with one native."
 
   Rett was pounded with another small series of jolts.
 
   "Only one native?"
 
   "Yes," Rett answered and was jolted again.
 
   "How many natives?"
 
   "Just one," he answered and tensed for the next jolt, which again, didn't come.
 
   "Did you give the native any artifacts?"
 
   Rett decided that since Trade training didn't count and the belt had been taken, he could answer a negative. "No, I didn't," he answered and again came the mind-searing jolt.
 
   "What did you give the native?"
 
   "Nothing," he said and again came the jolt.
 
   "Well, how is his story so far?" the questioner asked the Tros at the console.
 
   "Relatively truthful on all counts, but with indications of information withheld."
 
   "Let us continue then," stated the questioner.
 
   Rett's story was enlarged bit by bit but many of the details were omitted. The questioners seemed to be just going through a routine and had no real interest in his answers.
 
   The service personnel knew nothing of his mobile stressed space field belt and Rett didn't feel inclined to mention it since he knew the penalty for culture contamination through technology transfer.
 
   A small delegation, led by a Tros this time, came to his craft as he was readied to leave the service ship.
 
   "You will be destroyed if you attempt to enter this section of the spiral arm again. Also, if upon subsequent investigation, we find that you have misrepresented yourself or your intentions on the planet where you landed; the nearest ship will be sent to eradicate you and all your associates. This ship is now recorded as being warned from this area," the Tros said and without waiting for an answer spun around and walked away.
 
   Rett began to make plans for his moving from his planet even before his craft sped out into the brilliantly speckled void.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
   At the university
 
    
 
   Susan and Tod had finally figured out how the belt had been assembled. It slid together like a puzzle box with no adhesives or extraneous screws or connectors. After careful diagrams and notes had been gathered, they consulted with Steve, John and Joel to assist them in disassembling the component parts. It was a relatively safe procedure with Steve's electronic background, Joel’s mechanical aptitude, and Tod's knowledge of physics, particle physics in this case.
 
   Only after it had been safely disassembled did Susan, as materials specialist and John, the chemist, begin to figure out of what it was made and why it had fractured in the first place.
 
   It became Steve, Tod, and Joel's job to figure out how the belt had been powered and to duplicate the power source. Then they’d have to figure out the stressed space field after they got a power supply working.
 
   Ling, Desiree, and Fran were given a separate task of preliminary work, whose purpose Andrew wouldn't even reveal to the rest of the members in the group. When asked he would just say he would tell them soon. All members were ordered not to ask the three about their activities until allowed and this hurt the harmony of the group. Andrew had explained that early answers would prejudice their investigations. Nobody liked it. They were supposed to work together, they muttered.
 
   At a called meeting, Andrew prepared to tell all members of the team his purpose. He also knew that the three men had made a great breakthrough on the belt power supply. The tension was palpable.
 
   As the members settled into their places, Andrew spoke, "We should get right down to business. I'm sure you're all interested in the results of our sub-group on the power supply. Our women's sub-group has been doing some preliminary work that we shall discuss later.”  The women frowned at this potentially sexist remark. “First; Tod, why don't you do this, since this part is really your baby?"
 
   Tod got up and walked over to the display board. He was grinning from ear to ear and looked more like an imbecilic football player than a physicist.
 
   "About a week after we started on the project, Joel figured out the mechanics of the power production and Steve figured out how power generation might be controlled but they both really didn't understand the process of the power generation. What we had, but we didn't know it, was a fusion generator that weighed about three kilograms."
 
   "Wait a minute," Fran interrupted, "I thought a fusion reaction took millions of degrees of heat and needed a tremendous amount of energy to start it. The first successful experiment with cold fusion wasn’t cold fusion at all but an unusual chemical reaction."
 
   "Well, you're right and wrong," Tod answered patiently. "What this belt has is cold fusion. It takes a highly sophisticated apparatus to produce the catalyst but once you know what the catalyst is, and we know now, you can use deuterium and produce power in tremendous amounts by varying tiny amounts of deuterium, and I mean minute amounts. It was the fact that it was a sealed system that threw us. It was like having a cathode with no anode or one side of an electrical circuit. It didn’t make sense until we threw out some of our old preconceptions. How can you have something producing tremendous energy and no heat? It was contrary to everything we thought we knew. Of course a hundred years ago they laughed at people who suggested there were regions of the earth that moved – tectonic plates.”
 
   “Susan, I'm going to need your help if we're going to make a copy of this; the casing is giving us a fit. To make things ultra-simple, this catalyst allows the deuterium to fuse to produce helium with energy released as a directed field of energy, or in this case, a circulating, cool plasma. It produces no heat. No. Before you ask…we don’t know why. We use this released energy to produce electricity with the damnedest, miniature closed, magnetohydrodynamic widget you ever saw. This thing is a combination of the slickest principles combined with the crudest control methods. We're gonna’ be able to fix the crude control methods with some of our own. The controls for the energy production prohibit us using electronic switching and limiting functions so we are going to use nano-fluidic controls with electronic controls further away," Tod said still beaming.
 
   "What good does all this do us if we have to produce some complicated, expensive catalyst?" Fran asked.
 
   "Good point," Tod said, now really grinning. "It so happens an old professor of mine works at the plasma physics research center here and a by-product of some of the older experiments can be easily gathered from existing equipment or current reactors now that we know this by-product (the catalyst) is of use."
 
   "I see that your discovery will mean jobs for all of us and fame for you," Ling said sardonically, "but what are we doing our work for. I don't see how our work ties in with your power supply," she said, turning her attention from Tod back to Andrew.
 
   Andrew decided that now was the time to reveal his idea to the group.
 
   "What have you been doing these last few weeks?"  Susan asked. "You have been flitting from lab to lab and then you've disappeared for the entire last week. What have you been working on?  I have a sneaking suspicion, but I want to hear it from your mouth before I'll believe it."
 
   Andrew felt justified in his faith of Susan at that moment and decided to make her number two in charge of the project. She was forceful and did have a gift for administration.
 
   "I have been working with several of the university staff to work out technical problems but when we get that power supply completed; my work can really begin. I've made most of the preliminary calculations for what we found in the other portion of the belt. I've figured out how the belt could produce the intense fields so we might negate or regulate inertia and gravity. I'm able to negate neutrino oscillation, at least experimentally. The neutrinos change states and I can lock them into any of three stressed states. I'm not sure what it will mean but it may pull us closer to realization of what all Unified Field theory concepts tried to do, explain and predict the interaction of matter and energy. Except in our case, we might just be able to put a lot of it into practice and it’s going to kick lynchpins out of string theory and eleven dimensions. It indicates how gravity may be an entropic force – a property of matter. At the very least it will verify and disprove many standard model propositions and theories."
 
   "Spinoffs from this can give us gravity neutralization, force fields, and faster than light travel," he said emphasizing the last. "We are going to design and build Earth's first interstellar craft and, Susan; you're going to be in charge of what it's made of and everything in it."
 
   Bedlam broke loose in the group, and they all started yelling comments at once. Most were angry or thought he was crazy or thought, at the very least, their chances of getting a synthesist degree had gone down the tubes.
 
    
 
   Steve shouted over the rest, “Hold it, Ace.” He then spoke in a more natural volume. “We’re not going to let you say something like that without you explaining about these ‘calculations and crap about nuking string theory…you’re no physicist. Where do you get off with making these wild claims? ...And that bit about space travel. No one talks about that stuff anymore. I can go for a new power source that may or may not prove viable but a space ship? I know it a big leap to go from power supplies to a space ship. Come on. I want to get a degree in my lifetime. I don’t want to be known as some space nut case.”
 
   Andrew looked at Tod and nodded. Tod made sure his wireless connections were secure – then connected to the large display with his MemDex. 
 
   Andrew led them through the prepared presentation. “Thought I’d have to explain a bit… Seems that a lot of what we “knew” about general particle theory -- electrons, charm/strange/up/down/bottom and top quarks  -- and neutrino states were wrong. Not wrong –- wrong – just misinterpreted. Here’s a current representation. Neutrons are in three states and have a certain predicted mass. Used to be we thought they had no mass and now we know differently …but it isn’t mass like we think it is. We have electron, muon and tau neutrino states but theory kept finding conflicting reasons for the numbers of different neutrinos and why they changed states when they did. Quantum theory wasn’t up to it really. You have been outside and got caught in a strong whirlwind, right?” he asked the group.
 
   Several in the group tilted their heads as the rest waited.
 
   “Well, imagine you are in space and are hit with an electromagnetic wave. You might not feel it but instruments could detect it,” Andrew continued. “Quantum theory says you can’t have entanglement or particle spin until you measure it. Quantum theory came up with entanglement and then we could demonstrate photon entanglement. What we thought we knew appears to have been misinterpreted. It is not really particles but rotating fields at a Planck scale of 10-35 meters. That is the background energy for all matter – for everything. That’s why string theory keeps trying to come up with eleven dimensions. It’s simpler and more elegant than we thought. You smash up some of these ‘particles’ as we’ve come to call them and they leave different curved trails.”
 
    
 
   “From these misinterpreted photos we base our conclusions of ‘current’ physics. They aren’t really particles, per se, but the force of the rotating fields acts like masses of particles. The force acts like mass so it must be particle. At least that is what we’ve thought for about a hundred years. Think of background radiation at Planck frequencies and some is in motion linearly, some rotating and that is what acts as the basis of matter in the universe. We now have some calculations and have shown we can affect matter, at least in some experiments, that tends to go a long way at confirming what we now think…or should I say…disproving some of the older quantum and string theory interpretations.” Andrew could see everyone was trying to get a handle on the concepts.
 
   “Look,” Steve said. “Are you trying to say you can affect matter with some sort of field experiment? Effect matter how? Are you saying all the old theories are wrong?”
 
   “No. I’m not saying they are all wrong but there have been a lot of theories that have been around a long time…long enough to be accepted as fact because of some obscure experiment that was misinterpreted fifty years ago. Any theory that can’t be confirmed by multiple experiments is no more than theology. We can change the nature of space around us and can alter gravity. Affect that and you can do all sorts of things but you have to have an inkling of the right concepts first and I think we do. I’ve been working with Tod when he wasn’t on the power supply because I am no physicist – he is.” Andrew waited for the questions and prepared to demonstrate some experiments. He nodded to Tod and they displayed the dated videos of some of the experiments.
 
   The first video was dated two weeks previously and showed a jury-rigged apparatus on a metal table that arced and burned out the power in the room and the video went dark. Another video immediately followed showing the same apparatus over a polymer table and a ceramic block floated between two curved, small disk-like antenna. The third video dated early the same morning showed a large block of metal; floating and marked “60 kilos.” It was floating between the two antennas and then as one adjustment was verbally noted in the background the block disappeared and a loud crack and crash was heard. The camera continued the display as Andrew came into the view and the camera swung toward a hole in the laboratory roof and the lighting was swung to cover the smashed roof.
 
   “Glad that was late at night. I had to patch that myself. At least I had Tod to hold the ladder.” Andrew looked at Steve. “Yes. We can suspend gravity around any mass and by adjusting the background at different portions of the field – we can produce motion if the field is strong enough. We have a few more if you’re interested.”
 
   Minutes later several mumbled to their peers that he was crazy…. but they did admit that he had produced results. They just couldn't see how he wanted to jump from power supplies, no matter how innovative, to interstellar travel. Andrew explained he had reasons and he would reveal them shortly. They were all interested and hooked by the work on the prospects the research was showing. 
 
   "Tod, I want you and Joel, and whoever else you need, to begin work on a supply of deuterium and catalyst. I'll give you some specs and probable workarounds later tonight and I want you to try to design within these general guidelines. I'll also want to be able to generate a particular range of voltage and amperage but we'll talk of that later. The university has only been told the barest of facts about the power supply and will loan us support staff for the millwork and large manufacturing details. They realize that there is a potential for mega profits from patents on our power supply research and want their piece of the pie. I am not telling anyone about the stressed field research. No one speaks of this Steve," Andrew looked directly at Steve and he nodded once.
 
   Andrew turned to the women of the group. "I've had your group designing a self-contained habitat. Now I want you to begin working with the others to design and build the working hardware for a small-mobile environment. You three women have done wonders but I want you to build the system you came up with on paper and make it less susceptible to environmental shock. We’ll probably have radiation protection from the field but we’ll need room for a good size crew. I expect you to steal as many good ideas from deep space reseach, prototype suits and food and recreation facilities. I’ll want a small sickbay with minor surgery equipment and staffing."
 
   "Here are the general requirements and specifications I need for the ecosystem. Fran, you are in charge of this part. I'm not sure how much oxygen and food we can produce organically so you will figure that out and how much we’ll be required to store. We will only have a limited amount of water and we will have to recycle the waste recycled as much as possible. We can use electrolysis to produce oxygen and hydrogen. The new power source will produce H2 as a minor byproduct – we can use that in the MHD for power initiation. Essentially our fuel will be water but I'm not sure about the excess hydrogen if we can't turn that into deuterium...I don't want to burn anything. I'm concerned about storage and balance with water stored several places...probably some in every section of the Wildcat since the power supplies are so small.  I want every major piece of equipment with its own power supply with a tie to the main power supply."
 
   Steve got up and started yelling, "Look. This power supply thing is all well and good and I can see the usefulness of that. I can see that control of gravity would have HUGE effects on the whole planet if it worked...but," he got calmer and quieter. "Why us? Why do you think we can...no...Why SHOULD we do this? It's really neat and all but shouldn't we just turn this over to the World Government or the University?" he sat down, the group got very quiet and turned back to Andrew, some in obvious assent and others in amusement at the situation Andrew was now in.
 
   Andrew looked around to each of them and didn't seem upset by the questions at all. "My first thoughts too, but what would the World Government do with this? Don't you think I thought of that? The university would just turn it over to the World Government. You know what they'd do. Tod?"
 
   Tod nodded with his mouth pursed. "They'd jerk it out of our hands in a heartbeat. It would be studied in private and trickled out as they saw fit, if ever. We'd be sequestered somewhere not as comfortable as here."
 
   "There would never be spaceflight with it," John said and the group turned toward him, surprised that he had spoken up. "It would squander precious resources from the needs at hand," he added to clarify his previous statement in a parody of news broadcasts. "The government really doesn't want any projects like this. All manned flights were canceled decades ago. Why are you so interested in spaceflight Andrew? Where did you get these huge leaps in technology? Everyone has been debating it but it's time to fess up." 
 
   Andrew sighed and Susan gave him a quiet thumb up from the sidelines. He took a breath and started his tale. There was dead silence at the end. Andrew figured they were trying to decide if he was kidding or not. Tod was the first to recover.
 
   "Deep down I knew it must be something like this but didn't want to question too much for fear that I wouldn't get to work on it any more. Fill us in on the details," Tod said and asked a few dozen questions more. Everyone else had a go at him too but he fielded the questions as best he could.
 
   “Look,” Andrew said. “That belt and my encounter is positive proof that there is life out there.” He said and motioned toward the ceiling. “We better get our act together while we have a chance.”
 
   "A pact!" Desiree said and put her hand out. 
 
   Ling grinned and put her hand on top of Desiree's as she nudged Steve with her elbow in his ribs.
 
   They all put their left hands in a stack with Andrew next to last with Susan's hand on top. 
 
   "All right. I swear to tell no one about this until permitted to with the full consensus of the group." Desiree looked around when no one spoke up. "Shit. Swear it or I'll kick your butt out into the desert myself."
 
   They all grinned and swore their Musketeer oath enjoying the childish excitement of it. Susan looked Andrew square in the eyes and gave his hand a long squeeze, with her other hand firmly holding the back of his upper arm.
 
   Andrew smiled deeply and turned back to the rest as he gave out specs and further assignments. They were busily discussing plans and designs for several minutes when Susan interrupted the discussion.
 
   Steve chimed in, "How do you plan to fund all these other little undertakings?"
 
   "Well, right now the university thinks we're working on an independent power system for isolated communities. They think we've designed a system to make sections of the Earth habitable that are now arid. Realize there is a lack of people and funding to maintain the aging electrical grids with the freak weather we’ve had the past decade. No region wants to pay for the infrastructure upkeep. That’s why our power supplies are coming at the right moment in time. The university thinks this will be a little piece of the energy production like wind or wave power. Our power supplies are easily scaled up, the catalyst is readily available and the deuterium can be easily supplied. No one will want fossil fuel powered energy. When companies find out they can get energy whenever they want without being held hostage to a fixed, unreliable infrastructure, they will move and slash connections to the grid as soon as they find out it is cheaper and more reliable. The university thinks we will produce small, reliable prototypes and that’s all they think.”
 
   “We are going to keep them thinking that line until I've completed the field projector and most the bugs are worked out," Andrew stated. "They don't have any idea the power generators can be tiny with huge output and we'll keep them thinking small prototypes...for a while. The university administration doesn’t know they will have control taken away from them when this disruptive technology hits the commercial market. They'll still make money and get prestige no matter what we do with half of what we are developing. It's a fair trade."
 
   "But how will that get the project funded?  They'll cut you off the minute you even look toward the stars, much less talk of going to them," Steve continued. "Hell. Half us think you're nuts." He saw the frowns around him on several faces. "Yeah, yeah. It is fun." He paused, "Yeah Desiree. I remember our oath though I don't think I'd mind if you kicked my butt and talked dirty to me. Oh come on. I'm just saying what most of you are thinking."
 
   Andrew didn't let it get out of hand. "You're right Steve, if we were simply asking the University for funding and assistance. Once the power supply design is completed, we will have the bargaining power. Then we'll reveal our plans for the ship and refuse to release any of the power supply plans 'til they have given us a written guarantee of funding and support. We will turn over majority production rights to the power supply to the university at the completion of the project. That had us sign some boilerplate legal that says just like that but the money from the project is set up to mostly fund what we want to do. There is money for travel and food and miscellaneous. They weren’t stingy so we’re pretty well funded."
 
                 "I'm not sure about this...I see tons of obstacles," Steve said. 
 
       "Do you think for one minute that they would let us develop anything if they knew what we had? We'd be replaced with a think tank, muckety muck firm in a nanosecond. Hell. We wouldn't even be able to see what the others were working on. Everything would be classified ten times. Steve. I don't need problem identifiers. The whole planet has those up the ass. I need problem solvers. That's what we're supposed to be."
 
   "Well...What if they turn us down and try to steal the plans," Steve queried.
 
   "We'll simply be prepared to offer the same package to other neighboring universities. We can send encrypted plans to secure servers all over the Net. I don't want to do that unless we have to since we run up against some old technology export laws. These plans will make whoever has them very successful until the technology disseminates across the world. We won't release the other information until we're ready to leave," Andrew admitted.
 
   Joel asked, "How do we plan to make something as complicated as an interstellar craft?  There are too many details; think of the calculations alone."
 
   "The craft I saw was crude. I'm amazed at how crude it was. Being such a small craft, helped show many design features that would be hidden on a larger craft. I saw no features for armament and there was only a rudimentary electric calculating system. I didn’t see anything electronic like we think of things. It was pretty big and clunky. It was mostly air tanks, power source and field projectors."
 
   "You're kidding," Steve exclaimed, "Surely no civilized race would be without computers. How could they navigate?"
 
   "I know it's shocking, but the alien couldn't even figure out a wrist Mem-Dex. What would they think of Dense Memory-Mobile Series computers? I think they must have gotten their power generation system early in their industrial period. Then they got the field generation system and it let them carry any weight into space if they could surround it with a field. Earth had to worry about ever gram it took into orbit. These guys never had to develop microelectronics. This is one of our advantages. If we combine our electronics and communications technology with the ‘borrowed’ knowledge, we can be prepared for anything that race could throw at us. At least, we'd have a chance against hostiles and I prefer to bargain from a position of strength," Andrew answered, the excitement easily noted in his voice. "The whole world will have access to the power supply technology. If we immediately turn over everything else -- we'll be drowned. We're going to ride the crest of the wave or be buried. We have nothing to prove my experience was real except what we make of these ourselves. The government will not look to protect us from others in space if there is no manned presence in space. We're going to make them sit up and take notice."
 
   There was some general discussion but they generally agreed with him. Andrew pulled Ling aside and prepared stage two of his program as the meeting finally broke up.
 
   Steve got up close to Susan's ear when they were leaving. "Hey. Your boyfriend isn't backed up all the way to the loading dock, you know."
 
   Her ears turned red. "He isn't my boyfriend," she said without real conviction.
 
   Dean Drucker, meanwhile, called an old, school alumnus that had been very prolific in support to the school over the years. The Dean had allowed him to cherry-pick from the synthesist graduates when they appeared to be producing innovative research and what he had been presented certainly fit that category. He even had a direct contact number. “Bradley. This is Simon Drucker over at UA. I’ve got some candidates for you.”
 
   “More outstanding synthesists, Simon. I’m fresh out of places to put them. They’re all outstanding,” Brad Philips said, annoyed by another call from the Dean. I should have never given him my number he thought. I’ll have to change it. On that thought, he decided he’d be polite, “Sorry. It’s been a long morning. What do you have?” 
 
    “Well. I’ve got a group that appears to have produced a cold fusion process,” the Dean said with pride.
 
   “Everyone has about given up on that branch of research. Too much money -- too little results… Besides… All the info I’ve seen showed that there wasn’t much output from experiments that could be turned into useful energy. Tell me where I’m wrong,” Philips stated.
 
   “No. No. No. They really did it. They are going to put on a demo…a prototype unit that could almost power a house from what I’m told. A house!  They say they’re going to be looking into the environmental impacts and reliability but; they say, these things might be made fairly easily. They really didn’t want much in development cost so the university technology transfer group decided they would internally fund the development. I’m not asking you for money this time but this looks like these kids may really have something.”
 
   “Okay. Okay. When and where for this demo?” Philips asked neutrally. Drucker told him and he replied, “I’ll try to be there.” Damned right I’ll be there. If he could cut into the low-sulfur coal and petro cartels, he would be rich or dead. Rich was the better sort. He’d see about backing these kids privately to get into their other ideas.
 
    
 
   Across the city at the University, Tod and Joel had had some problem getting the kinks worked out of deuterium flow for their fusion plant but now work was going apace and their prototype was almost ready. The bitchin’ part of the alien belt power mechanism was figuring where all the wiring went though parts were huge compared to modern components. It was fairly straightforward after it was diagrammed and Tod had puzzled out a theory about WHY it worked.
 
   It diagrammed easily but it took some skull sweat before they figured how the power supply could be adjusted to produce different current and voltage. Power output of the old belt seemed naively constructed, limited by a shortsighted design. Slight modification and a magnetohydrodynamic design using neodymium, iron, boron magnets with strong Halbach arrays seemed capable of producing tremendous amounts of DC current. The new power supply should be small and would produce huge amounts of electricity. But the power supply was not the portion of the alien belt that produced the stressed space field. That portion was going to be separate reverse engineering nightmare.
 
   John was working with Susan on the material make-up of the power supply housing in the side of the warehouse the university had turned over to the students as a place to work on their 'power supply' project. John was a quiet kid who was the brunt of a lot of the group's jokes 'cause he was so serious. Several members of the team had even mentioned their loathing for chemical engineering though they did have to accede to the heady mathematics it took to do anything progressive in the field. John took it all in stride and would take all their crap and lie in wait mentally. He'd be at the edge of a group that was discussing this or that and would very quietly interject him into the discussion with a question or comment that would simply stun them or crack them up. He got the nickname, 'one liner'. John was a sought after commodity at discussions of late since he would often bring up ideas that hadn't occurred to other members of the team.
 
   Susan was describing the problem of having a power housing inside a hull. The hull would be surrounded by intense magnetic fields that would be generated. "John. I can't figure ought any way we can build a hull without costing b-zillions. It's not like this stuff is just lying around."
 
   "Is that a rhetorical question?" John asked with an amused eyebrow raised.
 
   "You know I'm serious. I have to figure out how to get a ship built with table scraps. Andrew is full of it if he thinks..."
 
   "Fuel storage tanks," John said cutting off her tirade.
 
   "What? No, no John. I'm talking about a ship hull and how to make it compatible with the power supply we're building...not fuel tanks. It can’t be metallic."
 
   "Fiber-ply fuel storage tanks," John said quietly for effect.
 
   Susan started to give him some grief when her eyes got wide. "Humongous, non-metallic, tough as hell, lasts forever, never used because of regulations...fuel storage tanks...like the ones right next to the campus that they have been trying to get rid of since...forever. Why didn't I think of that?" Susan said and gave John a very thorough hug. "You're a genius."
 
   He breathed in Susan's sweet smell and sighed, "Yep..."
 
    
 
   It didn't take the team long to check out the huge cylinders. They were charcoal black cylinders ten (10) meters in diameter and twenty-five (25) meters long. They had been made for above ground chemical storage but new safety regulations had banned their use after a terrorist incident at a storage facility in Texas. These had been slated for installation but got 'stored' when the legislation was passed. Desiree tracked down the owner and after some judicious bargaining; bought the tanks for pocket change. The one codicil was that they had to take all ten (10) off the site before the end of the month -- ten more days.
 
   Desiree's dad got the tanks moved. He owned several construction companies and his daughter could talk him, or about any man, into any bit of mischief. The university officials were outraged about putting the tanks anywhere on the sprawling campus until Desiree's dad came through again and reminded them of the generous, generous endowments he had given the university over the last ten years...some lean years. The team realized where Desiree had gotten her bargaining skills. Andrew placated the Synthesist School with promises of their low cost, non-polluting power plant. Andrew failed to mention that the small units he planned would enable people to be independent of utility companies... a scary idea for many if they had known. 
 
   Susan and Joel, the mechanical gurus, came up with a cool design for the "Wildcat" as they came to call it after the school team. Four cylinders would be in a square, with the fifth cylinder in the middle like the five dots on dice. Five additional cylinders would be attached end on end with the first five. They would be assembled and launched horizontally as there would be no ‘down’ when the field was active. The difficult part was alignment during assembly. They were easily attached together with special carbon fiber-aramid ply-board and bonding agents. Tod said it was like gluing model airplanes...only bigger.
 
   Joel had made a detailed computer model of the hull and the team could then pull up and manipulate any detail before they lifted a finger on the actual cylinders. The biggest problem was cutting the stuff. The team would be covered with black residue from the hydra-jet and thermo-lance they used to cut the portals and poke holes for wiring. The strips of fiber-ply to hold the tanks together were carbon fiber, rigid strips covered with an aramid based laminate. It only took a week to rough out the basic hull. When they had finished the rough-in – the team started the wiring and layout designs to fit what they had laid out. It was like building a house. The outside shell went up fast and the basic wiring, ventilation and plumbing went in next. Many internal arrangements had to redone because the computer model didn’t work out well in actuality. Kind of an 'ass backward' way of doing it but the computer models did give them the working basis for all their calculations of volume and structure. 
 
   The project started to attract some other teams and onlookers since the project had taken on a rather grand proportion. Andrew had a working meeting because the questions and faculty attention was beginning to erode the manic efficiency of the team.
 
   "Suggestions?" Andrew addressed the group.
 
   John raised a palm, "Need to schedule a demo with a power plant. We can block off the view of the hull with an opaque fence." 
 
   "We need a fence anyway. I've had tons of folks coming over when Joel and I were working on this sucker," Steve said.
 
   Susan looked concerned so Andrew nodded to her, “Something the matter with that?"
 
   Susan hesitated, "I talked with Drucker, the Dean of the Synthesist School, yesterday. He's hedging about continued support and wonders why these power supplies have to be so big. I don't know how much longer we can keep up the fiction of the 'Wildcat' being a small independent power plant. I told Drucker that the power plant was smaller, much smaller but we were putting it in a low-cost, sealed test structure to monitor environmental impact these power plants will make. I told them we have to look for any volatile organics or carbon emissions or radiation or heat pollution. We have to make sure we don’t get blindsided by an environmental issue didn’t we? He agreed with me and thought we were being very through. He thinks that it will cost most of our development budget to build one plant...and he thinks that's reasonable."
 
   John quipped, “Wait 'til he finds out that these power plants are probably going to be inexpensive to make or what we intend to do with some of them. He'll have a duck."
 
   Andrew worked on this part of the project, while the others were busy doing their work. It wasn't long before Tod came to Andrew and announced that he and Joel were ready for a private demonstration.
 
   As Andrew was standing in the lab awaiting the results, Tod strolled up to him and said, "It was embarrassing in its simplicity. If you had the catalyst, anybody could have built it. Hell, the maintenance man could have made a copy. Well...probably not James Watt. There is some heavy skull work in producing the design, but if you've got that, it's a cinch to actually build."
 
   "Well, fire it up and we'll see what it'll do," Andrew said physically drained from his work.
 
   As Tod and Joel started the power plant, there was a slight hum that could be heard and as the power was gradually increased, the load indicators showed the output. They were not far from the lowest settings when Tod shut it off.
 
   "Why did you stop?"  Andrew asked. "We were just getting started."
 
   "We were already at the limit that our recording equipment could stand,” Joel answered. "We ran the unit at higher output for an entire three days last week with a heavy load to test continuous use."
 
   "What kind of load could you put on this if it is that powerful."
 
   Joel acted sheepish.
 
   "Well?" Andrew asked getting suspicious.
 
   "We tapped into the engineering substation and dumped power back into the Rural Galino grid. We put out so much power that the aerospace and engineering schools are going to have a negative utility charge for a few days," Joel said.
 
   "Great, three days surplus energy is great. This is super," Andrew exclaimed.
 
   "You don't understand," Joel said blushing. "Not three days." John gritted his teeth. "A year’s worth of power for those schools was dumped back into the grid."
 
   "A year!" You pumped a year's worth of electricity back into the grid in three days!"
 
   "Yep...but it burnt out a couple of transformers and couplings." There was a long pause. "We didn't have anywhere to dump all that amperage. None of the loads we had would have done zip. We didn't even have it at full output. It worked real well."
 
   "Whoa Joel. This is really good timing for us. Drucker has been hounding me for a demo for the school since Fiscal has been hounding him about all the expense. What do you think?"
 
   "We can knock it out -- no problem," Tod said. Joel nodded assent.
 
   "Can we tailor the demo to show something that puts out about ten kilowatts at 20 amps? I want it to almost power a modern house in the US. They will jerk it out of our hands for sure if I show it could power a town on a regular basis and not just for a short-term emergency. They think it will be some clunky, little prototype."
 
   Joel looked at Tod. "Yep. I can rig the output to show the lowest range of power production and pin the fuel flow, like a governor on an engine. When do we need it?"
 
   "You tell me...the sooner the better," Andrew grinned big time.
 
   Joel looked back at Tod. "Thursday morning ought to give us plenty of time working out any bugs. We'll run the demo a few times to see if we can get it working."
 
   "I'll call Drucker and tell him to bring the other weenies. Nine o'clock at the engineering lab next to the student union on Thursday... okay?" 
 
   "Fine," Tod said. "We'll even clean up."
 
   Andrew slapped them both on the on the shoulders and hurried out to meet with the rest of the Team. He told them about the demo and they cheered, clapped and whistled. He cut short the celebration with more assignments. They transferred the assignments through their Mem-dex connection.
 
   "Look it over and be prepared to give me the PERT updates in the morning. Dress is professional...Steve...professional." Andrew caught Steve's look of disdain. "Clean pullover then. Keep this info to yourselves but if any of you have any utility stocks...dump 'em. Keep off the Net and social networks. Get some sleep... if you have time..."
 
   Everybody laughed and held up their Mem-Dexs and looked at each other. "Right..." they said in unison and laughed again.
 
    
 
   The workshop near the mechanical engineering lab was set up for the demo. They had gotten an old refrigerator, a 5 HP electric motor, Steve's screen, a portable heater and some lights to power for the demo.
 
   The team had trickled in pretty early. Steve was still bitching about his screen being appropriated. 
 
   "Whose idea was it to bring my screen?" Steve asked.
 
   John rolled his head to the side and grinned at him.
 
   Susan walked over to Andrew and squeezed his arm with a smile of reassurance. Andrew appreciated it and smiled back. Desiree looked stunning and Tod sidled over to her like a bee to a flower. Fran and Ling stayed a little back and Joel rushed around checking all the connections as the invited members from the university strolled in like regal lords.
 
   Drucker made the introductions of the students and got several names of the students correct, mainly Desiree, Andrew, and Tod. He botched the rest and Andrew took over and explained the specialty of each of his team. Then Drucker turned to introduce the four visitors he had brought with him.
 
   "This is Frank Weston from Fiscal Affairs, Linnette Thompson from Legal, Leman Fredericks you know from the Synthesist School and Brad Philips. I know my students will bedazzle you with their prowess. We are proud of their accomplishments here," Drucker said.
 
   "Nice to meet you all. I know most of you but who do you represent Mister Philips?  I'm not sure but you look very familiar," Andrew said.
 
   Philips looked at Drucker and then straight into Andrew's gaze. "I'm an old alumnus and I have an interest in ideas that might aid utilities."
 
   The word 'utilities' rang a bell with Andrew. "PG&E. I knew I knew you from somewhere. You were the guy who pulled PG&E out of the red." Andrew turned to Drucker who looked a little squeamish. "I explained that there would be no outsiders."
 
   "I assure you that Mister Philips is tight lipped and vital to the continued funding of this project. He will stay if you plan to keep this project running."
 
   "I don't like surprises, Mister Drucker, but I came prepared. Susan..."
 
   Susan handed Andrew a stack of papers, which he then passed over to Drucker.
 
   "What's this Williams?  We already have a contract with you through the University," Drucker said obviously affronted.
 
   "Non-disclosure agreement for Mister Phillips," Andrew responded. "Sorry...but we feel it's necessary."
 
   "He doesn’t have to sign anything," Drucker said and looked at Linnette, who took the papers and began to scan them.
 
   "No sign...no demo," Andrew said and the team looked scared because they knew there would be hell to pay. Susan thought that they might be kicked out of school but Andrew had persevered.
 
   Drucker was furious and started to sputter but Linnette Thompson pulled him back before he said something in anger and the visitors had a little heated, huddle discussion for a minute or two. The team couldn't tell what they were saying but Linnette Thompson, the lawyer, was obviously a voice of reason trying to calm Drucker. Philips kind of’ sat back with an amused smirk. The huddle suddenly got quiet. All the heads turned toward Philips, who cocked his head and did a shrug and he began signing the agreement.
 
   Andrew let out a long sigh and Susan covertly reached up and gave his upper arm a quick squeeze.
 
   Drucker turned around after taking the signed copy from Phillips and shoved the papers at Andrew. "This better be good... Williams."
 
   Andrew turned it over to Tod who started lying his ass off. He started talking about the failings in quantum mechanics and electron valence and about a new process similar to the older fuel cells to produce electricity. Thompson's and Weston's eyes glazed over pretty quickly when he started into particle theory but Philips looked like he was listening. Drucker still looked pissed and Andrew knew he had an enemy for the near term. Leman Fredericks acted puzzled at first but began to get an incredulous look. He didn't look like he was falling for this bullshit so Andrew stepped in.
 
   "Let's go ahead and show you what this does and go into the more technical details later. Joel?" Andrew motioned to Joel and the visitors eyes refocused. They leaned a little closer as Joel flipped the switch and the motor, the refrigerator, the heater, and the lights came on. Andrew nodded to Steve, who held up his Mem-Dex, cleared his hand from the wireless port, and turned the viewscreen to a local news channel.
 
   "Please feel free to look this over but please don't touch anything on the power supply."
 
   Philips and Fredericks came over to examine the power supply and the heavy leads coming out of the unit. Joel handed them an amp meter, which they held near the output cables.
 
   "Twenty amps," Fredericks said. "What's the maximum output this unit will do? No noise? May I touch the casing? Why such heavy output cables?" 
 
   "I'm not sure about max output yet," Tod said honestly for once. “Sure. Go ahead and touch it but stay away from the output leads. We used that cable because it was laying around in a lab.”
 
   Fredericks touched the outer casing and sucked in breath through his teeth. “Room temp. How do you do that little trick?”
 
   "What does it use for fuel?" Philips asked. "You got in a little over my head with the technical stuff."
 
   Tod looked at Andrew who nodded. Tod turned back to Philips. "It uses deuterium."
 
   "Why, that's cheap. What process does it use?  How many moving parts? How long will these units last?" Philips blurted. “How much does this unit weigh? Kilowatt peak output? How long will the deuterium supply last?”
 
   Andrew coughed and shook his head, no. "The deuterium is inexpensive. I can't tell you other than it is very involved process. The only moving parts are the control switches and we'll replace them with solid state soon. We don't know how long it will last. This one weighs about 27 kilos and puts out at least 10 kilowatts."
 
   Philips turned around with an absolute gleam in his eyes and shook Tod's, Andrew's, and Joel's hands and waved to the rest of the team who were edging a little closer themselves. Most of them hadn't seen it work either. "You kids have done a wonderful job. Drucker! I've seen enough. This is wonderful stuff. Have to go now. Keep it up. Wonderful stuff," he said and gathered up the university people and headed out the door. 
 
   Fredericks lingered around and went straight to Andrew. "Cold fusion! You really did it! Why didn't you tell me? How did you figure it out? What the hell, are those fuel tanks for? You've been hosing Drucker but I've just fired those requisitions through anyway."
 
   Andrew held up both hands in front of him. "We'll tell you when we're a little further along." Andrew turned to Joel. "Joel. Would you mind turning that off?"
 
   Fran spoke out, "I'll do it Joel," she said as she reached down toward the top of the unit. 
 
   John froze in horror, "Not that!" he cried. "Don't touch that!" but she had already committed to freeing the pinned switch. John jumped and shoved her harshly away but it only served to free the pinned output control. There was an explosion and flash as the output cables vaporized. A split second later, the fuel supply fail-safes kicked in and shut down the unit.
 
   Fredericks had shielded Andrew so all he got was a momentary flash blindness but others weren't so lucky. Fredericks was down and writhing on his stomach. The back of his right leg was pretty fried. Andrew turned around to find Susan while he tried to wipe his watering eyes. John who had been almost directly over the output cables had shielded Fran, Joel and Tod. Ling had rushed in and was trying to minister to John's severe burns while Steve just dug his fingers in his ears and paced back and forth.
 
   Philips and Drucker came running in. Philips had come out and was telling the paramedics where to go. Andrew felt like he could hug that man right then. John was unconscious with severe burns on the front of his lower body and crotch. Fran was pale...stunned...stumbling.
 
   Drucker started yelling some crazy shit...it was hard to remember all he said at the moment. Philips took off his jacket and spread it over Fredericks, trying to keep him from going into shock.
 
   The paramedics were there in a couple of minutes and had whisked Fredericks and John away. A second squad had come in and checked out the others while Drucker ranted and raved about kids and things they didn't have any business messing with.
 
   Drucker yelled, "I'm going to have you expelled and this dangerous project shut down at once. I'm going to..." 
 
   Philips slapped him across the face...hard. "You're not going to do anything of the sort," he said in a low, deadly tone. "I will jerk the financial supports out from under this school if you interfere with them in any way." He turned to Andrew. "I'll make sure...what's his name?"
 
   "John Brattor," Andrew said.
 
   "I'll make sure John gets the best treatment. You have my word on it." Philips said.
 
   Andrew was numb. He nodded and wondered why Philips was such a rabid supporter now. He hadn't seen Philips scoop up the old, burnt out piece output cable. Sections of the heavy 4/0 cable output cable for that tiny power plant had been vaporized.
 
    All their work took on a somber note and Andrew, hit hardest of all, simply plunged deeper into his work. Fredericks would be okay after a couple of weeks lying on his stomach. He wasn't angry and wrote a sweet note to Fran and the team to encourage them to keep working and finish what no one had been able to do before. John was in pretty bad shape though – having to undergo skin grafts plus a long series of operations. They doubted he'd be able to have kids do to the burn damage in his crotch. He was going to be a loss to the group in more ways than his expertise.
 
   Steve showed up the next day with a black eye and wouldn't talk about it. Susan finally got it out of Ling and told Andrew about it. Seems that Steve was pissed that his screen had been fried and Ling had decked him when he mentioned it. He smiled at the thought of petite little Ling, smacking Steve. What a dweb. Ling helped in other ways too. She got Fran through the guilt of the accident and tended the others to get the group running again. Ling even got Andrew fired up again when he was feeling sorry for himself. He liked her a lot more as he learned more about her.
 
   Andrew had another project that was showing promise right about then also. He was working long hours with Desiree trying to draw every bit of technology he could out of the language/picture teaching he had received at the hands of the alien. He would read word by word from a technical dictionary and record the alien images it would make him recall in the alien language. Andrew was also taking the rules of grammar, diction, and pronunciation and with Desiree's help, was making a language program for the alien's language. It was far from an ideal way to do it but the assisting computers never forgot and greatly aided the work. Andrew soon convened the team.
 
   Without any emotion other than weariness showing, Andrew said, "I want you to build the others according to my specs as soon as possible. I'm going to present our entire plan to the university now." He detailed what he intended to do and then had everyone leave.
 
    
 
   Susan was interrupted from her shower by a knock on her door. Wrapping a towel around her, she checked through the peephole and seeing Andrew, she hurriedly opened the door.
 
   "What in the world is the matter?"  Susan pleaded, "You look awful."
 
   "We finished the large, shipboard power supplies," he said as he collapsed on the couch.
 
   "But that's great!  So soon, but what's the problem?”  She said as she sat down next to him.
 
   "The university totally rejected our offer. They said the space flight was out of the question but, of course, the power supply was their property since it was built on university property with university funding. The other universities I contacted wouldn't even touch the plan for space flight," he said with total defeat in his voice.
 
   Gingerly she reached out to stroke his face to help soothe some of his hurts. "They're wrong about the custody of the power system, because I've already checked the university charter on synthesist projects. We have total control on any device or discovery during a group synthesist project. We can have it out with them tomorrow. They do get a percentage of any profits from patent sales but we retain control. Immediate proceeds reimburse any expenses for the project. When the first money is received as a result of research funded by the university it goes first to the university to pay off any expenses incurred by the university. Plus they also charge indirect costs for administrative support and the researcher gets one-half of what’s left. We’ll still make a fortune on those power supplies."
 
   "That must be why they said they would not fund anything   but the power supply... no ship... get rid of the tanks... one serious injury is enough... they plan to turn over our project to experts."
 
   "Tonight, let's just think about something else," she said as she leaned over and tenderly kissed his lips.
 
   Andrew surrendered his problems to her scent and her caresses as he looked down into her sparkling green eyes.
 
    
 
   Susan was awakened by the phone early in the morning and rolled out of bed to answer it.
 
   "What?  Hello. Tod, what are you calling me this early for?  They tried what!  Yeah. OK. I'll get him over there," Susan said as she looked at Andrew's still sleeping, boyish countenance.
 
   "Andrew. Andrew!  Wake up. There has been an attempted break in at the lab where we had the first prototype of the power supply," Susan said.
 
   "Huh, did they get anything?"  Andrew asked sleepily.
 
   "No. But there was a fight. Tod said for us to come over. I'll come over as soon as I've contacted the others," Susan said with controlled concern.
 
   Andrew was dressed and heading out the door when he turned back to Susan.
 
   "Thanks. I needed you."
 
   "I needed you as much. Now hurry."
 
   When Andrew got to the lab, he saw Desiree straightening equipment but nothing looked out of place. As he got further inside he saw two seedy looking men tied with electrical cords to two chairs. Tod came walking in from the restroom nursing a new bruise he was sporting under his ear.
 
   "So. I see you had a little fight. I'm glad you are all right. What happened and who are these fellows?"  Andrew asked.
 
   "Well. Desiree was over here...helping me with some calculations; when these two guys came in as bold as you please and saw us. I guess they were coming to steal the prototype. One slapped Desiree and the other hit me behind the ear with something. When I woke up; this is how they were," Tod said.
 
   "Desiree? ...maybe you can fill in the details," Andrew said turning to the lithe woman.
 
   "I was here working with Tod," she said and turned to grin at Tod, "When these two thugs came in. One slapped me."
 
   Desiree took a step toward one of the men and he cringed visibly.
 
   "Anyway, they ignored me after that and I had this short pipe; so to speak."
 
   Andrew looked from Desiree to the two things with growing astonishment.
 
   "I fight dirty and four years of Karate helped," she said.
 
   Andrew walked over to the two tied men and then turned to the others and said, "We had better turn these folks over to the police. I wish we could get them to talk first though," he said looking down at the men who were glaring up at him.
 
   "They already told me all they know," Desiree stated.
 
   Andrew jerked around, incredulous at this side of Desiree he had never seen before. He knew Tod and Desiree had been serious for some time but he had seen her as delicate and passive.
 
   "You don't think I just used those electrical cords just to tie them up, do you?" She said, obviously amused at Andrew's shock.
 
   The police came fairly promptly which was unusual these days and questioned the two men who wouldn’t give them the time of day. Tod and Desiree were asked to go downtown and swear out warrants but they refused knowing how many wasted hours of their time would be used on the repeated continuances conjured up by defense attorneys in the criminal justice system. Heck, Tod thought, they’d be more likely to arrest us for our ‘innovative’ questioning techniques than they would keep the two for aggravated assault and attempted burglary. When the police had finished their non-productive questioning and removed the two after charging them with criminal trespassing. No witnesses had to go downtown for that charge since these two were definitely not students and campuses had enacted some pretty stiff trespassing laws with so many ‘incidents’ at universities over the years. The police carted them off and the rest of the team had drifted in by then.
 
   Andrew began the discussion with the now assembled group. He told them of the rejection by the different universities and of the subsequent attack. Desiree related the information she had obtained adding that the university knew of their plans and the information had leaked. Someone, Andrew guessed Philips, had sent these two to obtain the prototype for though the university desperately wanted the fusion generator; they would have nothing to do with an ‘outer space suicide’ as they termed it. They appeared to be as fanatical at getting the prototype generator, as they were adamant about sabotaging any space flight plans.
 
   Andrew suggested that they ask for round-the-clock lookouts from the team to be placed in the lab and they should all continue with their research and development until he could get the final funding and support. 
 
   Susan suggested that he return to her apartment, where they revived through their mutual tenderness and love. It was two sleepless days of frustrating silence later that Andrew received a personal message on his MemDex.
 
   Will arrive Tuesday with offer and possible assistance. Please accept no other offer until then. Bradford R. Kyger, W.D.A.
 
   "What the hell does this mean?  How did he get my filtered address? What's the W.D.A.?  I've never heard of it, have you?" he said turning to Susan. They found no mention of Bradford Kyger on the Net and there were several thousand acronyms using WDA. Too much undefined information was the same as no information.
 
   "No, probably some commercial interest monopoly. We really don't have much choice, do we?  Maybe he'll have an offer we can use."
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Aboard the ES ship in deep space
 
   The Exploration Service interrogator had felt uneasy with the departure of the solo Tros named Rett. The whole interview had left something out. This Rett didn't seem to be a smuggler or exploiter and a homemade solo ship was extraordinary in itself. His ship had been tiny and it was an unusual design but pretty fast. Why had he felt as if the Tros was not telling the truth, even under interrogation?
 
   Trying to protect the innocents of this spiral arm was not his chore. His duty was to see that no advanced race interfered with trade or disrupted trade with a planet before his service was ready for that sanctioned trade to begin. So many worlds; it was impossible to visit all these backwaters.
 
   At least we have all the home world information on this Rett. If any problems arise, I shall just dispatch the closest ship for eradication. Maybe I should head closer to that section of the spiral arm. No rush; careful acts are not hasty acts, the interrogator thought to himself.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
   At the university
 
   Andrew was working on a field generator to hook to the fusion power supply when the enunciator chimed to indicate a visitor to his lab. Since Andrew was more cautious of late, he looked through the viewer and saw a neat man in his thirties with a briefcase.
 
   "Who are you and what do you want?"  Andrew said through the door speaker.
 
   "My name is Brad Kyger. I sent you a message. Are you Williams? I was told he was here," the man said.
 
   "Yes, that's me. Come on in," Andrew said warily though the door.
 
   The man was a little short of two meters tall with short black hair and as the man walked in Andrew noted how erect and confident his stride seemed.
 
   "What do you know about our project and why have you come?  Andrew asked.
 
   "I'll get right to the point. The World Government wants your assistance in the design of further power systems. Individual power systems like you propose will destabilize the world economy and threaten the peace of the world. I was sent here to negotiate a deal with you," the man stated and sat down and opened his briefcase.
 
   "You want to suppress the fusion power supply system then," Andrew said sarcastically.
 
   "Not at all. We, the world government, wish to mass produce your power supply at little more than cost. We would educate the population in its use and set up distribution to lessen the impact of sporadic production and distribution. Half the countries of the world don't have anything to power even if they had the generators. The other half would be destabilized; utility companies, airlines, automobile manufacturers. The participation of the World Government would give the credibility they need right now. I have seen your contract with the university and we have precedents that we can use to pay them off and still give them a small percentage."
 
   "Temporarily destabilized, but increased energy abundance would also mean many new jobs -- new inventions. What do you know about our project?  I will not help you unless I have a written guarantee for funding and assistance on this project,” Andrew stated. “Plus we have some other projects we want to finish also.”
 
   "Well," the man continued, "I have a contract with me that shows clear cut guarantees and I'm empowered to make necessary deletions or additions."
 
   As Andrew looked at the copy and began reading the contract, he was amazed at the depth of knowledge the World Government had concerning their spacecraft. How could they have gotten this information?  The university must have been so panicked by his offer that they turned all of the information over to the World Government plus some information gathered on their own.
 
   "Why is the World Government so anxious to help us when everyone else has an aversion to the thought of going into space?"  Andrew asked, looking up from the contract.
 
   Lieutenant Colonel Kyger didn't hesitate and said, "The World Government is in its infancy. A destabilizing influence like your power supply could set up the warring nations' syndrome again. We need a distraction and a positive focus. Right now, we want to aid in setting up a strong government and your fusion generators could be that factor. We are interested in how your team has managed all these technological advances in this backwater university. Your project could help us do focus the attention of the world, it seems. How did you come up with the designs?"
 
   Andrew was affronted by the term backwater but figured it was essentially true for the University of Arizona. "We keep control of our project. No exceptions," Andrew stated flatly, ignoring the implication the designs weren't their own work.
 
   "I know you need a chemist. I am also a linguist of sorts. We don't want control of your project but we do require free access to all information gathered from it. This project isn't going to get far as it is set up now. We can give you the logistical support the university isn't willing to commit. We already have a verbal commitment from them to release you from their contract. You'll get credit for patents and ten per cent of the profits on any devices or techniques you come up with after expenses. The university gets some bragging rights. The power supplies alone ought to make your group wealthy, the university will be VERY well off too. For that reason, a condition for acceptance by the World Government is that they send someone along with your group if you are successful. It's in the contract; you just haven't read that far yet. That person, me, will also help to coordinate protection for you from hostile factions," the man said.
 
   Andrew couldn't help liking this man with the infectious grin, but the contract was the best part. It looked legitimate. Everybody must know about this help. He knew that if this guy knew this much...the government leaks would simply get worse and worse until it was totally out of their hands. This contract might save the project if the team went for it.
 
   "How many months will it take before you can complete another working model of your generator?" the man asked.
 
   Well he doesn't know everything, thought Andrew. "We've already built one and are finishing installations on our ship."
 
   Lieutenant Colonel Kyger looked shocked at this news but said nothing.
 
   "What do your friends call you?"  Andrew asked.
 
   "Call me Brad," he said as they shook hands.
 
   Andrew took Brad and the contract to meet the rest of the group. All seemed to accept him but they were still hurt by John's injury and Brad just reminded them of John's absence. They couldn't be too enthusiastic. Andrew related his concerns about Philips but Brad said he was aware of the problem.
 
   Everything ran smoothly with the assistance of the World Government, using the university as a staging area. The components of the ship began to take shape under Andrew's guidance. Steve was in charge of assembling the ship's computer network and getting it running.
 
   Brad had two separate incidents with intruders but dealt with them, and as was his way, never mentioning them to the group. Fran once heard him directing the dispatch of an interloper with a suppressed weapon firing from some unseen location. The assailant had been armed but never had a chance to use his weapon. Fran kept his secret and was drawn closer to Brad.
 
   Susan figured out a material to bond the ship's outside and interior partitions. The material had been used previously to make boats and was a meld between a ceramic with an embedded carbon fiber. A simple framework was built and the material was sprayed on. It then cured rapidly. It was easy to work until it had completely cured. It gave the ungainly craft a more finished appearance.
 
   The ship began to take on its finished shape as the outside shell was sprayed on and smoothed. The environmental systems had already been installed and the power supplies were being hooked in but Andrew still hadn't finished his field apparatus. Tod and Desiree had made headway with the field theory however.
 
   Andrew finally made a device to produce a controlled field and was overcome with how simple it was. It's amazing, Andrew thought, how simple something seems after it was made. Hindsight comes easier than insight.
 
   The team was able to produce full-scale fields, only weeks after their success with the control mechanisms. All they needed to do was install field generators on the ship for the ship to be flight worthy...well...theoretically flight worthy. The ship was prepared for its dry dock tests at the same time several manufacturing plants owned by the World Government began production of the fusion generators.
 
   Up to this point, the ship had been relatively obscure, mentioned rarely or briefly on news programs. Now, as the World Government was pressing for introduction of its fusion generators, the ship became a focal point for publicity. Word dynamicists prepared press releases for emotional and psychological impact so the world's population would come to accept these achievements as their own. The safety, simplicity, and economy of the new fusion generators were demonstrated again, and again. Utility stocks plummeted and everyone scrambled to shift their energy sources to take cold fusion generators into account. Electric car manufacturers found that they could dump their heavy battery packs in favor of the new fusion generators. Factories churned out the generators and production couldn't come close to demand. 
 
   The ship and any expeditions it might make were portrayed as mankind's hope and determination for the future. The government was using the ship, whether it worked or not, as a rallying point to catch the imagination of a world that had turned inward after the decimation from the Viral B years before. The government wished to gain support while increasing the standard of living even in remote areas of the Earth. There were no idealistic motives; the government was served and the population benefited. The ship and all scientific advances related to it were simply timely and dramatic at this point in history. Some other focal point would have been used if the generator and the field mechanism had never been produced.
 
   Only understanding the people at the time could explain how rapidly the generators and the ship could have been so widely accepted. People soon thought of the Wildcat as Their Ship and pressed for its completion. The turmoil caused by the sudden cheap power source was portrayed as being the result from oil and transportation moguls and they were fairly accurate. Those corporations that had based their investments and power base on control of energy sources were devastated and floundering for balance. They had tried to stabilize their control by diversifying in all alternate energy production and research. They never guessed an alternative to all the known energy production methods would become available. The introduction of the new technology was so rapid that countries, corporations and individuals who were heavily invested in fossil fuels and large energy grids were still reeling.
 
   The project, as one might think, was not plagued by as many gawkers and sightseers due to its location at the desert university, but the motels and trailer parks began to fill up west of town. This aided security but hindered construction, since many of the building materials were delayed in transit due to the heavy traffic.
 
   Andrew paced back and forth, as he fumed because of a recent notification of two weeks delay in several needed components. Noting the reason for Andrew's state from Susan, Brad entered the lab and plopped down on a stool to watch Andrew continue his pacing.
 
   "Hello," Brad said, "I can remember a time when you used to be cordial and say 'hello' back."
 
   Andrew stopped and tossed his head back he ran his fingers through his hair and let out a piteous sigh.
 
   "Hi Brad," Andrew said turning to Brad. "Don't try to cheer me up. I'm past hope. Every time I bury myself in research, I feel I lose control of the project. When I come up for air, someone else is trying to run the show. I'm going nuts. My blood pressure has gone to 160 over 90 with every indication of going higher. Now that I've come to a resting point, I can't get all the materials for my other sections."
 
   "Easy does it," Brad said, "All work and no play made Andrew a pain to be around and all that. Those people who were managing the construction for you -- while you were doing research -- were assigned by me."
 
   "By you!  Where do you get off assigning anybody?  . . Even that woman I had to run off?" Andrew asked incredulously.
 
   "Yes, by me. Those were professional project managers who are constantly briefed on current problems here and the government sent them to us to keep this project on schedule."
 
   "But that woman and those two guys acted like they owned the whole show."
 
   "Especially the woman," Brad said. "They are the best in the field. They were sent to complete this project. This project, especially this particular project, has to be kept on or ahead of schedule to satisfy the demand of the public. Tell me; did they botch any of your plans?  What irritated you the most and I'll order them to change it?"
 
   "Well, I couldn't find anything they had done wrong. We are right on schedule in spite of all the problems. We'll even begin dry dock tests a week ahead of schedule in spite of this component delay."
 
   "You're just pigheaded. It hurt your vanity to have someone else in the driver's seat even if you had gone to sleep at the wheel, now didn't it?"
 
   "I guess so. I won't have them run this project though, it's our concern."
 
   Brad looked bemused. "Don't you realize how much support you've actually had?  Did you realize why there were never any visitors you didn't wish to see?  Did you wonder how all the finances and paperwork just zipped through?  Weren’t you trying to get a synthesist degree?  If it hadn't been for Susan and a whole support and security staff I assigned her, you would still be trying to get out of the blueprint stage; if someone hadn't stolen those first and killed all of your people."
 
   "Maybe I've been kind of foolish. Maybe I'll look up a friend and take a night off," Andrew said.
 
   "Maybe you should. That's the best idea you've come up with in a while. You're already thinking clearer. We can handle it even if you take a week off, but don't take me literally on that," Brad said grinning. "When you get back I've got a little side gift designed just for you."
 
   "I'm afraid to ask, knowing you these six months now. Anyway, I'll see you."
 
  
 
  



 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   REVIEWING RETT’S Interrogation
 
   As Andrew relaxed with Susan on Earth, an officer in the Exploration Service began perusing Rett’s interrogation summary in deep space. As the ES officer read, she became very concerned at the lackadaisical manner the report had been written. Sending for the interrogation officer, she found he had shipped back to his home planet shortly after this interrogation. She immediately sent for the interrogator's replacement. When he arrived, she was shocked by how young he looked. If she were only a few decades younger, she would ask him home.  If he was as energetic as he looked, they might even share names. Enough of fantasy, she thought; I have my duty.
 
   "Do you remember a report about a Tros, who visited a planet in this spiral arm recently?" she indicated the chart.
 
   "Yes, I acted as facilitator in the case," answered the young officer.
 
   Hiding her shock and disgust at finding this being was one of those who tortured others, she ordered, "You will go to the planet this Tros visited and investigate for culture contamination. Your future rests on the successful completion of this case. This may be the last patrol in that entire area."
 
   Until the last statements, he was going to tell her that he never had gotten the exact co-ordinates of the planet because it hadn't seemed very important at the time. Anyway, how could one homemade, solo ship contaminate much of a culture. The most advanced races in this spiral arm were mainly gobbling savages if there was any life at all. Everyone knew this duty was perfunctory and the E.S. weakened more as it expanded in coverage. There was usually little to trade for on those backward worlds anyway, the officer thought.
 
   Noticing a long pause on the part of the young officer, she demanded, "Do you understand?'
 
   "I understand," he said shocked by his own lack of discipline.
 
   As he turned and walked away, he thought. I shall have to go and find this 'Rett.'  At least, his whereabouts are definitely known. I'll get the co-ordinates from him.
 
   He launched a ship shortly afterward and his handpicked crew sped to find Rett.
 
  
 
  


 
   BRAD PROTECTS PROJECT
 
   Brad sat down to a pile of reports. As he leaned back in his chair, he reviewed some of the older reports before placing them in memory storage.
 
   Damned serious, Brad thought. First, there were attacks by lone agents. The first two we captured had provided a wealth of information. Funny... they were sent by separate unaligned nations.   Before they were finally persuaded they had been reluctant to give any information - before they died those two talked freely enough. Too bad I had to kill that last one... and that one in front of Fran. She's got a cool head, that one. I can rely on her to keep quiet - even from the group. Plus. Those first ones sent by Philips crew...How long before the oil industry, sends their people in?
 
   Pulling another stack of reports to him, his thoughts were grim. Now there's wide-scale sabotage at the firms we've contracted with for parts. Delays… always delays and I can't tell anyone why. At least we have alternate suppliers for all the vital components. Now that we've organized against this sabotage, we can cut down those delays.
 
   Infiltration of the university work area - between the kooks, cults, and plants, it's hard to keep a reliable work crew. This place would grind to a halt, if I hadn't put my own operatives into the civilian work force here. Looking at the reports: sabotaged transformers and heavy equipment, damn.
 
   The alert tone sounded on Brad's Mem-Dex startling out of his reverie.
 
   "Sir. This is Chafee. Response Team Three is under heavy attack. I'm taking Team Five to reinforce Three. Looks like almost a company strength group of light infantry stumbled into Three's perimeter. Looks like the Border Patrol alert wasn't a dummy after all."
 
   "Lieutenant. I want to know exactly what's going on over there. Call in one other team, Team Two, if you have to…  Try to save any of their officers for interrogation."
 
   "Yes sir. Out."
 
   The time dragged by agonizingly until the lieutenant reported back.
 
   "Colonel. We've stabilized the situation. We still have some scattered fire but two squads from Five, are eliminating stragglers."
 
   "Casualties?"
 
   "Twelve per cent (12%) in Three and Six per cent (6%) in Five.
 
   "Any of their officers captured alive?"
 
   "Sir. We have three with minor wounds. One of them is very inclined to talk."
 
   "Well?"
 
   "Seems they're mercenaries flown in from a rendezvous point in Old Mexico. They were more surprised than we were when they walked into Three's perimeter. Three activated their APM-E's. I guess it really upset the mercenaries to hit heavy resistance, fourteen kilometers from a supposedly lightly guarded objective. Finding that out in the middle of a minefield helped the numerical odds. We cut them up but they still fought like hell."
 
   "Very well. I want detailed personnel and equipment loss reports. Tell the men they did a good job. Kyger out."
 
   Brad leaned on the desk and ran his fingers through his hair. It's hard to act like nothing is wrong in front of the group, Brad thought. Orders... Duty... Duality, Brad thought and pulled open the drawer that held a bottle of Jack Daniels Black Label.
 
  
 
  



NEW Weapons
 
   Andrew returned to Tod's lab only to see Brad swearing at a piece of equipment Steve, Tod, and Desiree were holding. Andrew came ambling over to see the show.
 
   "What's this?" Andrew asked. "I don't remember this on any of our plans.
 
   With several more invectives and banging of a torque wrench, Brad pulled his arm out of the mechanism and wiping the greasy arm across his face he said, "My arm was longest. Tod's arm was too big to fit or so he says. I told him chemists aren't mechanics but he told me how much fun it was.”
 
   "I repeat," Andrew said, "What is it?"
 
   "A death ray," Desiree said smirking.
 
   Tod grinned, clapped Andrew around the shoulders, and gestured toward the mechanism with his free hand. "What she is kidding you about is this…it is a Focused Burst Fast-Neutron Projector. It was her idea in a way. She showed how the cold fusion reaction could be used in short bursts to produce tremendous amounts of energy. We channel this energy briefly into storage as a plasma field, just for milliseconds, and this rotating head, with the aid of a computer-aided system Steve worked out, directs a beam of fast neutrons to any point within line of sight."
 
   "OK," Andrew said, "But what's it for? What would it do?"
 
   "A death ray," Desiree chimed in.
 
   Tod scowled at Desiree, "I… we figured we might need some protection if we actually go anywhere."
 
   "I think this is an example of a synthesist project that has gotten entirely out of hand. Did you do this in two days?"
 
   "No, it took a rethink of the incident with John. I was waiting on some components and Desiree came up with this idea. Even with this design, it's only good for a few shots before it uses up its deuterium. The technological construction details were there, it just needed a new energy source. We can also build some free electron lasers too if you want more protection now. We'd have variable frequency lasers for any occasion. They'd be stout."
 
   "You know, that might not be such a bad idea," Andrew said thinking back on the learning machine in the alien craft and some of what he had remembered about the Tros, as he had come to learn of their name from the machine. He remembered the many names of weapons in that language. He realized they still hadn’t figured how the aliens could “dissolve” matter – or “disassociate” matter if that was the case. Andrew remembered the hand weapon the alien used that made part of the floor dissolve. Weapons were called for but how could they be used and what were there capabilities?
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
   Rett at home
 
   In the meantime, Rett, upon reaching his home planet, had regaled his associates with stories of great adventures with a tribe of savages he had brought under control. He told them that the savages had worshiped him as a god but he neglected to tell them of his rescue by a native who later bested him and stole his experimental belt. He also neglected to tell of his run-in with the Exploration Service. Soon he began to half believe his own tales - thus any preparation for leaving his world was forgotten.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
   At the university
 
   At the next group conference, Ling asked about the particle projector and lasers, "How good does it work through the driving field?  Does it distort your aim?"
 
   "I don't know; I didn't think about that."  Andrew said looking to Tod and Joel.
 
   "Don't look at me," Joel said, "I just designed pods in the ship's hull where the guns are mounted. That wasn't a piece of cake. Ask Tod."
 
   Tod looked sheepish. "Well, I'll get right on it."
 
   "You mean," Andrew said, "that we've got armament mounted that we don't know will work. I'd hate to have to shut off our field to take a shot at something. Let's dump a 'b-zillion' gigawatts of energy inside our own field. Good design. Really top of the line thinking."
 
   "They'll work all right. We proved that," Tod stated relating some target practice Andrew knew nothing about. "I'll test through a moderate field in the morning. We'll work out a solution."
 
   "If you will give us a brief progress report, Susan, we will all go get some sleep," Andrew said.
 
   "The ship is practically complete. Environmental, power, armament,” she said the last with a questioning inflection in her voice. “Field generators, computer and communications systems are all complete. Dry dock tests are complete, though Tod melted a few scaffold girders because the ship's field was quite a bit larger than we anticipated during our first test."
 
   She continued, "We've got problems synchronizing the external field and the interior, secondary field that maintains normal inertia. Tod and Fran had a rough go at it until Tod could cut out a control head that malfunctioned. Symptoms were vertigo, nausea, and a distortion of the time sense."
 
   "Whoa," Andrew interrupted, "Did you say distortion of time?"
 
   "Yes," Susan said, "When the interior field weakened, all persons outside the main field appeared to move slower."
 
   "That may have been an actual time distortion and Fran and Tod's reactions could have been altered," Andrew said, better understanding the alien's problem when the belt had first malfunctioned. "The vertigo and nausea are probably not a result of being in a field but only are caused when a person is subjected to a field that fluctuates rapidly. I think you'll find out exactly with some tests. Ling, you work with Tod and let me know what you find out.”  
 
   “See if you can't work out something using the time distortion that could produce algae faster for more food and air if it was needed. Let’s find out what will pass through the field at various power levels. The alien’s field allowed me to see clearly through it and the atmosphere passed through it sufficiently for it to breathe. I want to see if we can adjust the permeability of the field and what kind of frequencies of electromagnetic energy… anything that it will stop and anything it will allow to pass through."
 
   "Tod, finish those weapons tests. We will have a maiden test flight as soon as you finish. Fran, how are the algae tanks doing?"
 
   "Don't worry about them. Anything that will kill that stuff would have killed us long before. The data from the old manned Mars mission were useful."
 
   "Let's go get some rest. We've got our work cut out for us tomorrow," Andrew said.
 
   "Wait a minute, Andrew. Are you planning to pilot that thing?" Brad asked walking up to Andrew.
 
   "Sure, the computers will handle the navigation," Andrew answered.
 
   "You have to ask the right questions or those computers are going to give you gibberish. Remember, garbage in, administrative dysfunction out. How much do you know about astrogation?" Brad queried.
 
   "Well, I know about the moon and planets rotation and orbits. I guess I can point out Polaris and a few of the major constellations. What are you getting at?"
 
   "Remember that side project I mentioned a few days ago. The World Government has provided us with a very advanced memory transfer device. I've used one for the last eight years in my work. Don’t think it works like the one you described that the alien used but it’s pretty fancy."
 
   "What's your real work?" Andrew asked looking at Brad's sinewy and hard form.
 
   Brad carried on while completely ignoring Andrew's question. "You just lie down in an enclosure, take a special relaxant and start the program. They even made a tape especially for you to help you with this damn project."
 
   "What would the World Government gain by me doing a good job on this?" Andrew asked.
 
   "If you do carry this thing off, the government will have a show horse. If you do well, it reflects on their support and adds to their prestige. If you do poorly, because you lack a little training; that reflects on them and hurts the unification project to bring nations back together. Remember, this is Earth's first starship. Everyone wants this done well, except the cults, of course. You people are the first team. Anyone else is just chopped liver. You haven't watched the news or you'd know your life histories have been plastered all over the media. They want you and they will not accept a substitute."
 
   "Are you sure you're not a preacher or a used car salesman?" Andrew asked. "When do you need me?"
 
   "I need you to come to the chem lab about eight. It's easier to set up there. By the way, get up early and eat a good breakfast before you come."
 
   They parted after a few more words and after a fitful night but a good breakfast, Andrew strolled into the chemistry lab.
 
   Seeing what lay in store for him, Andrew stated, "It looks like a computerized coffin. I'm supposed to lay down in that?"
 
   "Yep," Brad said with a trace of seriousness, "This thing packs a wallop. It will take a few hours -- so here, take this liquid," Brad said as he poured some brown fluid into a graduated glass. "The speed varies with the lesson but you just lie still if it finishes early because this really tires you fast. You wouldn't believe how much information they can cram into one of these disks. It's like absorbing a dozen Mem-Dex memory cores."
 
   Brad popped the disk into the machine and Andrew, who was feeling drowsy laid down and tried to get comfortable -- in spite of the contacts close to his skin and displays over his eyes.
 
   It was about four hours later that Andrew woke up feeling wonderful and marveled as he tested the knowledge he had been given. He did feel a bit drained however when he thought about it.
 
   Everybody ought to have one of these. Wow, what a lot of stuff…everything from stellar charts to emergency communication beacons. I wonder where Brad is?  What’s next?  I guess I'll just start phase two for myself.
 
   Andrew looked and found a second disk in a box made to hold two. It was marked Survival Training and indicated the amount of liquid drug to take. Andrew took the first disk out, popped in the new one, and took the exact prescribed amount of the drug. Still feeling the glow from the first session, he laid down for another romp through library land. He first noted something was different when everything became gray around him and then it began to lighten. He woke up in a room, bare, except for a crude cot and toilet. He was living this dream.
 
   Andrew felt the bed beneath him and smelled the stench of urine and decay that came from the room. His body got up, went to the corner, and began a systematic search.
 
   My God. I'm just a puppet. I'm living this...this bizarre experience.
 
   Willing his body to do anything was useless since it wouldn't respond and Andrew was only an unwilling passenger.
 
   His body searched the entire room until it came to the cot. He realized he was also being tutored in what items would be helpful in a search. Coming to a spring steel piece in the cot, the piece was worked back and forth until it broke free. Wedging the short piece of steel into a crack in the bed, he bent the metal into an L-shape. Sticking this into the lock into the heavy wooden door so that the lever action tumblers in the antique lock could be felt, Andrew manipulated open the lock. He understood completely how the mechanism operated.
 
   Andrew lifted it as it opened to lessen the creaking as he eased the door open. Walking slowly down the hallway outside, Andrew reflected that he would have crouched down and stayed close to a wall, at least. Hearing footsteps coming down the hall, Andrew tried to will this damn body to hide so he'd have some kind of chance to surprise the other.
 
   A man turned down the corridor. Andrew could see the man's step falter and jaw drop as the man recognized that Andrew was not supposed to be walking around.
 
   The man's surprise was final as Andrew's right arm shot out holding the stiff piece of spring steel; up into the man's neck between the windpipe and ear, missing the jaw and penetrating the base of the brain stem. The medulla oblongata, Andrew noted, or was forced to note calmly. After searching the body and finding nothing useful, Andrew put the body in a storage closet and locked the door. He then took the piece of spring steel and wedged it into the lock mechanism. He worked it back and forth until it broke off in the lock and put the rest back in his pocket, turned and continued down an adjoining corridor.
 
   It seemed that there was only one corridor left after all the others had proved dead ends. The last corridor ended in a room where, from a partially opened door, came the muted sounds of talk and laughter. Striding through the door as if it were the normal thing to do, Andrew walked boldly into a room where three unkempt men sat eating and drinking.
 
   This time there was little delay as the closest man stood up and leaped to tackle the intruder. Andrew stepped lightly to the left and with his right toe, kicked the man in the crotch and as the man's body was still going past Andrew's right shoulder, Andrew hit the man at the point below the skull at the rear of the neck. The crack of the man's head against the wall was very loud in the small room.
 
   The other two men, looked at their comrade and then at Andrew. Drawing knives out of boot sheaths, they approached Andrew from different sides of the table. Andrew took a knife from the boot of the fallen man and grasped the hilt between his thumb and forefinger. Andrew stood with his strong foot ahead of the other, blade tip pointing to the closest man's face and the weak hand to the side with the palm open, (the Tuan Leo Gaje’ guard position) Andrew noted.
 
   As the closest man slashed toward Andrew's face, Andrew slashed the top of the man's right hand and followed up with a slash to the side of the man's throat. Immediately turning to the third man, Andrew realized he faced his deadliest opponent. This man produced no noise as he moved into a position closer to Andrew.
 
   Andrew feinted low to the left and then slashed up toward the man's throat hoping the feint had drawn the man's guard lower. But this one was wary and experienced. He bent his forward leg and ducked under the thrust, extended and thrust with his knife hand. His thrust stuck the knife into Andrew's side. The pain was momentarily brief and felt like a burn more than anything else. With the knife still in him for that split second, Andrew thrust his blade deep toward the man's subclavian artery in his shoulder near the now exposed neck and ripped the hilt down.
 
   The man had jerked the knife back out but was already unconscious. Now the pain began to come in waves. Andrew, or his body, slowed and deepened his breathing and began the process to help slow the blood loss and cut off the pain, another technique new to Andrew. Holding direct pressure on the wound, Andrew preceded to clean and dress the wound. After that, Andrew ate and drank his fill, made a knapsack out of one of the assailant's shirts for provisions, and taking the knives strode out the door.
 
   Needless to say, this was but one of many similar yet achingly realistic incidents that Andrew was forced to endure. Leaky boats in rough seas; cold high mountains; and scorching deserts along with the many dangerous or tame animals, insects, and people that filled them. Each incident was only minutes long. All injuries were healed from one incident to another but broken bones, gunshots, insect stings, were all very unpleasant. How much of this Andrew endured before totally losing consciousness was a moot point. When he came to, Brad and several physicians were hovering over him.
 
   "How do you feel?" Brad asked gravely.
 
   "I feel like a piece of beef that has been made into hamburger and run through someone's digestive tract," Andrew said. "I've got to go to the bathroom. When I'm finished with that, someone bring me some water and then I'm going to eat a decent meal if I can get served, while you, Brad, explain to me what the hell happened.
 
   When Andrew had eaten a tasteless meal contrary to what he threatened, he stopped and wiped his face. An attendant came in shortly and removed his tray. Brad, who had remained quiet the whole meal, finally spoke. "How do you feel?" he asked.
 
   "I feel..." Andrew hesitated, "Weak as a kitten ... odd, ... almost like… like I control myself more. I think I could do anything but I'll weigh courses of action before I take them." (pause)    "What was that I went through?  What was it for?"
 
   "Evidently you took a second, unscheduled disk. That disk was meant for me." Brad answered.
 
   "Well, though I'm a little tired, nothing was harmed. Now besides all that information and training on stellar navigation; I've got a whole set of experiences I will hasten to forget," Andrew said.
 
   "You really don't know, do you?"  Brad said with a snap. "You nearly died. You were on the verge of death from exhaustion and dehydration for two days. You've been in this hospital for three days. No harm done, huh?   
 
   "You idiot, where did you get the idea that you should take an advanced survival disk designed for me?  If I hadn't come in when I did, you really would have been dead. You better not forget those lessons that disk gave you."
 
   "I will remember my lessons well. I was simply taken aback by the way those lessons were delivered. Now, briefly explain how that device works and what your job truly is. I've taken you at face value for too long simply because I wanted to. My new training, healthy skepticism, suggests I look for deeper motivations in you and your aid with this whole project."
 
   Kyger settled back in his chair by Andrew's bed with a look of growing amusement to Andrew's sudden understanding.
 
   Brad started right in with his explanation. "The first disk was designed as an introduction to the machine which is still highly classified. Your first session transferred sight and sound memories from dozens of experts on dozens of subjects. Take astronomy for instance; a group of experts prepared several condensed courses on the subject. These you absorbed without the learning by rote method. This was impressed on your mind at an accelerated speed. The same was done with other subjects. It’s a more sophisticated version of what’s used, prior to, moving up grades in school. It just added the physical skills with nerve induction."
 
   "What about my second session and my little spell of fatigue afterwards?" Andrew said sarcastically.
 
   "Your second disk was quite a bit different. Where the first session only tired you, like a long session of reading, the second session actually electrically stimulated the correct muscles to coincide with the movements in your mind's view of the situations. When you need to use something you have learned, you already have keyed responses to draw on. A trained person reacts faster because they have keyed responses to draw on and can recognize dangers sooner than an untrained person who must originate responses to some danger. Since the second session involved both mental and physical conditioning, designed for me at great expense I might add, it was terribly demanding. When you had a second session without rest, you nearly killed yourself. That second disk was rough on me when I took it two days ago. I can imagine what it must have been like for you."
 
   "Which brings me back to my original question.  What is your real job and why have we had so much aid in this project?"  Andrew asked with a low, serious voice.
 
   "I do believe that last disk you used may have been very beneficial to the project in more ways than you know. I do represent the World Government. My title is Lieutenant Colonel Brad Kyger of the World Defense Intelligence Department. You might say I'm a troubleshooter," Brad said.
 
   "What's your job here?"  Andrew said, still serious.
 
   "I am assigned to fill in the place of your friend, John, the chemist who was injured. My primary job, however, is to coordinate security and defense of this project. I am in charge of the military units that guard this university and transport supplies."
 
   "Wait a minute," Andrew said, "I haven't seen any military guarding this place or delivering anything."
 
   "If they do as I direct, you never will, but let me fill you in on the situation a little better. Not everyone wishes your project to succeed. You know those delays in some parts?  There has been scattered sabotage at many of the plants where parts are manufactured." There has even been an attack by a company strength band of mercenary commandos that we intercepted not twenty kilometers from here, Brad thought without saying anything about the incident.
 
   "But why?  This project hurts no one," Andrew said.
 
   "Wrong. Those power supplies are wrecking havoc with the world economy. There are a lota’ people who don't want you to succeed. They, at least, want control -- a bigger piece of the pie. The World Government's Council realized that any show of military assistance would be seen as a trend toward expansionism to many of the still unaligned nations. The idea behind this project and the technology that it is generating are seen as a threat and a powerful tool. The centralized governments of the world are in for a shock when they realize the implications of abundant, mobile power supplies. Many of these governments will fail without the direction of the World Government. Many important people are afraid that with this power the World Government would become a worldwide tyranny, hence the attacks. Look at the weapons you have developed for your ship. The concepts behind the weapons are about a century old but with the aid of some planted information, Tod was able to rig up some mighty heavy armament in faster than record time," Brad stated and paused to sit back and forced himself to relax.
 
   "What you are telling me, I'll accept at face value since it fits in with a few facts I've been too busy to really consider. What does the rest of the group know about this?  Should I tell them anything?" Andrew asked.
 
   "You're still in charge of this menagerie and you can tell them as much or as little as you want, though Susan has most of it figured out and Fran might have an inkling of an idea. By the way, Susan has been in here more than she has been working," Brad said with his amused grin coming back to his face.
 
   "Look, how are those disks made?   Could I make a language disk with one of them?  I have a hunch that we need every aid we can get. If it works, we will have some point in common with beings we could meet," Andrew said with a worried seriousness.
 
   “I'll have to set up the recording set but you need only a simple preliminary session, then you take a drug that is similar to the old truth serums yet it allows limited conscious thought. Transducers near the skin use an ultrasonic scanning technique to record impulses to the speech centers and optic nerves and record and interpret the brains impulses so all information gathering can be enormously speeded up. When the cartridge is replayed, the receiver never gets all the information because some information is garbled and stray thoughts can sometimes dice up a dull session. I remember after one session on mathematics, I had an overpowering urge to go eat some type of red-hot, fishy cabbage dish," Brad mused.
 
   "Set up for a session," Andrew demanded, cutting through Brad's humor. "How far will the World Government go to aid us?"
 
   "They'll do about anything you ask," Brad said stunned.
 
   "I'll need the following things then," Andrew said and then began to rattle off a list of items and needs.
 
   "Whoa! Let me talk down some notes," he said as he tapped his Mem-Dex. "Why do you need new suits?  We already received surplus pressure suits from the old manned missions. OK. I said they'd get what you needed," Brad said with bewilderment at the growing list of special suits, Mem-Dexs, miniaturized power packs and field generators.
 
   "I'll get the schematics to those items that you don't have and I want to know the assortment of topics you already have on those disks. I want all members of the group to take the language course I'm going to make and let them absorb as many of the others that interest them," Andrew commanded.
 
   "Yes sir," Brad answered a bit sarcastically, turned and walked out a badly shaken man. He wondered what had been awakened in Andrew's mild personality. Sir? Andrew wasn’t military and I’m still the guy who’s supposed to be running this show from behind the scenes. Maybe I’m losing it because his response hadn’t been really sarcastic at all.
 
  
 
  



ES PATROL RECAPTURES RETT
 
   The Exploration Service officer was young but he had no doubts as to what he was going to do with this Tros, Rett, when he found him. As the ship entered orbit he showed the desired coordinates to the pilot and prepared the troops for landing.
 
   Rett, who had to set aside his control section for the new stressed space field belt he was building, got up and went to the viewscreen to see who was interrupting him this time. Seeing a squad of heavily armed soldiers by his front gates did not upset him as it would other races, but the interruption to his work again was maddening.  Rett simply turned on the stressed space field unit he and his colleagues had designed that was almost as strong as a battle cruiser-class Exploration Service ship. He then settled back to work on a new belt.
 
   The Service officer fumed outside the gates to Rett's estate and ordered his troops back to the ship when he realized what he was faced with.
 
   Bringing the ship down next to Rett's estate, the officer tried various types of the Service weapons against the field. When the ordinary weapons failed to penetrate and the ship's field was too weak to nullify Rett's defensive shield, the officer sat back in the control room chair and decided on a singly dangerous course of action. He ordered the field technicians to coordinate the phasing of the defensive field with the ship's own field. If the Tros stayed in character and did not suddenly change the field pattern, they could merge, ship and defensive field, and slowly pass through. If the Tros noticed them and changed the field pattern when they were part in and out of the field; they would be torn in two.
 
   The ship's officers ordered his now cowering but obedient technicians to follow his commands. Only the extensive knowledge of the Tros allowed him to pursue this course depending on the Tros' belief in their superiority. Arrogance as a weapon, the officer mused. If I fail to enter and die it will be quicker than if I fall to find the coordinates from this Tros.
 
   The ship drifted through the field and was only out-of-phase enough to cause momentary dizziness from the crew. Rett, true to form, was absorbed in his work.
 
   The officer and a squad of troops found Rett still working. Sluggish in this heavier gravity, the officer placed Rett in restraints, and under guard, marched him back to the ship and placed him in detention. Still plenty of time to find the coordinates, the officer thought as he razed the estate Rett had controlled and set the ship on course to the place where Rett had first encountered the ES ship. Since the distance is great, I will have plenty of time to obtain the coordinates of the planet that this being, Rett, may have contaminated. It will save time to interrogate him on my ship rather than wait until he breaks at his home planet and then go to the coordinates.
 
   Rett knew that his life would be forfeited if he were to give them all the details of his voyage; therefore, he was determined to remain silent as long as possible. What is the matter with a little culture contamination anyway?  There wasn't any commerce in that area and the natives had nothing worth the travel to the primitive planet to trade anyway.
 
  
 
  



TEACHING TRADE
 
   Andrew made a detailed language disk of Trade he had learned from the alien. Each of the group members went through the session with it and marveled at many of the new concepts. Many of the ideas were totally incomprehensible to the group. The novelty of the teaching aid wore off as members of the group absorbed more and more of the disks that Brad had made available from the World Government. Andrew absorbed more than any single member and the sobering effect on him was marked.
 
   The strain was telling on Brad also since the nearer they approached to the flight trials, the more attacks on the project. A fear or xenophobia spread through the populations as word leaked out that many of the technological developments were alien in origin. Many thought that the ship should never leave the Earth. These people equated travel with death; as it had been when the virus had raged across the Earth with every planeload or boatload of refugees moved from country to country.
 
   Brad became much more snappish as he completed the list of assignments Andrew had given him.
 
   "Brad, I have another request," Andrew said quietly.
 
   "What do you want now?" Brad said angrily.
 
   "You sound like my old Mem-Dex when I need some computations," Andrew said suddenly very weary.
 
   Brad let out a sigh, "Sorry, what do you need?"
 
   "I want those Mem-Dexs that were designed for each member of the crew and I want you to distribute those new sets of suits as soon as we are ready for flight trials. We've delayed and delayed and we have to do it sometime." Andrew punched in a request for a ship diagram and pointed at two bare rooms on the display. "I want a medical bay put in here that will take a lot of punishment and I need a military surgical team of three or four; however many are in a team, to be trained. We’ll need the latest medical equipment for them also since we may be away for a while and we should have medical care available."
 
   Brad didn't even argue anymore; he just said, "Fine. I'll send the orders now and let them select equipment for themselves. The new suits use new principles and we should easily find volunteers from the military."
 
   The day for the first test flight approached rapidly. The plan was to have a partial crew to monitor. Many of the sensors did not work through the field and many critical components could not be monitored remotely. Andrew insisted that Susan was not to be included but she had evidently had been soliciting support for a time because the others were ready for him and wore him down with arguments. The crew consisted of Andrew (and Susan) to pilot, Steve to monitor electronics and communications, plus Tod and Joel for navigation and repairing the unexpected. Brad was along as the rep for the World Government. They weren’t letting anything happen without him along.
 
   Joel stared the power supplies on low output and engaged the stressed space field. It grew in strength rapidly and was invisible to the naked eye. As soon as the field reached a low threshold, he notified the Captain. “Captain. Power supplies are nominal and everything is green.”
 
   Andrew leaned forward and adjusted a control. The deck generators produced a hum as the ship floated off the ground. The ship seemed to sway gently on the displays but no motion was felt on the ship. “Everyone ready. In for penny…in for pound.”  They could not hear the cheers for the onlookers outside but could see their excitement when they panned the exterior. “How about ten thousand meters?  We’d be just as dead if this thing falls 100 meters but we’d have some time to lose consciousness from pressure loss.”
 
   “Go for it,” Tod said and Susan nodded. To the people on the ground, the ship just disappeared. Those on the ship saw the display rapidly change ‘til they were level at 10,000 meters.
 
   “We’re in controlled airspace still but not on any flight routes. Wonder how we show up on military sensors? Wonder if we show up at all?” Brad said.
 
   Tod spoke out. “Pressure is fine. The ship is living up to plans so far. Space now? We have approvals to 300 kilometers today.”
 
   Andrew nodded and gently touched the controls. The ship shot out to 300 kilometers. The navigation system auto-corrected to allow the ship to stay directly above the University. It was not a conventional stationary orbit because the stressed space field did not produce the effects an unpowered, gravity bound vehicle would face. The ship behaved well on gross adjustments of position but did poorly on small-scale corrections. The ship would overfly target points and recovering often required extensive corrections. It was like trying to thread a needle with poor eyesight…almost impossible. “Enough for today. We’ve got our work cut out us to refine the navigation controls. Tod. Do you see a way to do it?”
 
   “Should be able deploy some different arrangement of field projectors. A day or two on that and Steve should be able to tweak the software to fix that end.”
 
   “Okay. Also, we have some blind spots that we have to cover. We need overlapping coverage and better view adjustments. I want to be able to see everywhere on all planes. Navigation sensors seem to be acceptable on microwave. Want some weapons tests in and out of atmosphere over the next week. We ought to be able to fly several times a day. Brad. Everyone squared away. Let’s head back,” Andrew said. The flight down was uneventful though getting, exactly lined up at the takeoff point took a frustratingly long time with the imprecise controls.
 
   The onlookers cheered wildly when they landed. 
 
   Philip’s cell MemDex vibrated. “Yes. It worked. Went how high and stayed. How fast was it clocked? Okay up to 100,000 kilometers per hour in one of the flights but that was almost breathing on the acceleration control. They had trouble fine-tuning landings because they regularly overshoot. I imagine they’ll have that problems squared away by Friday. This group doesn’t let problems plague them for long.”
 
   Andrew later went to Susan's living quarters and when she opened the door to admit him he said, "Hi there, sixty kilos of loveliness."
 
   "That's about right, though I won't admit which way you're wrong," she said running her hand through her hair as she went and poured herself a drink.
 
   "Are you rationing or can I have one too?" he inquired with a grin.
 
   "Andy, I'm really tired. Why don't you come see me tomorrow," she said softly.
 
   "I bring glad tidings and I want to share them with the woman I love," Andrew said as he reached and pulled her close to him. "I want you to be my first mate for the trip."
 
   "Wait a second, I already am the second-in-command on this trip," Susan replied.
 
   "I know that. I just asked you to marry me," Andrew admitted.
 
   "Andy after years of visualizing a man on his knees to propose; I get a pun," she said as the weariness dropped off her face like a mask.
 
   When they disentangled, Andrew said, "The medical team will be arriving tomorrow with an experimental surgical and treatment system that they were working on. By the way, I brought you an engagement present."
 
   After a delightful frisk for the present, Andrew said, "It's outside the door on the left."
 
   "You cad," she said as she went out the door with a grin and came in sliding a huge box in front of her. "What is in here, a small pony?" she inquired. 
 
    Andrew was silent as she tore into the tough bindings on the box.
 
   "What in the world?" she said. "Oh, it's beautiful."  She had picked up a silver Mem-Dex that was exquisite in its design. "What's the basic storage in it, so I can transfer memory cores?"
 
   "Touch no cores in that one because it's ten times any Mem-Dex you ever had. It was designed especially for you. It's the culmination of all the research done on you up to last week. Any data you stored in your other Mem-Dex since last week you'll need to sync, of course. It has everything from metallic and crystalline phases to phase diagrams and a small 3D display screen and projector," Andrew boasted. "And I've got one for everyone else in the group but I don't want to get engaged to them. They even serve as communicators and have telemetry sensors built in.”
 
   "What else is in this huge box?" Susan said and dug into the box and came out with an odd golden helmet. It was light as a feather and seemed to be made of some type of plastic. It was like a flattened globe with the back third of the helmet opaque. As Susan examined it further she exclaimed, "I know what this stuff is and this helmet must have cost a fortune."
 
   "Darling, just thank Brad. Make sure to thank Brad," Andrew grinned as she pulled out the white suit. It was supple as silk but was much thicker. The suit was also incredibly light. It came with built-in boots, but gloves attached to special plastic brackets at each wrist. The left wrist had a clear panel in it so each person could see their Mem-Dex screen.
 
   "Can I use this in the suit?" Susan asked and held up her new Mem-Dex. "It looks like it should fit under this clear panel but I don't see how it will work. Will the Rimloff speaker work inside there?"
 
   "You can hear quite well. The suit takes some practice to get used to but you won’t understand why ‘til you try it on," Andrew replied."
 
   Susan took the contents of the box and strode into the adjacent room to try on everything.
 
   After many grunts from the next room, Andrew said, "Need any help? You know the backpack unit temporarily generates oxygen so there aren't any bulky tanks to wear. The biggest design problem with these suits, believe it or not, was in getting rid of excess heat and moisture and better ways of controlling bodily wastes. Of course they’re much more supple than the old EVA suits."
 
   "Oh, that's how it works. That's fine," came Susan's voice quietly from the adjacent room.
 
   "If all else fails, read those instruction booklets that came with the box," Andrew yelled. Shortly thereafter, he heard the snap of the helmet's static attraction seal.
 
   In walked a dream. It had the obviously healthy body of a female though it had a golden helmet where its head would be.
 
   "Hey, this feels like I'm not wearing anything. Can you hear me all right? I thought I'd sound like I was talking in a cave but it doesn't at all. Ooh, this is kinda sexy," she said and twirled about on one slender white boot. "Why does this suit feel like it's not touching the skin except the top of the shoulders, plus my hands and feet?"
 
   "It isn’t except at critical points all over the body. The suit is self-sealing to small punctures. Also,” Andrew stated in his best, used car salesman voice, “it has electro-dynamic cloth that is controlled by embedded nano-sensors that can amplify your strength so the suit will near-instantly react to you straining to lift something and will assist you.”
 
   “I heard a report on something like these suits that the military was testing a part of the soldiers’ personal protective equipment. They had sensors that would react to muscular activity and send a tiny current through the cloth that would contract like muscles,” Susan replied. “But how does it stay off the skin? I understand the current activated cloth bit – that’s been around for decades and is just now coming into its own.”
 
   “It has some new combination air-flow and static repulsion that has been waiting for a mission. It stays just a bit off the skin to allow airflow and conditions the interior to the right humidity and temperature. If you think it was expensive to fit two for each crewmember; you would not believe what Brad said it actually cost," Andrew emphasized. "You should also be able to lift about fifty kilos without straining at all and the energy cost on the suit isn’t very great either. Let's see about taking it off," he said with a leer.
 
  
 
  





STRESSED SPACE FIELD
 
   Tod, Steve and Susan cornered Brad the following afternoon. 
 
   “Well. We’ve finished the preliminary permeability tests. Really interesting stuff,” Tod said. “You want the details now?”
 
   “Of course,” Andrew supplied with an exasperated sigh.
 
   They moved to a small conference room and Tod turned on the projector of his new Mem-Dex. “I love this thing,” Tod said, indicating the Mem-Dex. “Thanks boss. We figured you were behind us getting all these gadgets.”
 
   “No problem,” Andrew grinned. “What’s the bad news?”
 
   “Not really bad news. Permeability really is a function of field strength. Look at this…we put a lot of different bars of material within the boundary of the field and increased the strength.” The bars of material looked a bit distorted at the intersection as an indicator on the lower right went from 0.01 to 2. At a reading, 0.6, the material had shown the first sign by getting “hazy” at the intersection. Above, 0.65, the material at the boundary layer just disappeared.
 
   “Whoa,” Andrew said. “Any out-gassing? Trace gases? What materials did you test? What does the number indicate?”
 
   “You mean the 0.6. That’s just 0.6 Tod,” Tod said with a grin. “Okay. Okay,” he said when he saw Andrew frown. “Just kidding...it’s a unit based on gravity and time differential…they’re related. The material begins to sublimate at 0.6 and at 0.635 any material just disappears. Yes. Like you guessed there is a little increase in hydrogen. The field strength number loosely relates to the differential between time rates and gravity compared to an Earth normal. The alien belt almost got up to 2.0. We’ve been able to get much higher readings.”
 
   Susan jumped in to the discussion. “We tested everything we could get our hands on. Metals, ceramics, organic and inorganics, polymers, rare Earth elements…it dissolved them all at the same point. Evidently, that is where the molecular/nuclear bond dissolves matter. We still can’t project it like the alien evidently did but this must be an adaptation of that effect.”
 
   “What about radiation?” Andrew asked.
 
   Tod jumped in again. “The fast neutron projector works through the field if it’s set at 0.6 or below and the laser will work for higher levels to visible light in the infrared or any visible light at much stronger levels. We haven’t quite mapped that all out but the higher the frequency the more energy dumped into our side of the field. You can punch a laser through as long as it isn’t x-ray – actually, anything above terahertz frequencies is blocked. Some microwaves could get through at lower field intensities but you can set it up so almost no radiation of any kind gets through.”
 
   “Thanks team. Seems encouraging...let me know if we hit any real showstoppers,” Andrew said and headed back to his office. 
 
    
 
   Two days later, Andrew was helping the two man, one woman medical team in storing crates of their equipment in the bare rooms on board that were to fill out the ship's new medical bay. Most of the crew was on board preparing for the test flights. Andrew delegated Joel and Ling to show the newcomers around, as they had with many dignitaries before them.
 
   Brad came running up to Andrew and pulled him aside by the arm. "The World Government just received an ultimatum from a coalition of previously unaligned nations."
 
   "Talk sense Brad. The unaligned nations are just that; unaligned. They could hardly even agree on a standard unit of measure," Andrew said.
 
   "Up 'til now, you mean. Those countries fear that we will use the ship against them and bring them under domination of the World Government. They are informed enough to know about all the help we've been given by the government. They have recovered several medium-range nuclear missiles that were listed as destroyed decades ago," Brad gasped.
 
   "But they couldn't know about the ship's armament or governmental assistance, unless..." Andrew's voice trailed off.
 
   "I've personally checked all crew and workers with access to any sensitive information. My guess is that somebody bugged some of the workers’ rooms and doesn't want this thing to leave the ground. We must have been letting out information for God knows how long," Brad said.
 
   "How could they get one of those missiles close enough to hurt us here? How much time do we have and what did the ultimatum state that we were supposed to do?" Andrew questioned.
 
   "First of all, two of the unaligned countries are what used to be called Cuba and Argentina. Though there is still too much distance, they each have a freighter twenty miles offshore at the point closest to the coast from us. We are supposed to send them documented proof via satellite that we have destroyed the ship or we are to evacuate the area and they will do the work for us," Brad said. "We've got three hours and none of the defenses at my disposal could stop those missiles."
 
   "But can't you just board and destroy those ships?" Andrew questioned.
 
   "We could if those were the only two missiles, but the Coalition has given proof of dozens of other missiles that they will loose on their neighboring countries all over the world. Special teams can go into those countries and destroy those other missiles. But we couldn't destroy all those missiles in three hours even knowing where they are, Brad admitted.
 
   "But you do know all the locations?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Yes, but we better evacuate all personnel from the university and the surrounding area now," Brad said.
 
   "I agree but I'll need your help to get everyone together. We'll evacuate all but crew personnel and we'll give this ship a test flight like no other test flight was ever given. Get me all the coordinates you have on those missile sites and send them to me in the control room of the ship. Here's what I plan to do," Andrew began to explain.
 
   Brad listened with barely concealed anxiety at the plan but set out to do Andrew's bidding even though it ran contrary to all training. Sometimes you have to put your faith in some idea or someone and stick to it, Brad thought. There isn't time to consult any of my superiors in time for them to do anything and if it doesn't work, it will be the end of any World Government for the next few generations anyway.
 
   Brad contacted Tod and Steve and sent them to the control room as directed while Andrew sat in the command chair and prepared some complex formulas with the aid of his Mem-Dex. Andrew was finishing a discussion in point with the Mem-Dex when the two came in.
 
   "There is a ninety per cent probability of success if you destroy the first two in mid-trajectory allowing for no alternate factors," said the Mem-Dex on Andrew's wrist.
 
   Andrew briefed them on the plan as Brad came in with a small stack of paper. Finding that there were twenty locations other than the ships was not a great relief.
 
   Tod finally said -- out loud -- what all of them had been thinking. "This ultimatum, it's insane. It isn't even rational. This is an act of war. How can all those countries believe that this will be tolerated?" Tod asked.
 
   "Fear can make any action seem justified," Andrew replied. "To them this is simply an act of self-defense, though they use extortion as a tool. Believe it or not -- the Coalition said they would settle any claims made against them due to the destruction of the ship and its technology. I believe they think of this as a surgical procedure to remove a tumor. The US has used preemptive strikes on known threats in its history too. If they’re successful -- then they’re acceptable. We don't have much time. You two had better get those coordinates into the ship's computer and set up the basic data for the fire control while I round up the rest of the crew."
 
   "Brad, you get those medical supplies and our three new crew-mates strapped down," Andrew said and forced himself to relax by breathing deeply and letting the air out slowly. He then forced himself to think objectively about taking an untried ship on a shakedown cruise with an untrained crew on board. I'm scared but I'm not going to let my adrenaline rule my actions, Andrew thought. There had been short tests to see if the ship would take off at least. Thank goodness for small mercies.
 
   Andrew began to usher in the other group members and help them stow their gear and strap down until a short time after launch.
 
   "What do I do now?" Ling asked.
 
   "Nothing. Just lie there until I come to unstrap you. You might play some games on the visiscreen until we take off and then you can lay back and watch the show from your couch," Andrew informed the crewmate.
 
   When he got to Susan's quarters, she had just finished stowing her personal effects and turned to walk out when Andrew blocked her way.
 
   "I want you to stay here," he said.
 
   "Now is no time for male chauvinism to rear its head. I'm quite capable of taking care of myself out there," she reported.
 
   "Having my second-in-command in her cabin is not simply being protective. I want you here for another reason I can't explain now. Strap in until after launch," Andrew said.
 
   "But I don't want to miss anything," she plied.
 
   "It's not a matter of want. Strap in," he said harshly. His voice softened and he said, "Just watch on the screen and you'll see everything we see. Be patient."
 
   Andrew went to each cabin and made sure the crewmembers were secure and then he returned to the control room.
 
   Sitting down in the command seat, he asked Tod, "Is everything programmed?"
 
   Tod looked at Steve and said, "Everything is in it that we could think of."
 
   "It's pretty capable all by itself," Steve said describing his precious ship's computer.
 
   "You've a strong faith in automation. I hope you're right. But if you're not..." he turned to Brad. "Who did the best in gunnery trials?" Andrew asked.
 
   "I did the best but Desiree was a close second. That gal has some fantastic reflexes for fighting," Brad answered.
 
   Andrew agreed, thinking about the incident in Tod's lab with the two assailants she handled. That seemed so long ago.
 
   "You go get Desiree right after launch and one of you take laser turret #1 and the other take turret #2. Then, stand by set on manual and wait my orders," Andrew said.
 
   "What did you two come up with for the best time for launch in case they have a satellite watching this site?  I strongly suspect that they have," Andrew said.
 
   "About thirty seconds before deadline we should go up to twenty five kilometers and just wait on manual until we key the program," Tod replied. “That will take us out of most of the atmosphere without being too far from the targets.”
 
   "Sounds good to me," Andrew said.
 
   The wait was nerve wracking. The twenty minutes remaining crept by with agonizing slowness. Finally, it was time.
 
   "It's all yours Tod," Andrew said.
 
   Tod moved the controls but the ship didn't lift. He moved the control some more and then was startled by the view from the screen as it went dark.
 
   "Oops," Tod said. "I took some of the loading platform with us that time. Seems the ship's field is still larger than I anticipated. I went up a little too far."
 
   Even as Tod spoke, the ship moved to the prescribed twenty-five kilometers. Though they had jumped back from the screen when they launched, the ship's field transmitted no acceleration effects to the occupants other than a momentary discomfort.
 
   "Well, they certainly don't wish to negotiate some reasonable settlement, do they? Here comes a missile from each ship. I'm engaging the program. Is everyone strapped in?  Desiree and Brad… be ready at your turrets. Here goes," Tod said and engaged the program even as Brad and Desiree acknowledged their readiness.
 
   The two missiles sped toward the university site and were being tracked by the computer operated, ship's sensors. As the first missile neared mid-trajectory, a loud hum filled the ship and the missile exploded. The explosion was chemical, due to the explosives that were used to unite the Uranium 235 in the warhead's core. Another hum, and another missile vanished is a spectacular but non-nuclear flash. The Focused Burst Fast-Neutron Projector that the ship had used against the missiles had damaged their sensitive guidance systems and caused pre-initiation of the strategic nuclear material in the warhead. This caused the uranium to become critical, but not explosive, so as to force the sub-critical parts of the warhead apart as the explosive around them became hot enough to explode.
 
   The ship, following its program, made a trek through the Earth's atmosphere that set many radar operators on edge. The ship, protected by its drive field, was not streamlined and did not need to be since no atmosphere struck the hull, but only the drive field. The ship was going to its first rendezvous over Argentina. Using the Fast-Neutron Projector, the ship destroyed three missiles on the ground where Brad's information had pinpointed them though each shot made the ship dance a bit as the field was weakened so they could fire through it without overheating.
 
   There was no conversation from the crew who sat with faces and bodies rigid as they watched the ship carry out its mission on the view-screen. The ship then traversed the Earth and destroyed missiles at two sites in Africa while still on their launchers.
 
   The ship was on pattern above the Middle East when the first hitch in the plans reared its head. "There's no missile at the coordinates that we were given," Tod said grimly.
 
   "Ah, here it comes," Steve announced and the ship destroyed it before it traveled much distance. "The ship can detect them in the air much easier then when they are on the ground even with the sensor confusing mechanisms they carry."
 
   "I had hoped the communication lag between the Coalition would be greater but it's a symptom of their paranoia that they would actually launch nuclear missiles at their neighbors," Andrew stated.
 
   The ship was over Eastern Europe when the crew's plans went astray again.
 
   "Hey, here come two missiles aimed at us," Steve cried.
 
   "They're coming from a friendly power. At least, I thought that country was on our side," Tod said.
 
   The whine-crack of the lasers contrasted with the hum of the Fast Neutron projector as the missiles were destroyed though both gunners had to fire twice to hit each one. The ship continued its preprogrammed course but it seemed the more the ship did, the more complicated the situation became.
 
   "Why did they shoot at us? We're on their side," Steve asked Andrew.
 
   "We didn't really notify them of our plans, did we?  Some of them may not even know about that insane ultimatum. I'm worried about concentrated retaliatory strikes against other countries and us," Andrew answered.
 
   "There go some more missiles toward our next site. Looks like somebody is trying to put us out of a job," Steve said;
 
   "Tod, Cut off the program. There's no way Brad and Desiree can handle all of those with just the lasers. Get us closer and then set the ship's fire control to destroy anything it recognizes as a missile. Make sure you two get any of those low-flying cruise missiles that you detect," Andrew said speaking into the intercom.
 
   "Looks like we precipitate launches now. Whenever we get to an area, everybody gets nervous and starts blasting," Tod said.
 
   The ship handled superbly as a fighting craft though it had never been designed for that purpose. The hum of the ship's projector was almost constant and the whine-crack of the lasers permeated the ship. Suddenly, as the projector fired again, the hum ceased and warning indicators lighted on the control board.
 
   Steve turned to Andrew and said, "The projector is burnt out. It was never designed for this much use. The heat buildup even firing through a weakened field burnt it out. Nothing we can fix fast."
 
   The whine-crack of the laser turrets was unceasing for another few moments and then as the ship darted to its last set of coordinates, the lasers were used twice more to destroy missiles on their camouflaged launch pads.
 
   As the ship fell silent, Andrew thumbed the intercom and spoke over all the ship, "All crewmembers report to the control room. Those on post… Stand down and report."
 
   "Tod, put us in orbit around the Moon, will you? Turn on all the screens here in the control room," Andrew ordered.
 
   Since Brad and Desiree were among the first of the crew to enter, they saw Andrew turn to the computer console and inquire about the outcome of their little jaunt. After a brief pause, the computer answered in a baritone voice.
 
   "There were two missiles which penetrated to ground and exploded. One was a fission warhead about five kilotons -- a tactical missile that was damaged but not destroyed by our fire. It exploded in a non-populated area. The second missile was approximately a one-kiloton class warhead which destroyed a Coalition military installation in the Middle East. Both missiles were launched from countries designated as friendly," the computer said.
 
   "Is that all?" Andrew asked.
 
   "I am monitoring military communications on all frequencies. All decipherable signals indicate that there have been several small border clashes. The question may be premature since only fifty minutes has gone by since the deadline," the computer stated.
 
   "God!  Who programmed this thing?  I'll just put it in command," Andrew whispered to Susan who had heard the last exchange of conversation.
 
   "Thank you, no," said the computer who had picked up Andrew's whisper. "I am here only to serve."
 
  
 
  





ULTIMATUM
 
   As the crew gathered in the ship's large, control room, the questions and debates were intense. Andrew permitted the healthy dialogue since it helped relieve tensions as he quietly worked with his Mem-Dex and the ship's computer on a problem that had been plaguing him since takeoff. Rett brushed off all questions and worked quietly by himself until he was able to define the information he wanted. Andrew turned to the assembled crew and when they noticed he was ready to address them, a hush fell on the group.
 
   "Please have a seat," Andrew said and walked up and sat back against the main control board. "So far the ship has performed excellently; well beyond my expectations. We are provisioned for a long voyage and now is an excellent time to leave. I doubt that our intervention was to everyone's liking and our show of military potential may have turned some of our friends into suspicious neutrals, at best. I feel that we should ignore our part in the insane attacks and instead, focus world attention on our courageous and dangerous mission."
 
   "Maybe this would be a good time to show you this message I received right after the ultimatum before takeoff."  Brad said as he came forward and handed it to Andrew.
 
   Andrew skipped the preliminary part and read the meat of the paragraph -- out loud.
 
   "Take no precipitous or inflammatory action. Evacuate all personnel including crewmembers from university. Evacuation is simply a precaution since all data leads to conclusion that Coalition will not, repeat, will not use force but plans only to use threat of weapons to force concessions from World Government."
 
   "Well, that supports how well everyone understands the situation and why our action was so unexpected," Andrew said sarcastically. “Now we can use their confusion to our advantage. Ling, I want you to prepare a message as strongly emotional as possible, to announce our departure into the unknown. We can play on the fact that our little announced takeoff was to keep down crowds of spectators and all the World Government countries and even the Unaligned Nations gave us a spectacular send off. Play up the spectacular send-off and add hope for world unity and peace since this is the first Earth starship," Andrew said.
 
   "Steve. Do you think we could beam our messages down to Earth through some of the communication satellites?" Andrew asked.
 
   "I guess so. Sure. I'll set up some equipment," Steve answered.
 
   "Can you handle the message, Ling?  You are our resident psychologist," Andrew said, turning to Ling.
 
   "Yes. I'll have to prepare separate messages for the different continents since culture and values vary so much. This is going to be fun," Ling said and left to go to her compartment.
 
   "Tod, put us in an elliptical orbit that will bring us close to the communication satellites in about twenty hours; then put the sensors on automatic," Andrew ordered. "Desiree, you and Joel help the medical staff finish setting up their equipment. After that, everybody just try to relax until we can start the show. I think anticipation of our action or fear of mutual retaliation will keep them from further aggression toward each other. Fear will force them together."
 
   "What are you talking about? What fear?" Susan asked, a forgotten second until that moment.
 
   "They fear us. We are an entirely unknown factor. No nation or group of nations knows if we are to be allies or foes but all fear the fact that no nation actually controls us. Brad is the only control on us that they could apply and he sided for us when he accepted my plan and disregarded his orders. Now they wait and make contingency plans against us. Coalition nations will now probably join the World Government since we have already defeated their largest mobile weapons. Now we have only to let them stew in their own juices for a short time and then beam our broadcast and leave."
 
   "Everyone will be relieved by our departure and will expect us to be unsuccessful in any purposeful mission. They'll try to consolidate their positions as soon as possible," Andrew turned from the remainder of the group and put his hands on Susan's shoulders. "I want you to pick some star, not too many parsecs away that might have some potential for life and we'll go there after we send these messages. We might as well go parsecs since no one could help us one way or another. Desiree and Tod's mathematical model of the ship's operation has been near exact and they showed where we can travel subjectively faster-than-light by altering space,” Andrew said with growing enthusiasm. "See me when you've got the choices," he added.
 
   As the group separated to see to their separate tasks Andrew felt the reaction setting in after a sustained rush of adrenalin these last few hours and suddenly felt very shaky and sleepy. Brad, who saw Andrew stagger and grasp the console rushed up to support Andrew and escort him back to his cabin.
 
   "Do you think I'm right Brad? Are you committed to this?" Andrew asked wearily.
 
   "I resigned my commission when I ignored my last set of orders," Brad said as he took Andrew to his cabin and strapped him in his bunk. "Any further orders, Captain?" Brad asked.
 
   "Captain," Andrew said with a smile as the exhaustion won over him and he went to his quarters to sleep.
 
   The steaming coffee and aroma of sausage brought Andrew fully awake as Susan brought in a heaping tray of food.
 
   "Morning, Captain," Susan said, "the crew has already eaten but it was decided you deserved this."
 
   "Thanks," Andrew said and launched into the meal with an unconcealed fervor.
 
   "I've found a star for us," Susan said cheerfully.
 
   "Uhmh," Andrew said with a mouthful of strawberry muffin.
 
   "Tau Ceti. It's only about three point six-four parsecs and I've relayed all information into navigation."
 
   "What type star is it?" asked Andrew.
 
   "It's a G8 variable with some odd spectral emission lines. If nothing else, it will be a good trial voyage and should provide some interesting raw data for us. Don't know if it has planets since the sun’s orbit doesn't show any marked variance."
 
   "Sounds good. Check Ling's statement and check whose voice would be best to read it. Maybe we should use a synthesized voice, yes that's probably better. See if you can get with Steve to set up a synthesized voice to read the message. I'll be up to the control room in a little while."
 
   Susan started to leave, stopped short, and turned abruptly and looked into his eyes.
 
   "Andy. Our positions in this project have really changed lately. This mission is complex enough without letting our personal relationship add to the problem. I want to be close to you when we get a chance, but we should wait until we have some privacy and time. Hopefully, that won't be long," Susan said as she went to Andrew, kissed him on the forehead, and ran out the door.
 
   Andrew was a very confused man as he stepped into the refresher and dialed a shower spray with a warm, air-blast combination. The sting of the water helped him clear his head but he found it extremely difficult to switch gears. Thinking about Susan and then switching to thinking about traveling to another star plus all of the problems they were likely to encounter was enough to overload anyone.
 
   Andrew slowed and deepened his breathing to release tension as he dressed. After stretching some more, he headed to the control room.
 
   He was pleased by the light classical music that played throughout the ship. It about seemed right for theorists and engineers though the later tended more to popular instrumental instead of heavy classical music. As he approached, he saw Ling finishing preparations for the broadcast with Steve.
 
   "How much time before we're in position for the first broadcast?" Andrew asked Ling.
 
   "About an hour," Ling answered, "You want to hear a sample for the North American continent?" she asked as she handed a headset to Andrew.
 
   When Andrew had adjusted the headset, he sat down in the command chair and said, "Start."
 
   Andrew sat forward, leaned back, and sat back again. When the short broadcast was finished, Andrew stood up and took off the headset. He looked first at Ling and then the rest of the crew who had not heard it yet.
 
   "That was some broadcast Ling Soo. You had me ready to cry and then built up where I wanted to cheer our trip. I was trying to force myself to be rational. You have more emotional context in that than a politician's speech. It's perfect, except change the part about going to a far star to Tau Ceti. That's going to be our destination," Andrew said.
 
   "Thank you, Captain. I think that having a definite star to direct interest to will only add to the impact of the broadcast. I'll have it changed in five minutes," and she sat down and keyed access to the program.
 
   "Steve. Susan has set up coordinates for our trip. How have you got this broadcast set up?" Andrew asked.
 
   "There are eight main satellites we need to use. We'll simultaneously broadcast to two different satellites and then go to the next pair. We have to change voice patterns and languages four times for different continents. I hear from Ling that the North American continent has the voice of a distinguished elderly gentleman with a deep baritone. How was it?" Steve asked.
 
   "Pretty impressive," Andrew answered and keyed voice response to the ship's computer as Brad and Susan came over.
 
   "Are there any ground-to-ship communications directed at us?" Andrew asked the computer.
 
   "Yes. There have been six decipherable messages directed to this ship and I have monitored military communication channels since your order yesterday. There have been eight, now nine attempts to circumvent my internal control recognition which started twenty minutes ago," stated the computer.
 
   "What do you mean by that statement?" demanded Andrew.
 
   "The statement was clearly stated. There have been nine attempts to take over control of the ship using sophisticated ground and space broadcasts. I have recorded all pertinent broadcasts to the ship. Would you like for me to play back the most repeated one?" inquired the computer. 
 
   "Yes," said Andrew who was getting angry at this mass of microelectronics.
 
   A smiling face came into view on the screen almost immediately.
 
   "Why it's old 'Hawkeye' himself?" Brad said. "We must really rate."
 
   "Who?" Andrew said.
 
   "Shh, let's hear what he's saying," Susan said.
 
   "Greetings, Starship One. That is what we call you since we didn't know the christened name of your ship. I'm General H. E. Alexander. Let me take this opportunity to say that your performance from scattered reports seems that your, uhm, project succeeded in more ways than a new power source. Your actions caught us rather flatfooted but we would like to aid you in any reprovisioning or technical aid we could provide. We would prefer that you not land back at the university but rather at longitude 109 west and 34 latitude near Roswell in New Mexico where we've set up a protective enclosure and quarters for your ship and your crew. Please inform us immediately when you plan to arrive," said General Alexander.
 
   "Whew," Brad said, "That was a lot of bull."
 
   "It did sound kind of forced. Who is he?" Andrew asked.
 
   "That is old 'Hawkeye' Alexander. Remember the Libyan Wars. He was the man in command of the World Government troops. He doesn't fool around and that enclosure to 'protect us' doesn't sound too inviting," Brad answered.
 
   "It seems everyone feels we have succeeded a little too much," Andrew states, "Let's get any more messages. How about it, computer… any more messages for us?"
 
   "Yes, this message was just recorded," said the computer.
 
   "To Captain Andrew Williams of Starship One. You are to land your ship at the designated coordinates or you and your crew will face ostracizing from the people and resources of Earth. You have twelve hours from now to reach the designated base."
 
  
 
  





FLEEING THE EARTH
 
   "What do we do now?" Susan asked Andrew.
 
   "Carry on as we have been. Roll over now. I think not." He paused. "Beam our messages and then hop over to Tau Ceti. Starship One. Not too original. Isn’t that the name Burt Rutan used on his first commercial, sub-orbital spacecraft – and I use the term loosely. I like the 'Wildcat' better. I don't think the general population realizes what has happened and Ling's broadcast will probably get to the population before any coordinated propaganda from the government," Andrew said.
 
   As the ship approached the designated broadcast points, the communication satellites relayed Ling's message, unhindered, to Earth, professing the need for world unity and giving a very emotional farewell to all of Earth and telling of their intended destination.
 
   The ship then preceded to a point where repairs were instigated on the fast-neutron projector and preparations were made for velocity checks and further handling tests to make sure the fine control issues had been corrected. The software updates and new placement for shield projector arrays had smoothed out control noticeably.
 
   "All crew to posts in suits," Andrew ordered over the intercom from the command chair. After receiving acknowledgements from all crewmembers, Andrew had Tod put the ship through its paces. Still being in the solar system, Andrew first did one-minute duration; test runs at various power levels and would then recheck their position in elation to the known orbital coordinates. Since accurate positions for the planets were known, relative velocities could be easily calculated.
 
   Steve turned from the console in front of him, "We exceeded light speed on that run," Steve said.
 
   "Well, good. Give my congratulations to our theorists and mathematicians," Andrew said obviously pleased.
 
   "So far our velocity has increased exponentially with increases in the main field. We can theoretically reach more than twenty parsecs an hour but I'd prefer we run well under that until all our equipment is broken in," Steve stated. "After the first hour we'd be dead meat if it breaks down anyway. It'd be a tedious trip home at best if we did find a way. If the field breaks down for any length of time, the radiation out here would fry us anyway. Don’t know about outside the solar system."
 
   "All right. Let's aim at… " Andrew paused as he calculated with his Mem-Dex, " about three weeks for our trip to Tau Ceti. We'll be able to relax and really get things squared away." Andrew turned to the intercom and keyed ship-wide, "All crewmembers will stand down from posts at 1100 hours. Susan will assign maintenance duties suited to your skills. Our shakedown trip to Tau Ceti is going to last about three weeks. Crewmembers may also work leisure and research hours into your schedules."
 
   Andrew then turned to Steve, "Finish setting our course and speed and put all sensors on automatic." Andrew then started toward his cabin, then stopped and said, "By the way Steve, put all corridor lighting panels on a dim-bright system to coincide with Earth Mountain Standard time."
 
   “Andrew---Captain," Steve said, "Our sensors at this velocity really aren't adequate. We can't view any distance ahead or even around the ship."
 
   "All right," Andrew said. "You've just named your next project. Try to work out some type of sensor arrangement that will give us a forward view. Could you also make some instrument to register the presence of fields like our drive field?  I've an idea I'd like to have some warning if we happen to run into someone else's drive field."
 
   "Yes, sir," Steve said as he turned back to the console Tod manned.
 
   Andrew had only just entered his cabin when Brad came to the door.
 
   "Come on in, Brad," Andrew said.
 
   "I've got a confession to make," Brad said. "I never really thought this bucket would fly...much less beat light speed. I've studied physics and I thought that as objects approach the speed of light their mass nears infinity. I didn't feel any different on those runs except a slight disorientation as the external and internal fields were balanced. I never expected any civilian ship to do anything anyway. I figured the military would do it if anyone would."
 
   "You're right and you're wrong," Andrew said. "The formulas are correct in normal space. Our mass, however, remains constant since we are altering the space we are in. If you take into account the rate of change of time - to normal t relative - you will get an idea about how we reach the velocity we do. Does the World Government hold your view that civilians will never really amount to a force to be considered?"
 
   "Not really. I did hear discussions where people were surprised by your progress after all the government money dumped on research to keep the military ahead of commercial technology. A lot of the World Government administration didn’t think you could exceed light speed. Most of them have ingrained habits of listening to people who don’t know what they’re talking about. But aren't we violating some basic laws of nature. I realize that I sound ignorant, but it seems that the more we specialize these days; the less we know about other fields of science," Brad said.
 
   "Look, I may have given you the reciprocal of the correct explanation. If you really want to get enlightened on the subject -- Tod and Desiree made a training module on the topic. We ought to have it available on your MemDex," Andrew said.
 
   "OK. I'll do that. When do we start to Tau Ceti?" Brad asked.
 
   Andrew grinned, "Twenty minutes ago," he said and prepared to work on some computations as Brad left nodding and keyed shut the door behind him.
 
  
 
  



RETT TORTURED ABOUT CONTAMINATION
 
   Rett had endured session after session of psychological and physical torture in an attempt to have him divulge the coordinates of the planet he had visited. Piece by piece, the Exploration Service officer had gathered data rent from the Tros, Rett. After a week of delay due to the slow pace of the interrogations; the E.S.* officer was able to find the coordinates of the planet Rett had visited near the spiral arm.
 
   The officer had a grudging admiration for Rett, due to the tremendous resistance Rett had given before releasing even the simplest facts. He was not at all convinced that further interrogation would give the exact landing coordinates on that planet. The officer felt he must now take Rett with him in the hopes that he could get the information from Rett upon reaching the planet.
 
   It was interesting to note, thought the officer, that Rett had indicated that he had met a single native. He had given this information early in the interrogations; even before giving us the coordinates to the planet. This native was some type of fixation to the Tros. The native seemed prominent in Rett's memory but the only details he could get was that those natives were soft-skinned, biped, oxygen breathers with some measure of manufacturing technology. Now he would have to locate, isolate, and destroy any area contaminated by technology from the Tros.
 
   Rett had realized that the ship was now headed to the planet where he had met the native. It will be impossible to trace any evidence of landing, Rett thought. That native took my stressed space-field belt, but since it had broken and malfunctioned; it would be virtually worthless to anyone examining it. Now that I've admitted to unauthorized contact with an alien race, I could be psychologically reconditioned. If they find any culture contamination, I will be immediately killed.
 
   With these thoughts, Rett then returned to his dormant state and prepared for the end by becoming apathetic to everything and everyone around his cell.
 
   *E.S. - Exploration Service
 
  
 
  


 
   PRESSOR AND RELTIVE TIME
 
    
 
   "Look at these equations," Desiree said excitedly to Tod as she hurried into the lab where Tod and Steve were working on the ship's new sensor system. "See. If you two can figure out the practical apparatus for this, we can have a directional field."
 
   "I'll be damned," Tod said, "a damn pressor beam."
 
   "Maybe we could use a helical projection method," Steve said also realizing the potential.
 
   "Did you see what we've come up with?" Tod said obviously pleased that he could now throw Desiree off track by a change of topics. He was obviously proud of his breakthroughs. 
 
   "What? Oh, no I didn't. Why don't you show me?" she said.
 
   "We've made a sensor system that can detect a drive field like ours within a parsec. If we're not moving within a field, we can probably extend detection to two to five parsecs. How did you come up with those equations you brought us?" Tod asked, switching the conversation back to the original topic.
 
   "You fiend. Quit trying to confuse me. You shouldn't let your mind wander like that. It's too small to be out by itself," Desiree quipped. "I was just juggling some partial differentials and adjusting variables in the field equations when those prospects just popped out at me. It's not every pretty face that starts a new branch of science; all by herself," Desiree said being playfully contemptuous.
 
   "What do you call it when we build a device out of a mathematical model? Child's play?" Tod asked rising to the bait.
 
   "Any good mechanic can put together an engine from a set of blueprints," Desiree said in leaving.
 
   "Why, you bitch, that's no analogy!" he cried toward her as she strode away with hips swaying provocatively. 
 
   "God!  She really gets me going sometimes. She knows exactly how to goad me," Tod said to Steve.
 
   "She is just ribbing you. See. She left all the computer index numbers for us. Don't let her get under your skin," Steve said.
 
   "Too late," Tod sighed. "I'm . . . in love with her and she knows it. What a gal. Let's build this thing. We'll have an armload of new stuff when Andrew finally pulls his head out of his research and comes around."
 
   "Let's get to it," Steve said as they knuckled down to work.
 
   Meanwhile, Andrew and Joel were working on the special belts to integrate with the spacesuit equipment. The strap-on attachment would make the wearer impervious to inertial weapons like spears, bullets, or other kinetic weapons. The more protection, however, the less traction the wearer had. The belts could even make the wearer "weightless", but unlike the massive drive field of the ship, the small field around the body could not be easily made to produce motion by varying sections of the field. 
 
   Andrew was stumped during a leisurely walk past Ling and Fran's culture tank and garden areas when he discovered a room where the heady, sweet aroma of flowers could almost be tasted. As Andrew looked around in astonishment, Fran came in to see him bending over some beautiful, full-grown carnations.
 
   "Hi Captain. How do you like our little flower patch? Did Susan finally get off her high horse and tell you about it?" Fran asked.
 
   "No. I was just wandering. How did you get these onto the ship before takeoff?" Andrew asked.
 
   "I grew them," Fran said proudly.
 
   "What? We've only been away from Earth two weeks. That isn't enough time to grow these beauties," Andrew said.
 
   "I don't know if you remember it or not, but you assigned me to see if I could use the time variance aspect of the field to grow plants faster. Well, with Susan's help for the last week, we put together a small field generator. With the fields "on" and enough nutrients and light; we can speed up growth about thirty times the normal growth rate. Fields-within-fields. 
 
   That was a shocker until Tod later deduced why it might be able to occur – multiple dimensions within a “current” space. “I thought flowers would be more fun than seeing how fast I could get algae to grow," Fran said.
 
   "You've done marvelously," Andrew said, awed by the implications upon returning to Earth. Fields within fields he thought. How would the dimensional math work on that? Hum-m…might just explain some of the strange bits about interactions.
 
   Fran continued. "Susan got some help from Joel and made him promise not to tell you anything. She's been down here day and night, ship time, and really driving herself. Work is kind of a compulsion with her and I couldn't have done much without her," Fran said humbly.
 
   "Thank you for telling me. Something tells me I ought to see what the rest of my crew has been up to. See you later," Andrew said walking away, deep in thought. After a few minutes of walking and reflection, Andrew headed to Susan's cabin only to find it empty. He then went looking for her in the ship's two entertainment, study lounges. At the second one he saw Susan intently concentrating on an EnterTain table with one of the medical aides.
 
   The aide looked up briefly when Andrew came in and jumped to attention.
 
   "Evening Captain," the aide said.
 
   "Evening," Andrew said realizing that he didn't even remember this crewman's name even though there was such a small crew.
 
   "Relax Ivan," Susan said eyeing Andrew and introduced the crewman to the captain.
 
   "As you were. Ivan. Do you mind if I talk to Susan alone for a few minutes?" Andrew said.
 
   "We'll finish the game the same time tomorrow. OK. I need to get back to sickbay anyway. Goodbye Captain," Ivan said and left.
 
   "Computer, hold this game for me until tomorrow at this time," she said into the table's display and then turned to Andrew as he sat down across from her.
 
   Susan said nothing and waiting in the uncomfortable growing silence, she patiently regarded Andrew.
 
   "Why didn't you tell me about your work with Fran. It may be the most important work we get from this whole voyage," Andrew said.
 
   "I didn't realize that you wanted daily, personal reports. Besides, I doubt that my contribution will top some of the stuff the crew has come up with so far. You've changed Andrew. I'm scared that you haven't finished changing yet. I fell in love with a man whose personality has grown so much that I'm afraid I'll be submerged if I get too close," Susan said on the verge of tears.
 
   "Listen," Andrew said moving over to sit beside her and held her in his arms. "You're wrong. You won't be submerged. You will only fill in those gaps in my personality to make us much more than the sum of our individual personalities. This trip won't last forever. We can drop this façade as soon as we finish but you're right; I don't think we should let the rest of the crew see us as lovers."
 
    "It would jeopardize discipline. "
 
   "I love you," he said as he held her close.
 
   "I love you too, Andy," she said. "But we can't let our relationship interfere with this trip."
 
   Suddenly, Andrew disentangled himself and held her at arm’s length.
 
   "Just what has my crew come up with that would top anything you and Fran have done," Andrew said trying to switch to a neutral matter.
 
   Susan wiped her eyes, then smiled and told him about some of Steve's work with the computer on guidance and fire control. Then she told him about Desiree's equations on directed fields and how Tod was developing the practical application of her theory. As Andrew's eyes got wider and his jaw dropped, she told him about Joel's work with the doctors to develop a method to use the relative time-rate-change aspect of the field to speed tissue regeneration. She also mentioned Tod and Steve's new detector system plus her own work with Fran and Ling.
 
   "Now you see what I'm talking about. With two computer aided workshop/laboratories; there has been a lot of innovations ground out of those new theories," she said.
 
   "Wait a minute," he said startled. "Did you say we've got the ability to direct a field?  That would mean... " he kissed her on the cheek and then popped up and hurried out to find Tod and Desiree. Now he realized the implications of his group's work and how he could adapt that research for use with the inertia-free belt he had built.
 
   When he finally tracked down the others in the ship, he found Tod and Desiree busy in the 'gym', actually an open area in one tank. They were sparring against Brad in a two-on-one session where Brad was, definitely, the more skilled. Desiree's grace and quick reflexes had Brad sweating up a storm. Tod was attempting to use his greater weight to off-balance Brad so Desiree could move in toward Brad's side for a strike. All Tod's kicks and punches were being lightly blocked or simply where he stepped out of the way, showing Brad's superior experience.
 
   Andrew was impatient and decided not to wait for the three sweating combatants to give up their tunnel-vision and notice him.
 
   "Hey Brad.  Kyger!  I need to talk to these two," Andrew yelled from the edge of the small gym.
 
   Brad didn't say anything but he momentarily flicked a glance over at Andrew and doing so, left his weight a little too long on his front, left leg. Tod didn't notice the yelling but he did see that foot and kicked the rear of Brad's left knee with the top of his foot. As Brad's body was knocked off-balance, his arms flew up. In that moment, Desiree punched under Brad's exposed right armpit with a resounding thud.
 
   Brad momentarily held his right side and then gave the time immemorial time-out signal and got back to his feet and began to towel himself off.
 
   "Good Tod, but you're too offensive and you're often exposed too much during your attacks. Desiree, why don't you do that more often? You've got the speed and you don't telegraph your intentions like Tod but you're not aggressive enough," Brad said with his characteristic grin. "What's up Captain? ...or, do you just like to see me hit?" he asked Andrew.
 
   "That was a pleasure to watch but I've got to talk to these two. You all go to the showers and get back to Lounge Two on the double after you dress. I hear you two have been conspiring recently and I want full confessions," Andrew said trying to keep his face impassive.
 
   "But..." Tod said.
 
   "Move," Andrew ordered as the two hustled off.
 
   Brad swung the towel over his shoulder and cocked his head at Andrew. "What mischief are you brewing up?  I know it's not anything they've done wrong because have been so busy. It's hard to get them to come down here every other day for a workout."
 
   "If this works out, we'll let everyone know about it soon enough," Andrew said.
 
   Brad tried to pump him for information but Andrew wouldn't talk. Brad finally went to take his shower.
 
   It was only a few minutes until a slightly damp Tod and Desiree came hurrying into the lounge. Andrew was seated and they sat down in front of him where he indicated.
 
   "Don't you realize you should keep your captain informed about any new apparatus you've built?" Andrew said.
 
   "We were going to tell you about the new sensor system when we finished integrating it into astrogation," Tod answered.
 
   "I'm not talking about your sensor system though I'm interested in that too. Tell me about your apparatus to direct a field. Can the field be shaped? Do you project it?  Is it very efficient? How large is the device and how much force can you develop?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Oh, that," Desiree said. "We haven't even built it yet."
 
   "How far along are you?" Andrew asked with all pretense dropped.
 
   "We've got the specifications ready to turn out a prototype," Tod said proud of their accomplishment.
 
   "Tell me what it will be able to do," Andrew said.
 
   As Tod and Desiree showed Andrew what brought about this development, the conversation became more and more technical. Andrew unleashed his news about the new inertia-free belt that was similar to the one the alien had worn only more effective. Andrew explained that he could only alter the overall strength of this field and not any segment of the field like the ship's drive field. The ship was propelled by weakening an outer drive field on the side of the ship opposite the direction of intended travel. The same weakening effect was used when they needed to fire the neutron projector.
 
   Since the personal field belt couldn't be so altered with its small size, another means of propulsion had to be found. A directed field would lessen the gravitational inertia on the mass it was directed and also on the projector side through a reciprocal force, or the lack of it, in this case. It was very similar to the pressure differences on the top of an airfoil that develops lift for an airplane except that this method developed force in the opposite direction.
 
   Tod explained that they could only use it as a pressor beam to create a force to push mass away by creating higher pressure than normal space, similar to the deck generators creating "gravitational effects" so mass would be pressed ‘downward’ within the stressed space field to reproduce the effects of gravity within an inertialess state.
 
   Andrew became engrossed in the problems and Steve, Susan, and Joel were also called into the conference. Specifications were written and just as quickly, discarded until they came up some ideas that appeared to be practical. They worked well into the night cycle and crewmembers would drift in and out of the lounge for needed breaks. The meeting finally broke up and all attending were ordered to bed. After about seven hours of sleep each, they started work again but the main ideas came from Andrew, Tod, Susan and Joel as Steve went on and began to install the new sensor system.
 
   Steve was putting the finishing touches on the main control room console two days later when Andrew broke away to see his progress.
 
   "How's it going under there?" Andrew asked Steve, who had his head and shoulders stuck well under a section of console.
 
   "Just about finished," came the muffled reply as Steve slid out and started replacing the console cover. "Hi Captain."
 
   "How does this thing work?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Well, I don't know if it does work yet but I'm almost finished tying into the computer. I'll tell you how it's supposed to work. We use a conventional microwave detection system up to about one-eighth light speed if the field strength isn’t too high. It gives the best close range detection up to that speed. Any faster velocity than that, it's useless…too much latency. By the time you detected something you’d already be running over or past it. The new system uses sensors with a field around it like a globe. Masses with a gravitational field large enough to detect at some distance affect the balance of the field and the computer analyzes the true mass and distance. One of our hardest chores was to enable the computer to discern between a smaller mass, close up, and a large mass at a distance. Manipulation of the weak force, gravitons they used to be called, lets us build a computer simulation of gravity wells caused by mass. A field being artificially produced, like the ship's drive field, ought to really show up. At faster than light ship velocity, relative velocity, the computer automatically alters course around obstacles."
 
   "At multiples of relative light speed, the detection sphere drops, of course, but not as far as we feared. We can greatly increase detection distance by turning off the main drive fields. Since we are monitoring the effects of gravitational waves, for want of a better term, we can even detect masses to our rear. Granted, not very far away, but that's better than some computer computations and a blind spot behind you at faster than light velocities. "Well, if you're ready I'll turn on the projected image on the main viewscreen. You should be able to see a three-dimensional image. It should be elliptical with a red dot, the ship, being at one of the foci of the ellipse with the shortest distance being to our rear since our detection range is very limited in that direction when we are moving," Steve said. "Here goes."
 
   Andrew gasped, "My God, this looks like I'm out in space myself. Surely you don't get images like that out of those sensors the drones attached to the hull."
 
   "Not exactly," Steve said. "Most of what you see is computer enhancement of the image returns. Better than I thought; almost two parsecs while we're moving and one-half light year detection to the rear. Great. The ellipse enlarges and becomes more circular as we slow and decreases and becomes more elongated as we increase relative velocity."
 
   "Computer. Side view," Steve said to the console.
 
   "Wow!  Now where is our direction of travel?" Andrew asked.
 
   Since the computer was still keyed to voice response, it projected a green arrow on the viewscreen and green lettered designations for all stars in the range of the sensors.
 
   "Show off," Steve said quietly toward the monitor.
 
   "How much coverage will we get when we stop and reduce the main drive fields?  I think it is worth our attention to stop and try it out." Andrew leaned over and keyed in the ship's intercom, "All crewmembers not engaged in delicate work or computations are requested on the bridge."
 
   Turning back to Steve he said, "Work out so we can come to rest for about an hour so we can try this thing out. I need to find out how much detail of stellar and planetary masses we can get out of this arrangement. Work out a program to keep us on our original schedule and after we stop, cut the main drive fields."
 
   As the remainder of the crew trickled into the control room, Andrew's eyes were riveted to the viewscreen showing the side view of their detection limit ellipse. Even as he watched, the ellipse rounded and the ship was displayed more toward the center. More and more stars came into view and the computer added their designations for a time until they became too numerous.
 
   When the changes stopped, the red dot representing the ship was at the center of an enormous sphere, almost five parsecs in diameter. Andrew keyed the monitor, "Designate the Sun and Tau Ceti."
 
   The green letters and suns appeared only about a fist width apart on the meter wide viewscreen.
 
   "Reduce detection sphere size to include only the Tau Ceti System and the Earth," Andrew said to the computer.
 
   As the sphere shrank, the resolution grew and details began to show in the solar systems of the stars remaining in range.
 
   "Look, you can see three of Sol's planets even from almost two parsecs away. The other few stars in range have at least one planet showing," said someone in the assembled crew.
 
   "Tau Ceti has four planets showing," Susan said. "Tod, Desiree, and Steve are going to revolutionize astronomy too. Now we really have promise of finding something."
 
   Suddenly the stars began to get fuzzy as the ship resumed speed and the scale and shape of the detection sphere became elliptical again. Few of the crew had realized that they had been staring at the view-screen for the better part of an hour in the darkened control room.
 
   As the lights automatically became stronger, the crew began to murmur in hushed but excited voices.
 
   "We've only six more days until we get into the Tau Ceti System proper. Then a few days locating a planet or planets that might be worth exploring. I suggest we all finish preparations for that exploration. Susan will assign duties for charting and exploration," Andrew stated; whereupon he went back to the lab to finish work on the new personal belt for all the suits.
 
  
 
  



ES DISCOVERS EARTH TECH
 
   Rett came back to consciousness, out of his apathetic state, only when prodded electronically.
 
   Another feeding, Rett thought. At least they intend to keep me healthy until we get to that planet. The Exploration Service would not keep me healthy if they find that the native race has gotten any technology from my trip that, they had not released to the population themselves. The Exploration Service was known for not wanting radical technologies to be introduced into non-member societies.
 
    
 
   Innovative races had been submerged in the culture of the older star-faring civilizations and generally stunted technological developments of the fledgling worlds. Even when it was decided to introduce technology into a culture, the process was licensed and controlled by the Administrative arm of the Exploration Service. Probably so the E. S. could gain the power and wealth of being the benefactors of technology, Rett decided.
 
    
 
   Surely, this world was too far near the spiral arm to come under E. S. control. Rett had heard rumors that the Central Government was going to pull all E. S. Enforcement ships back to the Sector bases due to personal and budgetary restrictions anyway.
 
   The Exploration Service officer looked at the viewscreen with mixed curiosity and homesickness. He had been in space for a long tour of duty and this world they were approaching was similar in mass and proportion to his home world though there appeared to have much more water. He was approaching cautiously, since he didn't know how advanced this planet's technology was.
 
   He had enough experience to know that every planet has its own dangers and beauties.
 
   "Sir," said one of his crew. "I've picked up electromagnetic broadcasts. Definitely not random patterns sir. Also, here are planetary readings. It has one large natural satellite and sir..."
 
   "Yes," replied the officer.
 
   "The scan shows numerous artificial satellites. Some of them are radiating electromagnetic, seemingly undirected broadcasts," said the crewman who was describing some of the aging weather satellites that were still broadcasting sporadically.
 
   "How do you know that those are artificial?" The officer asked.
 
   "Sir, many of those satellites are at equidistant, stationary orbital positions. This civilization is pretty advanced. You should see how many of those things I'm picking up, on sensors. Some of them are so small that the only way we can detect them from this distance is by the signals they are transmitting. We are just about to come within the orbit to their moon."
 
   "We're that close? All stop and hold this position until we get more information. Bring the Tros, Rett, to the interrogation room and set the linguists to work on any voice broadcasts. Get the Chief Technician to try to make sense of those other transmissions. Have we been detected yet by the natives?" The officer asked the crewman.
 
   "I don't think so," said the crewman hesitantly, "but if we go any closer I assume they would be able to detect our ship. I don't find any evidence of any powered flight in any of the space I can reach nearby with the detectors."
 
   "Very well. Keep me informed of any developments," said the officer as he left the sensor room.
 
   He was disturbed by the technology of this race. It was far in advance of any the Tros had mentioned but considering the size of Rett's ship, Rett wouldn't have had detectors anywhere near as sensitive as those on this ship.
 
   The E. S. officer also felt uncomfortable because this race was advanced enough to have homegrown space flight. They were so much more valuable and volatile to transplanted technology. An uncharted race such as this had thrust many a lowly captain to the ranks of sector commander in a short time. If I decide for quarantine, I am in jeopardy from cultural contamination from the Tros. If I try to make them an associate member of the Central Government, I cannot assure them protection from exploiters or I may ruin native alternate technologies.
 
   The E. S. officer knew cultures who were highly advanced, yet had risen to civilization apart from the Central Government. They always had technologies that produced leaps in the knowledge gained.
 
   This Tros must tell me where he landed.
 
   Little did the officer realize that Rett did not remember exactly where he had landed since his chosen landing site had been arbitrary. Rett would not yield to the interrogations since he knew with certainty that if he let that fact be known, his usefulness would be ended. Rett, apathetic in most cases, would not allow his captors the satisfaction of a final confession.
 
   Their ship stayed outside the lunar orbit and studied Earth and its broadcasts. The work was speeded up when the Chief Technician unraveled the scanning technique used to transmit pictures and the ship was almost overwhelmed by new data but the linguists were frustrated by the numerous languages being used. Two main languages were concentrated on and broadcast language lessons speeded progress immensely.
 
   The E. S. officer was confused to find a planet so highly advanced technologically, yet this was a planet that did not seem to have a single basic language.
 
  
 
  



APPROACHING TAU CETI
 
   Susan regarded the destination of her choosing as they crossed the orbit of Tau Ceti's outermost planet. According to her calculations, there should be a range from this sun that could support life. There could be life where planetary atmospheres were radically different from Earth's composition on planets outside this range, but chances were that the best chance lay between the plotted extremes.
 
   Since most boundary conditions were from calculations or educated guesswork, many answers would be obtained if they found any life. Susan knew that with each answer there are posed many new questions. The mass of the planet must be such that a dense enough atmosphere could be retained. The rest of the crew was asleep or, too involved with their own projects to help her. Susan wanted to get a jump on this survey because she had felt out of place since this trip began.
 
   Her specialty had not been needed much, so she had tried to coordinate and assist the others in their work. She did not wish to simply be the Captain's companion for this voyage and she knew that her ‘real’ challenges were out there, where the computer projection showed the rapidly growing image of this system's sun.
 
   The crew would soon be up and about, and she would have to take up her duties as coordinator, but right now, she felt the thrill of challenging the unknown. Already, the corridor lights were brightening in their morning cycle. She tore her gaze off the viewscreen and went to the galley to fix herself some breakfast.
 
   The feeling of exhilaration was contagious as the crew prepared for the coming day. The ship was now in an orbit around the sun and Susan who had already eaten, was scanning for suitable planets now that the main drive field was shut off. Yawning and stretching, Fran and Ling came into the control room to see preliminary data being displayed on the views screen.
 
   Andrew and Joel came waltzing in shortly after when Susan remarked, "Looks like we have a likely prospect. It's still pretty far away but from readings of the new sensor system, its size is roughly comparable to Earth but its gravity should be about .87 Earth normal."
 
   Andrew turned to Joel and said, "Check everyone out with the new belt and see that they know how to use it; especially Ling and Susan. Also, see if you can help Tod and Steve finish the large 'pressor' field projector for the ship. I'll check with you later."
 
   Andrew then walked over behind Susan's chair and leaned next to her so he was close to her ear. "I see you're up early. There isn't any need to prove yourself you know. Everybody knows you're good at whatever you put your mind to..."
 
   "I was just restless and so keyed-up I couldn't sleep. This is more than I even dreamed about and I'm afraid if I go to sleep, I'll wake up and I'll be back at the university preparing for a project entry classification. This is magnificent and I'm not going to miss a minute of it."
 
   "When you finish this and we get into scanning range of the planet; you go and get some rest."  When she looked sullen, he said, "and that's an order."
 
   "I want to go in one of the trips to the surface," Susan said defiantly.
 
   "You'll do as I say but I've already made preparations for you to lead a team with Fran, Ivan and Brad working with you. I haven't decided who is to go in the second team yet but I thought you would want to know."
 
   "I never thought of leading a team but I've sure put everybody through their paces up here. Of course I can do it," Susan said half to herself and half to Andrew.
 
   She really let the thought of it get to her and her eyes lighted up. "Really, Andy… Uhm. Thank you, Captain. I'll try to be worthy of your trust," she said smiling.
 
   "You'll have a few days to get ready. Go over and use the set of survival training in Brad's teaching machine if you haven't already taken them. Brad has been setting up to do geological work. We have to do topographical surveys and have the computer print maps. Then we've gotta’ decide where to set down. Everybody will remain in suits, at all times, even if the air is breathable. Make sure Ling tests for bacteria, fungus, or airborne particles or spores that could be harmful. I'll want your group to carefully test the new belts we've added. We couldn't test them on board due to the built in deck weight regulators but the components function perfectly separately," Andrew said.
 
   "Aye, Aye Captain," Susan said merrily turning back to her console display.
 
   Brad cornered Andrew in a lounge and he seemed quite disturbed; not usual for him.
 
   "What's this about Susan leading the first expedition on the planet?" Brad demanded.
 
   "That's right, Brad. Problem?" Andrew replied calmly.
 
   "Don't I have more survival training."
 
   "Yes, Brad," Andrew replied tiredly.
 
   "Don't I have combat experience?  Military leadership training?  Skill with weapons?" Brad demanded.
 
   "Yes, to all that, Brad," said Andrew.
 
   "Then why aren't I leading the first expedition?"  Brad asked showing considerable control now.
 
   "How are you on intuition?" Andrew asked.
 
   "You're kidding! Women's intuition?" Brad jeered.
 
   "In Susan's case, yes. But only because she is an intuitive leader; the fact she is female is only coincidental. You know how she developed all the scheduling and work details on the ship. She is the one that picked this system," Andrew said trying to explain.
 
   "I'll grant her all that, but what about my qualifications?"
 
   "It's because of your qualifications that you are going on the first expedition and not me. Don't you think I want to go?  Your job; your primary job will be to protect the expedition. Geology will have to be secondary. Every minute you're on the surface, you will be awake and be prepared to defend the group only when members of the group or the ship are jeopardized with grave bodily harm. I don't need two leaders; I need someone to keep the leader and other group members alive when they're thinking about things other than their well being."
 
   "I'm more than a bodyguard. I'm not just the gun bearer for the queen," Brad painfully said.
 
   "Believe me. The other members of your expedition aren't exactly helpless. I believe Ivan and Susan are almost unbeatable as knife fighters. I also heard that Fran has some pretty extraordinary wilderness skills," Andrew said.
 
   "Wilderness skills?" Brad asked.
 
   "Tracking and survival skills. You know," Andrew stated.
 
   "But you know I've had all that stuff until it's coming out of my ears." Brad said.
 
   "Sure. You're probably the best at it near Tau Ceti, but you've got to admit that those with you are quite resourceful and certainly not helpless," Andrew said.
 
   "Alright, I know when I'm outvoted. You'll notice that I never once mentioned that Susan and you were intimate," Brad said showing his old grin again.
 
   "Why you bastard!"  Andrew said and they walked off ...busily talking and laughing together.
 
  
 
  





LANDING ON TAU CETI
 
   Three days later, they had decided upon several likely landing spots. The gravity of the planet was as predicted but there seemed to be much fewer ore deposits than on Earth. The planet appeared to be warmer than Earth but not much more so even though the atmosphere was not as dense as Earth's atmosphere.
 
   The planet had sparsely spread patches of dense yellowish-green vegetation. But what was most startling to the crew was the fact that during the orbital survey they discovered small clusters of what appeared to be crude, artificial huts near several small bodies of water. The rest of the planet was either high mountains or apparently barren desert, but there were even larger clusters of buildings throughout the barren areas.
 
   Even from orbit, the buildings, if that was what they were, appeared long deserted with reddish sand completely or partially covering many of them.
 
   After much debate, it was decided to land near one of the areas of vegetation about one hundred and sixty kilometers to the nearest visible surface water but close to a group of buildings in a barren area.
 
   The planet had a very old and elliptical orbit but not so to preclude life. Only about five percent of the planetary surface was covered by water and this was highly scattered, small lakes or ponds. There were no large single bodies of water. This fourth planet out from the sun also had no natural satellites like Earth's moon.
 
  
 
  



EXPLORING TAU CETI
 
   As the ship landed, exhaustive tests were performed to test for harmful bacteria or fungal spores. Brad analyzed the atmosphere and found that the oxygen content was less that of Earth's at sea level and there was proportionally less nitrogen but almost as much carbon dioxide as Earth for some reason. The suits would be sealed at all times and the new belts would be field tested close to the ship.
 
   Brad was first to touch ground in an effort to check soil samples. This segment was dutifully recorded for posterity in its import to human history. Tod was to test the suit belt unit and Brad was arming the exploration team. Susan was checking everyone's equipment and all were clucking around like mother hens to see everything went right.
 
   Brad and Susan were on the surface as Tod turned on his belt field to about half strength.
 
   "Throw a rock at me, Brad," Tod said obviously proud of the workman-ship.
 
   Brad hefted a good-sized rock and let fly from about five meters. It sailed at Tod, stopped about 20 centimeters from his chest, seemed to float there for an instant and then fell to the ground. After a little experimentation, Tod found that he could only have the field at one-quarter strength if he wished to move around without falling with it on.
 
   Tod grabbed the front waist control on his belt and put the field at full strength, becoming inertia-less and then moved the control gently upward. He shot upward and was one hundred meters high before he brought himself to a hover. He experimented and though he appeared to move in very darting, jerky motions, he actually felt no acceleration and became more adept in about half an hour.
 
   Tod's figure darted almost out of sight and then came back to hang as a dot over them for a moment. Suddenly Tod's figure came shooting down at them. Brad yelled and Susan involuntarily gasped. When they thought Tod would be dashed to bits on the ground, he stopped, grinned at them, and turned off his belt unit.
 
   "My, that was fun. We'll just leave the ship at Earth next time and take these," he said through his communicator while pointing to his belt, "Theoretically I don't need to close my eyes for landings."
 
   "What about time distortion effects, Tod?"  Susan asked.
 
   "Well, possibly a little speed up, but nothing you would notice unless you could manually adjust the inner field. The way these belts are made, the inner field automatically balances the exterior field to keep your time sense normal. Everyone going on this expedition had better try these out and practice staying together as a group as you move because the controls are really sensitive," Tod said.
 
   "Sounds like a good idea, Tod. It's still a little startling to see the effects of the total cessation of inertia with that little theatrical landing of yours," Susan said.
 
   It wasn't long before the whole group was zipping around but it took as much, additional time to move as a group because course changes had to be announced in advance. Susan had to put a damper on the group by ordering that the group would travel no further from the ship that couldn't be traveled on foot in two days. In theory, they could stay in these suits for longer than that. Two days was really all you would care to tolerate.
 
    
 
   Since the days were considerably longer, by six hours or so, than Earth's day; the exploration team said goodbye to those remaining and flew in a ragged group at low attitude and fairly slowly. It took them a good hour to reach within a short walk of the apparently deserted group of buildings near the surface water. They landed and turned away from each other in preparation for anything but after a few minutes they collected some water samples. With Brad leading the way they searched the buildings but found little other than the fact that they had no roofs on them and they were made out of something like adobe with one narrow opening about a third of a meter shy of two meters.
 
   One could enter, but everyone had to duck to do so. Once one entered, there wasn't much to see since all but one of the structures was only as big as a couple of walk-in closets. There were about fifty huts arranged fairly circularly around a similar building located at the center. All the ones they saw so far were nearly stripped clean except for broken shards of pottery that they collected and put in sample bags.
 
   The buildings showed signs of long disuse and nothing really gave any information about who had built them or what these beings had looked like. When they finally got to the larger building at the center, they found a building with three times the area of any other and it still had an intricate, stone block roof that appeared intact. This building had square openings on three sides. However, on either side of the entrance door, the openings were much larger. There were rows of two meter high carved stone racks with round notches cut every ten centimeters or so.
 
   The racks showed much more technology than the rest of the buildings and they, for the most part, closely resembled gun racks more than anything else. The group then decided to go to the larger group of buildings about 200 kilometers south, even though they would only have a few hours of daylight search time. The central building intrigued them but offered no clue to its function.
 
   The team wished to use their time to the greatest advantage so they flew high to get a better look of their deserted city.  This should be described as a city because there were thousands of one and two story dwellings or businesses or whatever. Most of these still were intact except along the outskirts where erosion had caused many breaks in the building walls and roofs. Dark sand almost totally covered many of these buildings.
 
    The team, even from the air, could see no sign of life, either animal or plant. These buildings were on a higher order of technology than those they first explored. Here there were still sections of tiled, narrow roadways between the buildings. They carefully searched several buildings only to find them stripped of any furnishings. Inside they were more elaborate, with signs of some type of interior plumbing, though there was no metal in evidence. At the center of this city was another large building, much larger than any of the surrounding ones. The roads leading to it were much wider and the street tiles were of different colors in soothing swirling patterns.
 
   Again, there were no doors to open. They had eroded or been taken away, but the building had several large entranceways. Natural lighting still lit most of the building well and here they found row upon row of stone benches with stone slab tables in front of them. Series of ramps led up to the second level and here they found closely packed rows of two-meter high shelves and etched or chiseled at the ends of all shelves were symbols or numbers or both.
 
   Ivan recorded as much as possible and they then went back down the ramps to the first floor. They explored further and found an atrium in the center...about ten meters, square. This was open to the roof.
 
   The roof opening was about fifteen meters square to let in sunlight. At the center was a meter-wide globe. This was quite sophisticated architecture.   Around the globe base were stone boxes obviously designed for plants, but the thing that held all their attention was the globe. It was magnificent. It looked like stone, but when the dust was wiped off, it still showed a shiny luster. It appeared to be a globe to represent the planet and the sphere was a ceramic or closely akin with markings still visible in its surface.
 
   "It's a world map. Look at this dot and symbol. This must be right here. What happened here?  Look at all the rivers and lakes that are marked. It even shows polar ice caps and we didn't see any coming in," Fran said.
 
   "What could have happened?" Ivan asked, "This planet has almost no axial tilt to speak of, thus no real seasons."
 
   "I don't see how it could have been catastrophic land faults and volcanic activity because we didn't see any sign of that coming down. This place gives me the creeps. I feel uneasy even though it appears deserted," Brad said.
 
   Susan was lost to most of this conversation because she was intently studying the globe.
 
   "I don't know what this material is," she said, "but it's by far the most advanced sign of technology we've seen on this planet. We don't have much time left before dark. We'll come back tomorrow with more equipment. I've got so much stuff in my samples bag that I can hardly move," Susan said commenting on the multi-pocketed bag awkwardly hanging on her hip.
 
   "I know what this place is!" Fran exclaimed. "It's a library. It's obvious once you think about it. I kept thinking of this place as a meeting hall or temple. You know, it's simple once you think about it."
 
   "How stupid," Ivan said. "I've got to go to those shelves again with this equipment and record the symbols in sequence. That way we've got an alphabet or numeral system or even both."
 
   "As soon as he finishes that, we're going back to the ship," Susan said. “I’d like to stay and study all this, but I'm not fond of spending the night in this place."
 
   "Here, here," Brad said using some archaic saying he had learned somewhere.
 
   The group lifted smoothly together to a height of about one hundred meters and then they started off back to the ship. Susan was falling a little behind with a samples bag that uncomfortably pressed her hip. In an effort to speed up and adjust her sample bag she pulled at her waist control too hard and she shot ahead as her pressor unit control shorted out in a burst of power.
 
   Susan shot straight forward for only about three or four seconds before she could disconnect the pressor unit. She had had to disconnect the whole control and it was useless.
 
   Good thing my field unit still works she thought to herself when she started breathing again. It was almost dark, as she was extremely high above the planet. She had almost left the atmosphere at a tangent to the point her unit had broken.
 
   Susan felt bad about staying so high without any means of movement or contact so she decided to get down. Lowering the intensity of the belt's field, she was affected by gravity and shot toward the ground. Careful stops and starts finally got her down to the ground in one of the vegetated areas. At least she had been on line with the ship. This was probably the area next to the ship so she used good sense and recorded direction and all data on her Mem-Dex.
 
   "You are between fifty to one hundred kilometers from the ship," said the Mem-Dex after Susan had fed it information about the waist belt, mass, direction of travel, and apparent height over land.
 
   Susan didn't relish a walk in the dark and her suit radio only had an effective line-of-sight range of less than thirty kilometers. Besides, she had had a busy day and wanted some rest and she didn't know anything that could get through her suit; much less her suit with the field on full strength.
 
   She headed to the only cover near her...a sparse forest of tree like vegetation. She had hardly gotten comfortable next to a large "tree" when she was fast asleep in spite of all the noises that filtered through her suit helmet.
 
   Susan woke feeling hungry and kept blinking her eyes at the darkness all around her until she realized that it was still night.  The foliage overhead even kept out the starlight and this planet didn't have a moon. It was a very lonely feeling that would have made a lesser personality a quavering lump of flesh.
 
   She attempted to sit up several times before she realized she would have to lower the intensity of her belt field before she had some traction. Doing this, she sat up, turned on her helmet light (which made her feel vulnerable), and ate some suit rations. She then began to study the plants around her. At least, she wouldn't go back to the ship without knowledge of her experience, she thought.
 
   Many of the plants were waxy, leafed plants which grew like vines. The "tree" she had slept against was actually a large vine and swinging her light upward, showed her hundreds of pear-like fruits. All were high up and she couldn't get to them but that was doubly interesting. As she swung her light down, she heard movement behind her and spun around. As she did, she didn't see anything but heard a rushing, crashing movement away from her. She was glad "it" had been scared off by the light but now didn't feel sleepy or feel like exploring so she put her back against a "tree" and propped her chin on top of her knees. She tried her radio again but only got static. It was a long wait until dawn.
 
  
 
  





SUIT MALFUNCTION
 
    
 
   "What do you mean, she just disappeared?" Andrew roared at Brad. "You were in charge of protection for this group. What happened?"
 
   "Her belt must have malfunctioned. She was out of sight before we could react. We followed the line-of-sight to the ship and when she was still out of radio range, we, I, decided it was best to come down and report," Brad stated.
 
   "Why didn't you go forward and continue looking?" Andrew demanded.
 
   "It was getting dark and I thought the ship's sensors could find her faster than our eyes," Brad countered.
 
   "You're probably right. I’m sorry I blew up at you Brad. I'm just worried," Andrew said.
 
   "We all are," Brad said sympathetically.
 
   Andrew turned to Steve, "Well, I thought you once said that our new sensor system could spot an artificial field like a torch on a dark night."
 
   "No problem, but I'll have to make sure the computer understands to include those artificially produced fields," Steve said as he keyed the console. "Project a scan including artificially produced fields," Steve said into the pickup.
 
   The main viewscreen came to life showing, a full-range sensor scan of all planetary, and stellar masses within range.
 
   "Look," Ling said. "There's a field in the Sun's system and one here in Tau Ceti."
 
   "Somebody must have built one on Earth while we were gone. Now let me get this projection scaled down to a more reasonable scale. Computer, adjust scale downward from one-tenth of one standard A.U. in ten increments," Steve remarked. "Ah, there she is. You were right Brad. This is much better than rushing around blindly. Computer, what is the range from this ship to the indicated field."
 
   "Sixty-five kilometers on land," replied the computer.
 
   "Well, at least we know she is down close to the ship. I doubt she was hurt but her pressor unit is probably burnt out since she obviously can't fly back here. We can form a search party and go get her," Andrew said. “At least her field is still on and she has quite a bit of power left.”
 
   "Captain, it's pitch black out there now. There isn't any moon to see by on this planet. Our crew is tired and with that suit on, nothing is going to hurt her. She's down in that dense foliage and you wouldn't have a scanner with you that could indicate closer than five kilometers. That's a big area in the daytime; it's too big at night. We should sleep tonight and go out in the morning," Brad put in.
 
   "You're probably right. I don't want to lose anyone else in a search. We'll take a more powerful transceiver with us and move the ship to the area in the morning. If we get anywhere close, she can give us a fix on her with a flare or her suit radio.
 
  
 
  




MICROELECTRONICS 101
 
   The planet’s inhabitants puzzled the E.S. Officer. This planet's race could travel into space and had many satellites circling. Acting on his orders, the crew had risked detection by taking the ship closer to the blue-green planet where they intercepted a 'minor' satellite, much smaller than most others but still active in sending out microwave transmissions and brought it aboard.
 
   Everything was so minute, and there seemed to be no wasted space. At least this one didn't have large gossamer wing sections like some of the other satellites. The Chief Technician had difficulty finding the satellite's power source since the output was so feeble. He finally separated it into sections and was amazed at how neatly everything had been put together. But if it had been easy to take apart; it wasn't easy to figure out how it worked.
 
   The Chief Technician was able to decipher the power supply but only after radiation burns from an intensely radioactive fission reactor. No one would believe the directed signal strength of the unit was as strong as it was and no amount of fine chipping could unravel the gray and tan blocks of ceramic-like material. One suddenly faced with microprocessors in epoxy blocks was not likely to understand much more by chipping them into bits.
 
   One must understand that many planets near the galaxy's core obtained fusion power and inertia-reduction fields prior to any spaceflight. They certainly didn't start by using the chemical reaction principles in multi-ton rockets. Therefore, they never were concerned about how much something weighed or how little space a device would take so it could fit into a nosecone of a rocket. The Exploration Service had computers but nothing approaching the memory density, speed, or ability of any Earth computer. A common Mem-Dex was faster and had more memory storage than any computer on board the E. S. ship. A common Mem-Dex had more processing power than any E.S. computer – bar none.
 
   The officers and crew of the E. S. ship could not comprehend how Earth microelectronics worked, but they were willing to appreciate it for the advance in technology it was. A being may not understand how a piece of intricate jewelry is made but that doesn't lessen the fact that the being values the beauty of it.
 
   The officer attempted to secure the information again from the Tros, Rett, to no avail. In fact, the Tros learned more from the officer than the officer learned from the Tros.
 
   Rett sat in his compartment prison and reconsidered his encounter with the native. Maybe the device he had observed wasn't just a radio receiver after all. If that device actually was verbally, answering problems put to it, what a find!  He must not let anyone know of this.
 
   If a Tros could get excited, this was one excited Tros.
 
   Rett cast aside ideas of resigning into apathy and began planning for his escape.
 
   The E. S. officer was working on plans to salvage his career. Culture contamination of a race this advanced would end any career. On this planet, there seemed no cheap simple energy source like their cold-fusion power plants so they might trade that information for the skills necessary to build those amazing electronic devices. At least, there was no evidence of these cold fusion power plants among the satellites orbiting the planet. The officer decided to press his linguists for translation of those broadcasts because he wanted to better understand these natives. Soon he would have to decide if he should attempt contact or quarantine of this system.
 
  
 
  




HLLOUGE
 
   As an apprentice record keeper, he was required to be an aggressive, survivor type. That explained his slinking through the undergrowth in search of the renegade who had been raiding the village food stocks. Now he found distinct signs of an interloper but they were oddly confusing. Where the trail he had been following was faint, with attempts to mask it; now the trail was as wide as a slunder beast’s. He approached the freshest part of the trail and saw the 'creature'. It was a full head taller than he and had a shiny golden head. The creature even wore a tool belt.
 
   Why would it steal food and cover itself with white clothing ... maybe it was skin?  No matter. My duty is clear. I must kill this interloper so the people will see my lineage as a survivor. Record keepers who died on these assigned quests were little mourned and another soon replaced them. This kept the record keepers fit and strong, as well as intelligent.
 
   With this in mind, Hllouge aimed his bow at the chest of the interloper and let fly the arrow.
 
   Susan heard a noise and turned around. When she did, she felt a stinging force slam into her above her left breast. Had she not had her suit belt turned on one-quarter strength, she might have died -- then and there. As it was, she felt a sting, like a bee sting, and the force of a punch. She was knocked down, but it was more from surprise than by the force of the shot.
 
   The stone-tipped arrow had slowed when it hit her field and it didn't have the force to penetrate a suit designed to stop micrometeorites in its many, supple layers.
 
   Susan lay motionless on her left side with her hand resting on the sidearm in its holster. She looked to see what had shot her. The arrow lay in front of her and she didn't relish being hit with any more of them.
 
   Hllouge knew his aim was true and the figure had fallen but as a hunter, he must always check to see if there was any sign of life. As Hllouge went to check the body, he walked slowly around the figure with another arrow notched and ready.
 
   As Hllouge finally walked around to Susan's front, she saw the native for the first time. He was a biped humanoid with rather pointed narrow nose, no chin, and he would have come about to her shoulder. As she looked at his greasy, short black hair and ochre skin, she saw movement behind him of another like him.
 
   Hllouge had just seen his first arrow lying on the ground in front of the creature when he heard a blood-curdling shriek and he turned to see the real renegade was rushing toward him. He knew he had not hurt the first creature with his arrow.  He also knew that he would not have time to turn his body and shoot his bow before the renegade would impale him with a spear with a fire-hardened point.
 
   Before the renegade let fly with the spear, Hllouge heard two deafening cracks and saw the renegade fall backward. Hllouge looked in the direction the cracks had come from and saw the golden-helmeted white figure was holding metal in its right arm.  It had swung the end of metal from the unmoving renegade toward Hllouge.
 
   Hllouge was definitely a quick study and he carefully unnotched his bow and clipped the arrow back to his belt. He was relieved to see the creature hesitate and then it slid the metal back into a specially shaped pocket at its belt. He very slowly turned sideways and walked a few steps away from the creature, trying to look at the golden-headed one and the fallen renegade. Finally, he turned away to look at the fallen one.
 
   The renegade was larger than he with heavy musculature. His muscles belied that he should be skinny. Obviously, he had eaten much village food before being killed. Hllouge examined the two wounds in the body. The first hole went in his neck under his chin and exited on the opposite side. The second wound was in his left eye, which though messy, seemed to have bled little and didn't come out the back. He was thoroughly dead and had been before he hit the ground, Hllouge speculated.
 
   I wonder if this creature will be hostile to me if I dispose of this body.
 
   Susan watched the figure as it turned to face her and with both hands outstretched and open. He held them out in her direction for a few seconds and then turned away from her and knelt beside the body; touched its own forehead and then the forehead of the fallen native. Susan noted that the native had three stubby fingers and two opposable thumbs. The head had almost no chin and this made it look so strange. The other physical oddity was the large, barrel-like chest. Susan guessed it was for increased lung capacity.
 
   The native was wearing something like a utility belt around its waist with arrows and a black handled implement similar to a machete on it. It also wore work clothing, something like a short kilt around its waist with sandals on its feet. The feet had five digits also. She noticed how small they were and they didn't have toenails, nor were there any fingernails for that matter. The ears were small and there was no facial hair or body hair visible.
 
   This observation only took his notice momentarily because he drew the one-piece machete and with considerable force and expertise; cut the body into small bits about the size of a human head.  It calmly scattered the pieces by tossing them in different directions. It then wiped off its blade and hands on some palm-like leaves and clipped the machete implement back to its belt. The native then walked over to her again and extended open, empty hands to her again.
 
   Susan turned down the reflector control on her helmet so the native could see her face. The look the native showed was very human as its eyes opened wide and its thin-lipped mouth gaped in surprise. Susan saw the native actually falter when she pointed at herself and said, "Susan. Sue-san," she repeated pointing at herself.
 
   Hllouge was shocked. This person was a malformed female. Hllouge knew that all malformed babies were killed at birth so there had to be some other explanation. The white skin and gold head must be to hide other deformities but, it, obviously female, had the metal in such quantity that he couldn't believe it. What weapon had it used to kill the renegade? As an assistant record keeper, he outranked and, therefore, could order any female under him, Hllouge considered.
 
   "Where do you come from? Where did you get the odd clothing? Where did you get so much metal?" the native asked Susan.
 
   When Susan showed no comprehension, pointed to herself and said, "Susan" again, the native looked agitated and it started to yell.
 
   "Give me the metal, female, and come with me," Hllouge said and reached for one of the metal implements at Susan's waist.
 
   "No," Susan said, as the native actually reached for her sidearm. Susan knocked the hand away and unceremoniously poked the native in its throat causing it to gag and grasp its neck. When the native had returned to its previous color, Susan pointed at herself again and said her name and then pointed at the native and waited.
 
   Hllouge did not remember any incident like this in all the records he had read. No matter what this female looked like, it did not act subservient. Hllouge looked up at Susan's face once more and then looked at Susan's hand now resting on her sidearm and then he capitulated.
 
   "Hllouge," he said and then motioned that he wanted to leave and she should follow him. Hllouge was getting nervous that the scavengers would soon be in this area in large numbers when they smelled the dead body of the renegade. The deformed female then pointed at him and said, "Harlouge" in a badly accented version of his name and then pointed at herself and said "Susan." The native looked at her, said "yes" or "correct" in its native tongue and then anxiously motioned her to follow him.
 
   Well, at least, I've learned his name and his equivalent of affirmative, Susan thought. I wonder why he's so set on leaving.   Well, he wants to head in nearly the right direction as the ship so I might as well. Susan struggled through the undergrowth that the native passed through so effortlessly. She noticed that he slowed his pace considerably after having to wait for her several times. She was trying to negotiate a particularly overgrown area when she heard a crackling come over her suit radio. The noise changed into a distinct voice rapidly and Susan stopped to concentrate.
 
   "Susan, you have a clear channel. Come in, Susan." Then there was a pause and it was repeated again, and again as Susan began counting to give a steady signal. She was all the way to a frustrating forty-three before she heard, "Susan, hey everybody, I've got her."
 
   "Susan, are you alright?" came over the radio in Brad's voice.
 
   "Fine, but I've got company right now," Susan replied.
 
   "What do you mean?  Are you in trouble?" Brad asked.
 
   "I've met a native and I think he's taking me to his village. Can you track my broadcast?" Susan said aware that Hllouge was annoyed at her frequent stops and was apt to disappear any second.
 
   "Yes, we can track you on your carrier-wave now if you want. I'm inclined to pick you up right now," Brad said obviously upset. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   "Don't come any closer until I tell you. I want to get more information and others will just scare him off. I’m not in danger – I don’t think I am. You follow overhead and in radio range and I'll describe him and all this fantastic flora I'm traveling over," Susan ordered.
 
   Brad complied but wished he hadn't talked Andrew out of coming now. He had insisted Andrew be impartial and he was better suited for this anyway. Now I'll have to tell him all this, Brad thought as he prepared to relay all information.
 
   In an hour or so, Susan and her somewhat guide came into the village proper. It appeared to be just like the buildings near the water where they had first explored except this one was in excellent repair. There were other natives about and all were the same color and very similar to Hllouge though not as muscular. Many were obviously female but none of these would even look at Hllouge or his large follower. The males really gave them the once-over but didn't do anything, probably out of respect for Hllouge's position.
 
   Hllouge led Susan to the town center and this village too had a large building at its center. Hllouge went to the entrance and motioned Susan to stay outside. He soon came out with a larger version of himself except Hllouge's companion had a much more ancient look and wore a cape that looked like jungle camouflage cloth. He also wore a circular metal medallion that looked like stainless steel.
 
   Stainless steel in this culture?  Susan wondered. The big guy was talking to Hllouge and he appeared very agitated. Hllouge kept pointing at her and talking a mile-a-minute and Susan nearly kicked herself and then started recording everything she could. The conversation soon became an argument whereupon the big guy pointed and said something which Susan deduced meant; "You found her -- she's your problem."
 
   Susan felt she was right because Hllouge practically stomped away and she followed. He led her to a nearby residence and disappeared into the dark interior. Susan followed and switched on her helmet light just as Hllouge had lit a lamp in the rear of the building. Hllouge threw his hands up to his eyes and jumped away so his back was pressed against the wall and stood there blinking as Susan rapidly switched off her light.
 
   He stood there in shock for a minute and just absorbed the situation. He then obviously motioned to Susan's light or head and then stood aside and pointed at his intricate glass lantern that was so finely made, Susan saw it as a work of art.
 
   "Yes," Susan said using the word in his language, she had learned. The native then launched into a series of questions and Susan finally said, "No," whereupon the native jumped back and looked at Susan's sidearm.
 
   Susan looked down at her gun and then the frightened native and laughed. The laughter seemed to relax the native so Susan pointed at him and said "Hllouge, yes," using her knowledge of his language. She then pointed at the light, and this time the native responded with the name in his language. He then pointed at her helmet and said, what sounded like, the name for his glass lamp.
 
   She said "yes" and turned it on again briefly and then the native laughed and they really made some progress. Hllouge thought himself a wonderful teacher though he didn't know Susan had the aid of her Mem-Dex and relayed everything that was going on through Brad to the ship's computer too.
 
   They had about exhausted the 'name-this-object' game in the little dwelling before Hllouge reluctantly pointed to his most valuable collections. He held up a small, rusty square of iron and gave its name. Susan noted how poorly worked the bar was then dug down in her leg pocket and came out with a half-credit metal coin of duralloy. She then ceremoniously handed the coin to Hllouge who looked at it incredulously.
 
   Hllouge was overwhelmed. The metal was so shiny and it had beautiful, strange symbols and pictures. He finally realized that she was giving it to him. The head keeper of knowledge would turn brown with envy. Now with more confidence, Hllouge showed this creature his finest possessions. Besides, the creature wasn't so hideous to look at after you got used to her deformities.
 
   Susan saw the native push back a curtain in a small alcove and in it was a rack of five scrolls on wooden dowels and two large books.
 
   Susan hardly looked at the scrolls and pointed at the books. Hllouge named their name in his language and reverently took one down. He carefully opened it for her. He held it at all times to make sure this creature wouldn't think he was giving this to her as a gift.
 
   Susan was astounded. These were printed books that looked like any encyclopedia you would open. These people just didn't have the technology to produce this sort of thing. This takes a printing press, movable type; all sorts of things. Why, even the paper looked like high-quality rag bond with a slick coating to protect it from corruption.
 
   What helped her was that this book seemed to be a history of this planet. Though there wasn't any way Susan could understand the writing, the book contained hundreds of intricate line drawings and sketches.
 
   Susan kept Hllouge from turning pages when he came to an illustration of the printing press. Hllouge seemed proud as Susan sat there and talked to the others in the ship. He thought she was simply praising his book. When he came to a sequential map of the planet she stopped him and sat there stunned.
 
   "Brad, Andrew. You'll never believe this. I understand all those deserted cities now. Andrew, you know that elliptical orbit of this planet. Well, how would you like to have almost all the vegetation die off and the climate get so cold you had to live in the remaining patches of vegetation near the equator, just to survive. I've got maps here showing a whole cycle showing everything from where we are now to how the planet will be in a short while when all the plants spread out over almost the whole planet."
 
   "This cycle seems to be variable because of a changing axial tilt too. You might check that with the computer but it sure ties up some loose ends. If their climate changes that fast, no wonder they think libraries are so important. You could lose everything in a couple of generations of that. Add to that the fact that they have almost no metal and you'll be surprised they have gotten as far as they have," Susan said.
 
   As she turned further, she saw star charts and relatively accurate drawings of the orbit of planets of this system. Susan described this too and it was many hours before they got to the end of the second book. After much signing and broken phrases, Susan informed Hllouge that she could not stay any longer and she would return in three days if she was able. She then finally got across the idea that she wanted him to lead her away from the village so they could get away from any other natives.
 
   Hllouge was suspicious but he led the strange female to a small clearing nearby. She stood in the center of the clearing and he left, but hid near the edge so he could watch her. She was obviously waiting for something. Suddenly two beings like her flew down and stopped beside her. One grabbed her and held her for a minute and then they took off her belt and put another around her.
 
   These other two were bigger but dressed the same. Why, they all were malformed. When one switched on the magic light, Hllouge saw another strange face. Hllouge was not stupid, quite the opposite, but it wasn't until that moment when the three; Brad, Susan, and Andrew, took off that he realized what the female had been implying all along. They weren't malformed creatures at all. They were beings from another planet.
 
   Hllouge realized that he would have to add a book of his own to the library. He looked at the shiny coin in his hand and felt the excitement of anticipation for the coming days with "Sue-San."
 
   Brad and Andrew accompanied Susan hastily back to the ship, where a brief but emotional reunion followed. Susan showed her bruise and related her tale to the crew after he had a shower and a large, real meal. Susan showed them her full samples bag and described everything she saw but had not recorded. Brad told Susan that Andrew had monitored everything. When she first went into the village, he had ordered everybody back to the ship. Andrew had come and stayed with him until she was ready to be picked up. He never said a word but just waited anxiously.
 
   "How did you locate me so fast that morning?  I know you found me within an hour of first light," Susan said.
 
    
 
   "We just flew along while we transmitted near where you were supposed to have landed. When you started transmitting, we simply homed in on your position," Brad replied.
 
   "I understand that, but how did you calculate where I had landed in the first place?" Susan queried the group.
 
   "We used the new sensor system. Here I'll show you on the main viewscreen. Computer, display all artificially produced fields in the maximum scanning range," Steve said.
 
   When the viewscreen showed all the star systems within its range, a bright point of light near Earth's position showed itself.
 
   "See, we just used a much closer version of this. Somebody on Earth must have built a field generator from our plans," Steve said.
 
   "Can you get any more detail from this distance?" Susan asked.
 
   "Sure," Steve said as he adjusted the range so the point showed about one-quarter of an astronomical unit from Earth's orbit.
 
   "We didn't leave any blueprints to make field generators," Andrew said as the room got hushed, "and I doubt Earth could have built one in five weeks even with our experimental data."
 
   "But that means… " Susan said.
 
   "Exactly. Someone not from Earth, is near Earth. My alien friend again…  What is he doing?" Andrew said.
 
   After much discussion, it was decided to drop everything and go to Earth with all weapons on the ready. That alien could not treat them with contempt now.
 
   "Tod, how fast can we actually travel there if we really push it and use the pressor field?" Andrew asked.
 
    
 
   Tod was calculating on his Mem-Dex, "In about twenty hours," he said, "the main part of the time we'll have to negotiate our way out of this system and into the Sun's system."
 
   "Alright, Tod. Everyone into suits and seal them. All crew to stations," Andrew ordered over the intercom.
 
   Even though it was now clean, Susan groaned at the thought of ever getting back into her suit. She itched just thinking about it.
 
  
 
  




 
   STUDYING EARTH FROM ORBIT
 
    
 
   The E. S. officer ordered the chief linguist into his cabin.
 
   "Do you understand the broadcasts?" he asked knowing that linguists were always bred for their ability to decipher and understand unknown languages and this one was very good at it.
 
   "My assistants and I understand the languages, but I cannot go so far as to assume we understand the broadcasts. It seems like they already have an energy source similar to ours however. We just saw a documentary. I think they called it, showing how the power plants worked, how they were made, and how they were distributed throughout the planet. The program was quite competent," the linguist said.
 
   "What!" growled the officer, "bring the Tros here and show him this recording. If he has contaminated a culture as far advanced as to have fusion power and even the most rudimentary spaceflight, I shall skin him alive."
 
   Rett was dragged out of his compartment and taken before the interrogator and three other crewmen. One crewman started a recording of the filmed documentary on Earth's new fusion power. The sound was cut down and the linguist had crudely dubbed the basic language in. When Rett had impassively watched the entire broadcast, the E. S. officer turned to him.
 
   "We know you visited this planet. We know you contacted at least one of its natives. Since they already have fusion power, you wouldn't have made any mistake of letting them see that. What I am interested in now is how advanced these people are?  They have some type of rudimentary spaceflight but we can find no evidence of stellar flight. We also find evidence that they may be slightly in advance, or more likely, have progressed along a different course in the way of using electrical devices. We have to know how advanced these people are so we can open trade with them," the E.S. officer said.
 
   Rett was thinking rapidly. This was the first time he had been freely given information. This whole approach was making him feel uncomfortable because he saw a chance for freedom and hidden danger.
 
   "What do you want from me and how can you guarantee me safety if I tell you?  What if my information is not valuable enough in your consideration? What of my freedom?" Rett emphasized.
 
   "I am empowered to make any necessary decisions concerning this planet. I have decided that we shall exploit the technology of this planet and I do not wish to use force to coerce the population. We must trade them advanced, field generators for weather-control, travel, defense, etc. These generators would be Central Export type so the natives would not be able to dismantle them and learn the physics of their operation," he continued.
 
   "We would send them technical advisors and train them to operate the simpler devices but we would handle complex machines and repair. We would not give them any field neutralization technology or any information on molecular bond disruptor fields that we will use later in mining for rich mineral deposits we've noted from orbit," the officer said.
 
   "Would you set me free on my own planet?" Rett asked.
 
   "Though this is not a ferry and after we finish our preliminary business here, I will set you free on the surface of the closest member planet; if you cooperate fully. That is my only offer."
 
   "I will consider it. Please take me back to my... compartment," Rett said, hoping they would allow him to do so and give him time to make a decision or escape.
 
   After he left, the linguist who had witnessed the exchange, turned to the officer, "Why would you set him free?  Surely, his silence is an indication of guilt. He must have done something illegal because he came here illegally in the first place. He doesn't seem intelligent enough to be a forerunner for unchartered planet exploiters. He is definitely not intended to handle so difficult a task as exploiting a new planet."
 
   "I understand all that," said the officer. "I did not really offer to set him free. I offered to set him free on the nearest member planet; which, right now, is much closer to his home world, but after we finish preliminary work here, this planet will be a member planet. Then we can dump him here while we copy any technological advances the natives have in exchange for our export items. If it gets too hard to trade information we could get them a Central Export designed ship so complex they'd have to have an Exploration Service crew along to fly it," the officer said feeling better and better about his decision. "The Tros will aid us for a chance for freedom."
 
   The linguist left with some nagging doubts about the natives below. To be as far advanced as they were technologically and still have so many different languages on one planet was disturbing.   Many languages was usually the sign of a young warlike race but there were no signs of present war on this planet. The linguist was also concerned about what he did not tell the officer. From the broadcasts, it was difficult to tell documentaries from fiction, especially concerning spaceflight.
 
   The social dynamics of this planet were totally incomprehensible. Many of the broadcasts were unsettling or even insanely made. Others were so enthralling that he had to discipline his assistants for just sitting and watching when they should be analyzing and recording. All this, he did not tell the officer about. The linguist was unsure whether the Central Confederation was prepared for this planet being turned loose on its fringes.
 
   Rett considered his alternatives; which were few. He could tell everything except for the loss of his experimental stressed space-field belt. Obviously, the native uses of electrical devices were very advanced. They don't know how long I stayed on the planet. They must think I spent more time among the natives than I actually did. When they make contact with these natives, I will lose my usefulness. My only course of action must be to cooperate until I can escape to this planet. There, in time, I could construct another ship. I do not trust the Exploration Service officer while I am under their control.
 
   Soon, Rett was sitting down with the officer, the alien linguist, the Chief Technician, and two large crewmen whose job obviously was to see that the prisoner made no trouble.
 
   Rett related the events when he had traveled to Earth but changed several relevant facts. He said he had found an unconscious native and had taken him back to his ship. He told of his examination of the native but it provided no really, new data since there were many broadcasts that concerned the native physiology. Rett did say he taught the native the basic interstellar language so he could question him about the device he wore on his wrist. This did spark some interest from the assembled listeners and the linguist and technician asked many penetrating questions that Rett was hard put to answer. Finally, Rett related how the native had gone berserk and attacked him for no reason, taking his wrist unit before fleeing.
 
   When Rett had gone the officer turned to the others.
 
   "He is lying, of course, but I think that within the lie, is some truth. His usefulness to us is ended and if he has taught a native any language, then that alone is enough to have him put to death," the E.S. officer said.
 
   "These people may have devices so complex that the devices can talk and understand speech. Think what this would mean to communications, travel, defense; just everything. I don't think that device was just a radio receiver," the technician said.
 
   "I agree," said the linguist. "In several broadcasts we have deciphered, we saw natives having conversations with wrist devices and larger machines they called computers. I now don't think of these as fantasy films. These natives are possibly more advanced than us in miniaturized electric devices."
 
   "But these people must not have the field generators or they would have larger devices in orbit. Now I understand. Imagine a race that would have to take into account the weight of every piece of equipment. Since many of these satellites appear to have been placed in orbit by using chemical reaction thrusters, think how small the payloads of those vehicles would have to be. The fusion power source must be a fairly new development since we saw no evidence of it among random satellites," the officer said. "What worries me is this Tros, Rett."
 
   "What do you mean?" asked the linguist.
 
   "If he admits to teaching a native a basic language, what more isn't he telling us about. I am relieved though to find out this race has no field generators. It means we have to fear no spacecraft and it will make trading simple," the officer said sitting back in the comfortable chair.
 
   Suddenly the officer was interrupted by a message on his intercom.
 
   "Yes, what is it?" he asked when he turned on his intercom.
 
   "Sir, we have just detected a ship coming from the boundary of this system at great speed."
 
   "What is its heading?" asked the officer.
 
   "Directly at our coordinates, sir," said the crewman over the intercom.
 
   "All crew to battle stations," the officer blurted as be jumped up and hurried toward the control room.
 
  
 
  



BATTLE OVER EARTH
 
   "All crew to battle stations," Andrew ordered. "I don't want to be caught flatfooted if they are hostile," he said to Tod.
 
   "I have them on microwave captain," Steve said. "They are about within the moon's orbital path."
 
   "Well, let's try talking to them first. Tod, you get us within visual range and Steve you set up several frequencies to talk to them through here," Andrew said indicating the microphone on the console in front of him.
 
   "They are in visual range now," Tod said switching on the viewscreen. "Wow! They must be three times our size. That's slightly larger than the ship you described, captain."
 
   "This isn't the time for sarcasm," Andrew said, "but this is slightly more than I imagined. It's like running out with a broom to chase off a barking dog and when you get there, you find a wolf pack. Since we're here we might as well say hello."
 
   Andrew tried several messages on various frequencies but got no response. Andrew used English and languages he had been taught but didn't have any luck. Steve helped by transmitting using amplitude and frequency modulation, visual and sound but had no indication they were being heard.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "They failed to acknowledge standard binary warn off, sir," said the crewman to the E. S. officer. "They also have no visible markings. The ship appears to be Llar class in size but I cannot recognize the design."
 
   The officer went to the communications panel to give the required, final verbal warn off.
 
   "Unidentified Ship. This is an Exploration Service interdicted area. You will immediately leave this system or you will be destroyed," the officer said wearily knowing it would do no good. Exploiters always would try to fight. I must have been wrong about that Tros. Obviously, he is connected with these planetary exploiters.
 
   When the officer saw that the ship wasn't about to leave, he prepared for battle. So far, a standard plan had worked on every occasion. The losers never transmitted details to confederates because no one was ever left alive.
 
   "Sir, I've finally got them on the standard frequency. They are welcoming us to their planet and asking the purpose of our visit," the crewman said.
 
   What audacity! thought the officer, "Commence plan," he ordered.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "Captain, they're closing with us fast," Steve said. "We're field to field now. Our field is fluctuating at the area of contact. They must be trying to use some type of field neutralization but our computer is keeping up with the fluctuations."
 
   A sudden shudder ran through the ship.
 
   "They just fired something at us and the Fast-Neutron Projector is returning fire but they do something with the output because it doesn't do anything to them," Tod said.
 
   "Fire lasers," Andrew ordered. "Now they're aware of us!  Keep punching holes through their hull until they stop firing."
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The officer was distressed. When they were field to field with the exploiter's ship, the field neutralizer had cut in automatically. The main batteries fired but since the opposing screens had not fallen, they were not effective. The Opposing ship began to fight back but whatever they were using wasn't effective either and was turned aside. Then the exploiter's ship began burning holes through the ship, at will, with a new weapon. Why, they were using intense beams of light to burn right through our hull!  So far the damage was superficial, thought the officer, but we can't have this happen much longer before they hit something other than crew quarters.
 
   "Divert auxiliary power to the neutralizer. Turn on full thrust toward the enemy ship. Prepare the right disruptor for one time burst at maximum overload," the E. S. officer roared to the crewman in the control room.
 
   The alien ship pressed in closer than ever to the Earth ship. The field between the ships fluctuated for a moment and suddenly Andrew and the crew felt and heard a crashing whine.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "Starboard bulkhead #2 penetrated," stated the computer, "total pressure loss on deck two."
 
   "Lasers, keep firing," Andrew ordered and was rewarded by a small looking but presently ample explosion on board the alien ship.
 
   Both ships were damaged and broke off contact with each other. One thing about warfare in space, battles were never long. Even though each ship was compartmentalized, damage to any section unbalanced the function of that ship. The alien ship was forced toward Earth and had been holed so many times that pressure loss alone was a reason to land. Only the vast experience and discipline of the alien commander and crew kept their ship from crashing on landing.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Andrew's ship stayed in orbit but its field system was damaged. The only casualty was Joel. He had been caught in the effects of the sudden decompression of deck two and was knocked unconscious against a bulkhead. It broke his right arm, four ribs, and a collarbone. Ling had taken him to sickbay when the gravity went out and carried him when she got back to a section of the ship where the floor plates were still functional on the way. Joel was pleased to be in sickbay but his body had not enjoyed the travel. It would be a while before he could help with repairs.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   When the ship stopped its sickening lurches with a final bump, Rett knew that the ship must be damaged and on the surface. He knew that the crew would now be occupied elsewhere. He would have a chance to escape until someone's interest turned back to him. Using a piece of metal he had wrenched free, he pried the bent door to his compartment until it opened enough so he could force it further. He braced against a nearby wall and powered the door open more with his feet. Finally, it was open enough for him to squeeze through.
 
   He had carefully noted locations of emergency airlocks on the way to and from his interrogation sessions without ever really expecting to be able to use the knowledge. The crew must have been attempting to repair weapons and field systems because he avoided all crew with little difficulty and made his way to the closest airlock. The first airlock was jammed shut but the second one he came to opened easily. It was about seven meters to the ground but on this planet, Rett wasn't concerned with that. By holding to the bottom of the opening he easily dropped to the ground and bounded behind a nearby cover of a hill expecting to be burned down any moment. Surely, the airlock sensor had indicated at the control board and even with extensive repairs underway, Rett knew he would not be allowed much time to escape.
 
   With a last look, he turned and started to run only to run right in front of a light infantry squad. From their bearing and obviously leveled weapons, Rett's meetings with humans were not always on the best of terms.
 
   The squad leader touched a box on his waist and spoke into a microphone projecting from his oddly shaped helmet. Abruptly, he barked orders to his men and made obvious gestures to move in front of them. Rett knew he was a prisoner again and marching to more unpleasantness.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The E. S. officer was upset by the fact that he was down on the surface of this world and his only prisoner had escaped. Hopefully they had damaged the exploiter's ship enough so it would not be spaceworthy but he doubted it. Weapons systems were functional again but his ship could only project a partial strength field. It would be several days before they would be able to lift. Sensors indicated a large group of military and armored vehicles encircling the ship but a good distance away and generally out of sight, much to the officer's dismay. Dealing with local military, always complicated treaty matters.
 
  
 
  



GENERAL ALEXANDER COMPLICATES
 
   Andrew and his crew were really feeling the strain of the last couple of days and Susan ordered many of them to their quarters when their repair work showed errors. Andrew had to order Susan to bed and stayed up himself until the others woke up and took over repairs. It was two 24-hour days until there was really reliable motive power again and the fast neutron projector was only a memory because it had been at the center of the alien's beam.
 
   Sensors soon located the downed alien ship and Andrew felt that it was time to contact Earth authorities.
 
   Before Andrew could even decide whom to contact, a transmission from near the site of the downed ship was brought to his attention.
 
   "Hello General Alexander," Andrew said when he recognized the scowling visage on the viewscreen.
 
   "Hmm. Things have changed substantially from last month. We, Earth, the World Government was wondering if you were involved with this... incident. There is a hostile ship grounded here and we want more information about it. We were hoping you could give us information about it. So far, it has resisted all attempts at communications," General Alexander said hoping he would not have to reveal that they had already lost an entire tank company that had been ordered forward to force a reaction. Some reaction.
 
   "We have had some trouble with them also. I'm afraid we're the ones who forced them down," Andrew said.
 
    "I was hoping so," General Alexander interrupted. "I'm glad we could contact you before you left on that trip to another star. You and the crew are sort of folk heroes now."
 
   Andrew laughed. "I'm afraid we've already gone and returned," Andrew said to the incredulous general. "What can you tell us about the present situation?"
 
   "Don’t be preposterous. You’ve obviously been hiding and waiting for everything to cool down. I would have done the same. What can I tell you?  I was ordered to try to contact your ship. Be patronizing if you have to, they said. You are the people who are supposed to have all the answers and now you're claiming you've been to another star. I don’t like liars." 
 
   "Enough, General!" Andrew barked. "Simply give us a tactical assessment of the situation. Please remember that we have battled the downed ship and this ship is still the one that's mobile. We can prove our trip from samples and travel data but we need not do so for you. If you were ordered to give us information; do so, or get off the air."
 
   General Alexander was seething but he bit back the sharp retort he was going to give. It was a measure of his quality as a general that he said no more and began to haltingly describe the situation. Generals are not used to being talked to in that manner, however, and Andrew was not going to be on Alexander's best friend list for some time.
 
   "We captured one of the aliens this morning," the General said shocking Andrew. "He looked like he was running away from the ship and he did not give us any trouble but he hasn't said a word and I doubt it understands us."
 
   Andrew recovered from his surprise. "Can you bring him so I can see him or is he too far away?  I may be able to speak a language he understands."
 
   The general turned and muttered something to a nearby subordinate who hustled off.
 
   "I'll get him here in a minute. Admittedly, these last few hours have been hectic so any assistance you can give will be appreciated," the general said.
 
   After several minutes of strained waiting without talking, a commotion behind the general caught Andrew's attention. Shortly a face was thrust into view.
 
   Andrew was startled to see the alien face and when Andrew noticed the dark scar over the right eye, he knew this was the alien that he had first encountered in the desert.
 
   "We've got to stop meeting like this; people will talk," Andrew said and then said, "Greetings," in Trade. He grinned as he savored the situation. This alien could be the key to the downed ship. If he had run away from the downed ship; what was the score?  How can I get information out of him?  Then an idea struck him, possibly dangerous, but results would outweigh any risks.
 
   Andrew looked at the inscrutable face of the alien.
 
   "I'm sure the soldiers you are with mean well, but since you do not speak each other's language; I'm also sure there may have been misunderstandings. If you wish, I will pick you up in this starship where you will be among beings who understand your language and needs. Since you may not remember, my name is Andrew," Andrew said using the alien language and thanked heaven he had ordered the crew to practice it between themselves when they got a chance. He emphasized the word starship but didn't see a start on the alien's face, but then he was not familiar with the Tros yet.
 
   Rett would, of course, agree to visit the native starship, probably very crude without the benefit of other culture's technology, but it could be a way off this planet. Why do all these natives tell me their names and ask mine?  Their intent is obvious, even though they cannot speak Trade. Their use of names must not be related to sexual associations and therefore acceptable for use between strangers. How odd!  They must use it to tell the difference between them. It appears that I must use my name to gain their acceptance and I will do anything to get off this planet with its light gravity and horrible thin atmosphere. They look so much alike; I wonder how they tell themselves apart when they don't say their names.
 
   "I am Rett. You may pick me up as soon as possible. Sharing information could have advantages," Rett said and walked from the comset.
 
   A harried General Alexander replaced him.
 
   "What did he say?  I was beginning to think that it was incapable of speech."
 
   "His name is Rett but if I recall correctly, he gets upset when you use it," Andrew said and summarized the conversation. "If you clear an area near your camp, we will land and pick him up."
 
   "I was only ordered to request your advice and enlist your cooperation; not turn over prisoners," the general said.
 
   "Excuse me, General. Do you understand what he eats?  We do. If he wants water, will you understand? How will you interrogate him?  Have we declared war on all aliens?  If he is such a threat to world security, why not turn him over to people who might get some information out of him? No matter what you think of us -- we are still human and fiercely loyal to Earth's interest. How about it?" Andrew said.
 
   "Very well, but I will only turn him over to Colonel Kyger, as he is a representative for the World Government."
 
   "Whatever you feel necessary. Mark the area with strobes. We will be down in thirty minutes," Andrew said and switched off.
 
   General Alexander had followed instructions and had an area cleared for landing. There were two vehicles waiting. In one vehicle sat the general, an aide, and his driver. The other vehicle contained the alien and two military policemen. Only one person, Brad, came out of the ship wearing his suit with his belt field set on one-quarter. Brad smartly saluted the general who returned his salute, and the general had Brad sign a release form he had hastily prepared. There was little conversation and the alien, Rett, stood impassively waiting until Brad was ready to reenter the ship.
 
   A small delegation; Andrew, Susan, and Tod were waiting for them as they entered. Rett looked around as he entered and his ears twitched nervously as he surveyed his surroundings.
 
   "Follow me," Brad said in the alien language and preceded the group toward the nearest lounge.
 
   Rett paused and turned from side to side assessing the situation. Andrew correctly assumed Rett was deciding whether to resist or not and try to escape. Andrew knew how strong this Tros was but remembered that the Tros had come out second best in their first confrontation. Andrew had serious reservations regarding the alien and had ordered the crew to be ready for any move. If Rett had had more experience with humans, he would have seen the nervous movements and hands constantly covering the sidearm grips of the weapons around him.
 
   They sat down in the lounge and Andrew regarded the alien for a moment. "Would you like some food?  I may be able to provide you edible meals," Andrew commented.
 
   "Yes," Rett said and then looked around him.
 
   "Go back to your duties. Switch on your intercom if you want to listen. Tros prefer some privacy when they eat. Brad, you wait in the room opposite the entranceway and listen in through the intercom. I want to relax him but I want you nearby and ready. I trust him as far as I could throw him," Andrew said in English as the crew left.
 
   A few minutes later, Fran brought in a tray containing foods she considered would be acceptable to the Tros. She got this information from the disk Andrew had made so she didn't know how accurate her impressions were. After setting it down on the low table between them, Andrew indicated it was for Rett. Andrew could see the alien's resolve crumble as the smells reached him.
 
   Rett took a large swallow from the glass containing water and then began inspecting the eating utensils. Evidently, the spoon was familiar and Rett took tiny sample bites of several vegetables before gulping them down. He touched no meats but ate everything else on the large tray. Attempts to eat the meats only made him sit erect in obvious disgust. The remaining glass of grape juice seemed to intrigue him but he approached it with great trepidation. After the first sip, he tossed his head back in ecstasy. With a sincere effort of self-control, Rett finished the glass in about a minute and then pushed the tray away from him to signify that he had finished. He had enjoyed the strange meal after so much time eating the bland subsistence food aboard the Exploration Service ship.
 
   "I want information about the downed ship. What is its purpose here and why were you running away from the ship?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Why should I give you information?  I owe you nothing. What benefit can I derive from giving you information? You have nothing I want," Rett stated.
 
   "Why did you run from the other ship?  Do you want us to take you back to them?  Do you want us to turn you back to the soldiers below? It is stupid to think we could not aid you but we will do no more for you without your cooperation."
 
   "That is reasonable. If you take me to the planet of my choice I will tell you what I can," Rett said.
 
   "That is not a bargain. You may not have any information we can use and the planet may be too far for us to travel conveniently," Andrew said.
 
   "My information will tell you the exact purpose and plans of the downed ship and if you show me the star maps of this spiral arm I will show you the star I seek. It is not far, even for the smaller ship you first saw, and it is a trading center for many races. On the way I will give you information on galactic history if you desire," Rett said.
 
   "Very well," Andrew said and keyed the computer console in the lounge next to him and activated the three-dimensional viewscreen in the lounge while darkening the lounge lights. Andrew couldn't see the alien's face in the dark but if he had, he would have seen an almost human look of amazement. "We are here," Andrew indicated, "Tell me which direction we would travel and I will display it."
 
   Rett indicated a direction toward galactic center and sat up erect as the view began to move in the direction he had shown. He indicated faster and the view speeded up. This was incredible, Rett thought; just like actually traveling. This race was talented in certain fields but Rett still had his racial superiority.
 
   "There is the system I seek," Rett pointed.
 
   "Hmm, about ten parsecs away," Andrew said relieved it was so close considering the top speed of this vessel. "It is agreed. We will take you to that planet if you fulfill your part of the bargain."
 
   Rett suddenly began spewing out information concerning Exploration Service history and his involvement with them after leaving Earth. Andrew could tell the prejudice in the story by the Tros, but realized enough was truth to make the information worthwhile. When Rett related the talk he had had with the E. S. officer about their designs for Earth, Andrew was amazed at the audacity of the alien race. Thinking more, though, he realized how helpless Earth would have been without this ship, they had built. The Exploration Service could have demanded anything it wanted in trade concessions. If one country wouldn’t trade, they would have just gone somewhere else.
 
   "We are having a compartment prepared for you. You may come and go as you wish but a crewmember must accompany you wherever you go. Should you wish to leave your area, an assigned crewmember will be outside your door. After our dealings with these Exploration Service officials, you will be allowed full freedom within the ship subject to orders from any crewmember. You will follow my second-in-command to your cabin. She will familiarize you with your facilities. Do you understand and comply?" Andrew said in the alien language.
 
   "Yes. That is fair," Rett said but he was not thinking in those terms. I have given them the information they need to destroy the Exploration Service ship. They cannot believe I am so uncivilized to believe that since my usefulness is over, that they will let me live. This offer of my own compartment must be to allay my suspicions so I can be killed easier. Assigning a female to lead me to my room is one step too far. Surely, they cannot believe I would accept the story that a female is second-in-command on a starship.
 
   "Susan, you show him his room and then let him tour the ship. Brad, you stay by a monitor and have the computer check his every footstep," Andrew said in English into the intercom.
 
   Susan came in, nodded to Andrew and she asked Rett, in his language, to follow her. If he was surprised that she could speak his language even awkwardly – he didn’t show it.
 
   He followed her but did not notice her tension. On the walk to his compartment, Rett noticed the soft floor and soft, strange yet calming patterns of sound, which played throughout the ship. Rett would not let himself be beguiled so easily. He decided to test her reactions by stopping as if to inquire about an adjoining corridor. She then stated she must show him to his compartment first. Just as he thought…  She was only leading him to his death. The best time to attempt escape then would be at the last moment.
 
   When they finally came to his room, she showed him how to key open the door and told him that this would be his room until he left the ship. As the door slid open and the female stepped forward, he knew, it was time to act. He grabbed her around the neck with his left arm so he could use her as a shield and still fight with his free hand. Then things became a trifle confusing to him.
 
   As Susan stepped into the room, she felt the rock hard arm of the alien slide under her chin. She had felt the growing tension from him as they had walked. Entering the room slightly ahead of Rett, she had kept an eye for anything like this in the mirror opposite the door. She was mentally prepared where Rett did not expect resistance from a female. He was doubly shocked when she grabbed his arms around her neck, squatted down and thrust her hip against and under his waist. As she pulled the arm across and straightened her knees as she bent forward at the waist, his forward momentum carried him sailing over her shoulder in an arc that would have made any Judo instructor proud.
 
   It was surprise and not pain in this light gravity that kept Rett lying on his back for a few seconds after he hit the deck.
 
   Then he rolled over, jumped to his feet, and lunged at Susan with both arms out to grab her. He thought he'd simply tripped and could not comprehend that this small, pink-fleshed female had tossed him, a Tros, over her shoulder.
 
   Susan used the heel of her hand and hit Rett over his nose slits, between his eyes, and kicked him in the area between his legs that was sensitive, even for a Tros. As he dropped down on his knee joints and clutched himself, he let out a piteous groan. Susan pulled her razor sharp, pointed knife out of her leg pouch with her right hand and put her left hand behind Rett's head. She then took the tip of the knife under Rett's left eye that was swiveled toward her and pressed it in so it almost cut through the soft skin under the eye.
 
   Breathing slowly and deeply to counteract the flow of adrenaline, she said in Rett's language, "You will consider this your last warning. If you cause any trouble, you will be dealt with in such a manner that you would wish to die but we would not let you. Do not think that because we are fair with you that we are weak."  Susan then jabbed him again to get her idea across to him. "I will not tell any other member of the crew about this but you had better know that we will all be watching you and the rest of the crew is much more savage than me. We are most dangerous when we are very polite and cordial acting. That is when anything can set us off. If you try hard to please us we will even fulfill our bargain with you."
 
   Susan then briefly walked around the room and demonstrated the purpose and function of lighting, entertainment, refreshments, and sanitation controls trying to act nonchalant.
 
   "This black button, here, will shut and lock your door and can only be unlocked by you or by order of the ship's Captain," Susan said as she prepared to leave. "When you are ready to tour the ship or need any assistance, simply push this orange button."
 
   As the door slid shut behind the female, Rett hobbled over to the wall, pressed the lock button, and then went to lie down on the bed. Besides being in pain, Rett had had a severe blow to his ego and was in no condition to face more of those deceptively soft creatures. Just thinking about the female, Susan, made him shudder. And she said the others were worse!  For the first time in his life, Rett had a new emotion: fear.
 
  
 
  


 
   RETT AND ANDREW BACK TOGETHER
 
   Andrew gathered most of the crew together and announced that they were going to try to contact the downed alien ship again. Steve reset for the frequency of the last contact they had had and prepared the communications equipment. The crew went to battle stations as the ship maneuvered about 35 kilometers above the alien ship.
 
   "This is Captain Andrew Williams of the Earth ship above you. Due to a misunderstanding, we engaged each other in combat. Since the damage is already done, we should go on to matters that are mutually beneficial. It is our understanding that you are empowered to negotiate a trade agreement with your authorities. That is also our wish. Please respond on this frequency so we can choose an area for the discussions. Please respond on this frequency," Andrew said in the alien language knowing that by the time Earth officials had deciphered its meaning, the crisis would have passed. Steve set the message for repetitious broadcast and waited almost an hour before he received an answer.
 
   "Whatever your planet of origin, we will talk with you. A suitable place must be chosen for these talks," said the E. S. officer with some misgivings about the ship above then but as he reasoned; he was not negotiating from a position of strength.
 
   "We will land near you," Andrew stated and then turned to talk with his crew. "Tod, land near them and cut the screen down to 0.70. Align the lasers to hit at the weapon ports on the other ship.”  He then resumed talking over the comm., “We will meet with you tomorrow at this time."
 
   The ship landed effortlessly about one hundred meters from the alien ship and Andrew and Brad prepared to embark for the negotiations.
 
   The E. S. officer watched the ship land.  A day later, he watched the two beings step out. The ship was an odd design. Why, they were flying to the entry port of my ship. Whoever they were, they had valuable technological information. He had ruled out that this ship could belong to the native race since there was no evidence of any other devices capable of producing fields on the planet. Maybe this will prove interesting... at least, it would be a good diversion from repair of this downed ship.
 
  
 
  



NEGOTIATIONS
 
   Brad and Andrew had not been idle in preparation for these negotiations. They arranged for some information to be gathered and sent to the worldwide news agencies who were clamoring for any news release. Brad also had gotten Steve to cross connect the ship computer to a Net, law database across the continent via satellite and linked those to the Mem-Dexs they wore on their wrists.
 
   The night before they left, Steve had linked the ship's computer to a linguistics complex at a large Southwestern, electronics corporation laboratory. Rett's cooperation and near-perfect memory enabled him to put down the written form of Trade that had become the standard between all trading planets generations ago. His printing was exquisite. The language structure was brilliantly logical and had few confusing quirks in verb and modifier agreement. Prefixes were neutral and there were few synonyms. Most of all Trade was brilliant for its flexibility and pronunciation ease.
 
   After flying gracefully to the alien airlock, Andrew and Brad prepared to board the alien ship. Both were equipped with the latest printer accessory to tie into their Mem-Dexs so they could have written accounts in both languages. Only years of advance programming at the linguistic computer complex along with an intimate knowledge of Trade (by Rett) could have provided the means for these computers to accomplish man-years of work, literally overnight. Brad carried the printer under on arm that they had removed from Desiree's lab.
 
   They were met at the alien's airlock by three large humanoids whose most notable feature was their leveled hand weapons. Red tinged aliens in stark black uniforms standing two and a half meters tall with questionable intent would have intimidated most men but Andrew was doing his best to act unperturbed. The aliens had visible musculature and had, humanlike features, but the combination of small differences made them obviously alien.
 
   "Captain Williams, a representative of the World Government, wishes permission to board your vessel." Andrew said to the aliens who could not have been anything but crewmen.
 
   "You will not bring any weapons on board. Please give me any weapons you possess," said the alien closest to them who seemed as interested in them as they were in him.
 
   "We will only give up our weapons to the ship Commander or some other higher ranking personnel. It is not fitting to meet the representatives of an entire planet with only crewmembers or guards," Andrew said surprising Brad who had begun to reach to his belt to give up his sidearm.
 
   Andrew knew he had hit a weak spot as all three stood up straight and their weapons wavered slightly but did not lower. "Very well," said the same alien, "I have contacted the Officer-In-Charge and he will be here in a few minutes."
 
   After about two minutes, another being came hurrying down the corridor. He was slightly shorter, but still taller than Andrew, and had bright, black lidless eyes with no trace of body hair, unlike the other hairy armed crewman. The new alien barked an order in some dialect and the crewmen put up their weapons. He then turned to Andrew and began to look over Andrew and Brad's white garments with their chrome like metal attachments and white belts that allowed these natives to fly.
 
   "Is the meeting to be held in this corridor?" Andrew said trying to spark the other to action.
 
   Appearing to ignore the sarcasm, the alien said, "You will be permitted to retain your personal weapons. What is the device under that one arm?" the alien asked pointing to the printer under Brad's arm.
 
   "That is simply a device to print any agreement we may reach so we may have a permanent, written copy," Andrew said knowing he had sparked interest.
 
   "I do not believe it necessary. Leave it here and take it with you when you leave," compromised the alien.
 
   "No, but I will prove its function for you. If I prove its function, will you not hinder us further?" Andrew said using Rett's hints as a clue to the officer's behavior. Act superior or they will treat you as an inferior was what Rett implied and so far, it had worked.
 
   Andrew had Brad synchronized the printer to his Mem-Dex and after Brad had keyed his unit he had Brad extend the arm toward the alien. The alien crewmen muttered and partially drew their weapons but the leader motioned them to cease.
 
   "Speak into this after I say 'activate'," Andrew said indicating Brad's Mem-Dex. "Say anything you want in Trade."
 
   "Activate," Andrew said and Brad held the printer so the alien could see it.
 
   "This sun is cold and my home is far, far away," the alien said and stopped as the printer spewed out the printout to display in writing what he had just said. He held the sheet in his trembling hands and then turned back and said something in some other language.
 
   "This will only work on Trade and our own languages," Andrew explained.
 
   The alien looked at the printout he held in his near-human hand and then said, "Follow me."
 
   As they walked into the bright interior of the ship, the other three crewmen fell in step behind them.
 
   The procession soon came into a large room where their guide hastily conferred with the two aliens who were standing and then, in turn, bent to talk to the remaining alien who was already seated. This one could only be their commander, Andrew thought. Brad noticed an interesting point that the commander was almost of a different race as the remainder of crew with his unlined skin and graceful jutting cheekbones. Andrew saw those perceptive eyes boring through him and realized that this one was not to be trifled with.
 
   "Will you sit down?" The alien commander said indicating some soft-topped squares in front of him.
 
   "Thank you," Andrew said not realizing he had lapsed into English.
 
   "What planet are you from? What is your claim to this planet?" the commander asked.
 
   Andrew was stunned. They didn't believe he was even from Earth. This guy is really confused, thought Andrew. I had better set him straight, he thought and also realized how he could do so.
 
   "I was born on this planet and the ship outside was built on this planet. All my crew were born on this planet. We are authorized to negotiate a trade agreement with responsible authorities. I will prove my claims if you can receive our visual broadcasts on the following frequencies," Andrew said showing him the frequency conversions that the printer had typed earlier.
 
   The commander handed these to his Chief Technician who hastened away and returned shortly with a wheeled carrier with a small video screen. The screen looked like an old cathode ray tube device Andrew had only heard about in history books and only then because he was into trivia. Andrew sent a message to the ship to relay to the news media. The media had received material from the university where Susan had had the foresight to have visual recordings and crew biographies put together that formed an earlier documentary on the building of Earth's first starship. This documentary had been shown many times after Ling's broadcast before they had left for Tau Ceti but had the biographical part lengthened for this showing. Andrew hadn't anticipated that the aliens would not believe they were natives but had thought that the documentary would show the aliens that Andrew and his crew were actual representatives for Earth. In any case, the documentary should convince the aliens.
 
   The Chief Technician turned on the videoscreen and adjusted the frequency until he picked up a broadcast. The screen showed a slightly distorted picture in two-dimensional black and white. He then sat down to await the broadcast that would soon replace the regular schedule.
 
   Andrew asked the commander for permission to inspect the video receiver. The Chief Technician assisted and took off an inspection plate so Andrew could view the workings.
 
   These people had never heard of miniaturization or anything more than the most rudimentary semi-conductor components. This receiver was a behemoth. The idea hit him suddenly and Andrew spoke quietly into his Mem-Dex to Susan on their ship. He then turned to the assembled, high-ranking alien officers.
 
   "It seems that your receiver cannot take advantage of several aspects of our broadcasts so I have sent to my ship for one of our receivers," Andrew said. Seeing the translation, the alien Chief Technician rankled at the suggestion that his equipment was inferior to native products even if it wasn't as compact, Andrew continued. "I will need the assistance of your Chief Technician to provide a power source for our receiver because it isn't self-contained like this unit," Andrew said trying to be placating.
 
   Andrew gave the alien all the requirements for the set and he was prepared when Ivan delivered the set.  One alien crewman brought it into the room as if it was a quart of nitroglycerin. It was an extra meter and a half-square set from one of the lounges. The set was simply a good quality assembly line model because many of the shipboard items were made much better commercially rather than custom designs. The viewing panel of the set was gray with a simulated wood-grain case about ten millimeters thick and the panel sat on a rectangular base that contained all the controls and adjustments.
 
   The Chief Technician inspected the set while one of his subordinates attached the power leads he had prepared. Brad explained the controls to the fascinated alien as Andrew moved his seat to a more comfortable viewing position. Brad then had the Chief Technician turn on the set.
 
   All the aliens let out a gasp almost as a group. This receiver was one of Earth's latest and besides being in color; it displayed a simulated three-dimensional picture using solid-state laser projection elements and a reflected image having the second holographic projection superimposed electronically. There was almost an hour of viewing before the special documentary was to be shown and the time sped by. Andrew used his computer linkage through his Mem-Dex and turned down the language broadcast in English so the aliens could hear the programs in a language they could understand over his Mem-Dex.
 
   Not having been conditioned since birth to ignore commercials, the aliens were soon swaying to ridiculous tunes which showed how psychologically similar they were to humans, unlike Rett. Then the documentary came on and superseded the other broadcasts. The story of building Earth's first starship and the story of its crew unfolded. The story omitted that any technology originated anywhere other than on Earth and Andrew saw the rapt attention of the alien commander. Andrew also noted that the alien Technician looked like he wanted to take everything apart and see how it worked. Good luck, Andrew thought. Earthly electronics firms didn't put these products together anymore with user serviceable parts.
 
   Andrew stood up. "I would like to present this to you as a gift from our people to your Confederation. Now that you know that we are of Earth and that we will soon build more ships to visit the stars, let us get down to the business of working out a trading agreement to prepare for smooth interstellar relations."
 
   The alien dismissed everyone but his linguist and Andrew chuckled when he saw the alien Chief Technician carrying out his new playtoy. Andrew wondered if frustration or the high voltage in some sections of the set would kill him first. It was now time to set the parameters of the agreement. Andrew had to find out what regulations Earth would face while trading with other planets and what the Exploration Service had to offer plus a million other facts.
 
   The Exploration Service officer was trying to decide how best to exploit the naivete of these natives to get the fastest transfer of electric technology. He didn't understand enough yet to call it electronics. He was also considering how to get off this ship and get promoted when he returned.
 
   Andrew was not long in finding objection to several points the E. S. officer brought up. The treaty was to be indefinitely binding and binding on Earth's population generally. It was not solely with any government entity as the World Government because that could change. Internal politics was not to alter the treaty. There was a serious clash of wills because the Exploration Service ships were to have a service base built and they were to be the only ships enforcing the treaty. Rather than have the discussions break up at this point, Andrew suggested that this would be a good time for a short break where Brad and he could return to their ship. The E. S. officer was also feeling the strain and consented.
 
   Brad had only stepped back aboard behind Andrew when Susan came up to them.
 
   "We've been monitoring everything but the military can monitor all the outside computer link-ups and I'm afraid they'll break your digital-analog coded signal if they get access to the right equipment and have too much more time. Their encryption standard was good but could be broken given time and enough multiprocessing power. General Alexander has been calling every thirty minutes and he's threatening to force his way in here and take over," Susan said.
 
   "I guess being delegated to being a security guard for these meetings instead of writing policy himself leaves a bitter taste in his mouth. Brad, you work with Susan and set up some response tactics for different ploys old 'Hawkeye' might make," Andrew said being suddenly very tired. "I'm going to get the computer to brush me up on a couple of subjects while I get something to eat."
 
   In several hours, after Andrew had eaten and rested, they returned again to the alien ship. At that point, progress was made. Andrew traded information on Earth system for a star map and language training system that used memory cylinders. The computerized printer was used to produce hard copy photos and technical information, translated into the alien written language. Compared to the Earth information, Andrew felt the metallic 1200 paged color atlas of E.S. language training was Earth's best bargain.
 
   The Exploration Service officer had negotiated over two dozen such agreements and knew it was rare, but not out of the scope of his authority to negotiate a treaty with a planet that did not wish to even become an associate member of the Central Confederation. The E. S. officer explained that he could not protect a non-member but the native captain was adamant and insisted Earth could take care of itself.
 
   Andrew got the officer to concede that no trading ships would appear on Earth until after one Earth year had passed from the treaty signing. Then all ships would have to stop first at the abandoned lunar station that had been deserted soon after the Viral B outbreak. Andrew noted from the officer's reaction, that this was standard procedure on most planets, even though Andrew had only just thought of it. Working out mediums of exchange took little time and Brad saw to it that precious metal and mineral exchanges for goods would be limited. Barter was allowed but knowledge in exchange for knowledge was to be the most desired formula for trade though there would soon be demand for anything interstellar. Trade goods would usually come later except for those rare items that would invariably show up as desired by another.
 
   Susan buzzed Andrew at a crucial point in the exchange with some disturbing news. Infrared sensors had registered a small body of men moving in toward the Earth ship from some distance. Andrew was deeply disturbed but could not break off negotiations now or show any Earthly dissent or factions without wrecking the treaty. He told her to handle it using whatever means, just so the talks weren't disturbed.
 
   Damn, Susan thought... You handle it, he says. OK, I will handle it!  Boy, that man sure picks a time to delegate authority. If I can't locate those soldiers, maybe I can get them called back to their base. They would probably be assigned to observe and report and probably capture any personnel from the ship if they were outside. Susan looked around her. Tod, Desiree, Fran, and Ivan were also prepared to suit up after the planning was done.
 
   Susan smirked as they put their heads together and came up with a plan. It might work. I'd sure like to see old Hawkeye's face if this plan works. Susan had just sat down with the little group when she smelled something sweet and metallic and the room went dark.
 
  
 
  




RETT TO THE RESCUE
 
   Rett's chest started burning as he sat at the computer console in his room. Soon it was very difficult to breathe. I must make it to an outside port. Fighting his way out the door and down the corridors with his heaving chest was an enormous effort. When he finally got to an emergency port, his head was spinning and the wash of cold air when it opened was startling. His pain and dizziness had already disappeared and whatever had made him sick was dissipating because it scarcely affected him at all, as he went back into the ship.
 
   What could have happened? As he was walking down one of the center corridors toward the control room, he heard a commotion ahead. The last few minutes were unsettling enough so that Rett decided not to confront anyone until he knew about the situation so he stepped into a small storage room and left its door slid open a crack. Watching out the opening, he saw a human, one of the soldiers like the ones who first captured him, but these wore filtering masks on their faces.
 
   They not only brandished weapons but all but two carried what could only have been crewmembers of this ship across their backs. Rett couldn't tell most humans apart but this was serious. Rett didn't know if the crew was dead but the soldiers had made two trips past his hiding place carrying crewmembers. There could not be many aboard yet. Living among these humans on this ship was terrorizing enough, but at least he was learning here. Among the military who had captured him when he first escaped the Exploration Service ship, he had been treated as an animal. Rett had known animals he had treated with more care and respect. My first course of action must be to determine how many soldiers were aboard.
 
   Rett hurried back to his compartment, locked the door and rushed over to his computer terminal. His few days here had passed swiftly after he had been taught the native language and taught how to access information on the computer. Now he must find if he could still use it.
 
   "Computer. How many non-crewmembers are aboard this ship, not counting myself?" Rett asked the computer.
 
   "Ten, but sensors indicate communication between members on board and a larger group of soldiers who are approaching."
 
   "Can you tell me where the soldiers are located?" he asked.
 
   "Four are outside Lounge 2, four are in the control room and two are at the room housing the Fast-Neutron Projector."
 
   "Where are the crewmembers and are they alive?" Rett asked.
 
   "All are inside Lounge 2 but respiration and heartbeat indicate they are unconscious," said the computer.
 
   "Contact the Captain who is not aboard the Exploration Service ship," Rett said.
 
   "You are not authorized to make outside contact," quoted the computer.
 
   "Are any crewmembers aboard able to make such a communication?" Rett asked.
 
   "No." answered the computer.
 
   "Could you make contact with CaptainandrewWilliams?" Rett asked the computer.
 
   "Yes," answered the computer, "I am signaling now."
 
   Andrew was jerked out of his deep concentration by the buzz from his Mem-Dex. To further arrest his attention was the voice that answered him it was the synthesized voice of the computer.
 
   "I have an urgent message for you Captain," said the computer.
 
   "Go ahead," Andrew said before he even thought about talking with the computer.
 
   "This ship has been boarded by ten soldiers. The crew is unconscious and appears under guard in Lounge Number Two. There is a company-sized force about two kilometers distant and approaching," the computer stated.
 
   "Is everyone unconscious?  How was it done?" Andrew queried the computer.
 
   "No, the one called Rett is conscious. Probability is that a gas was administered through an open port," the computer answered.
 
   "You mean Rett is alive and conscious. What is he doing?" Andrew asked. "He is conscious and sitting next to the console in his allotted compartment."
 
   "Well, let him talk to me and we'll see if we can't work out something," Andrew said.
 
   "What do you want me to do CaptainandrewWilliams?" Rett asked.
 
   When Andrew, with Brad's suggestions, had finished talking with Rett he made excuses for Brad's leaving to the Exploration Service officer and went nervously back to the negotiations. He could not stop now without throwing all the previous work aside.  He knew with calm certainty the fact that confronts so many leaders; someday you have to totally rely on the intelligence and competence of the people around you...in this case one "non-people." Andrew did not rely on Rett...he relied on Rett's self-interest and his desire to return to another world intact.
 
   Rett knew there would be risk in this plan, but there was less certainty of death here. Life with the natives or returning to the Exploration Service ship was no alternative. Rett also knew the layout of this ship. Since he was now allowed limited access to the computer, he had been studying available information. Quietly, he made his way out the door and hurried down the corridor. He made it safely around the corner and soon saw the emergency airlock ahead.
 
   He knew how to open the airlock with little fanfare so Brad could enter. As he crossed the last few meters, he heard a noise to his left and came face-to-face with a soldier carrying a shoulder weapon. For a split second they stood looking at each other, but before the soldier could even level his rifle, Rett hit him with his right arm in an imitation of how Andrew had hit him at their first meeting. The soldier's helmet went flying and the soldier crashed against the wall unconscious and with a dislocated shoulder. Rett quickly opened the emergency port and Brad, wearing his helmeted and sealed suit, came flying in and stopped to view the soldier lying against the wall.
 
   "If this is what you call quiet, what do you call noisy?" Brad said, his sarcasm lost on Rett. "Follow me toward the lounge."  As Brad started walking, he heard the sound of running feet from the corridor ahead. A short distance from the intersection, Brad put his back to the wall. When the soldier cut around the corner, Brad braced and hit him below his chin, in the center of his throat. There was a loud gurgle, then, the soldier crashed to the floor. Brad wasn't expecting the second soldier, who swung wide around the corner with his rifle in the ready-gun hip position.
 
   Brad was standing near the wall and the soldier ran toward him without stopping. Brad couldn't disarm him from that distance so he did the next best thing; he turned his personal belt field to full power just as the soldier tried to butt stroke him with his rifle. The butt of the weapon stopped as it came into the field's influence and the eddy currents heated it instantly.  The soldier yelped and dropped his rear grip on the rifle. Just then, Rett, who had been taking in everything from the middle of the corridor, decided to take a step forward. The movement caught the soldier's eye. Due to the motion in his peripheral vision, the soldier swept his head and rifle in that direction as he had been trained.
 
   Brad switched off his belt with one hand and hit the soldier under and to the rear of one ear with the stiffened edge of his other hand. The soldier fell like a shot. Brad ordered Rett to help. After tying their hands and taping their mouths they tucked all the bodies into a nearby storage room. Then with extreme caution, they made it to Brad's laboratory.
 
   Brad was a competent chemist though chemistry was secondary to intelligence gathering when he had first arrived at the starship project. Within a few minutes, Brad had chemicals and reagents out of their storage and was soon measuring and heating solutions. Brad knew the lab was well insulated, but he hoped the compressor's noise wouldn't draw any soldiers. It wasn't more than an hour before Brad had a small cylinder filled. He was now ready. Rett had simply noted the entire procedure from his post near the entrance door.
 
   Brad resealed his suit and gave Rett an oxygen cylinder. He told him to remain in the lab and use it if he felt any dizziness. Then Brad made for Lounge Two. When he got close, he held the bottle, opened the valve, and lifted the bottle so that it almost touched the corridor ceiling. The synthetic gas Brad had made would seek the lowest level. The corridor vent would help spread the gas. So little was needed that Brad turned off the valve when he heard the first body fall.
 
   Checking the lounge showed the soldiers in disarray on the floor, and the crew peacefully lying on the floor. Brad quickly bound and taped the soldier's hands, feet, and mouth and then checked on the crew's condition. According to the computer, there were still four soldiers aboard, near the control room, so he headed up ship.
 
   He walked until he came close enough to hear voices coming from near the control room and opened the valve on the cylinder. Again Brad heard bodies crumpling to the floor and the talking ceased. Walking into the control room was different than in the lounge. As he walked in, he saw five soldiers and a man wearing a business suit lying on the floor. There were only supposed to be four left on board!  Across the room, three soldiers were sealing gas masks to their faces after clearing them. One now noticed Brad coming in.
 
   He started reaching for his automatic and he grunted a warning to the others as he drew the weapon. Brad knew he couldn't get to the one drawing his gun in time. The other two soldiers were off to his right, a footstep away.
 
   Brad jumped to the right, so the other two soldiers would be in the line of his fire of the first soldier. The younger of these two was attempting to turn and draw his sidearm but Brad trapped this one's gun hand above the elbow so he couldn't finish drawing his pistol and hit him under his breastbone as hard as he could. The air gushed out of the soldier's lungs and he collapsed unconscious. Brad grabbed the soldier standing next to him around the neck and swung him as a shield. The first soldier was trying to maneuver for a clear shot.
 
   The soldier Brad grabbed acted drunk and probably had inhaled a little gas before getting his mask on. It wasn't until then that Brad noticed the rank of the officer he had grabbed. A general. He walked forward with the general in front of him toward the soldier, a captain, who had his gun leveled.
 
   "You're not that good a shot, Captain. Are you going to risk hitting the general here?  I'm unarmed," Brad said guessing the captain had orders to take prisoners alive and unharmed if possible.
 
   The captain's gun wavered and Brad could see him weighing his options. It must have been Brad's statement that he was unarmed that finally decided the issue. Brad saw the man calmly holster his weapon and step forward. Brad shoved the general at the captain and the captain threw his arms up to keep the general from crashing into him. Brad leaped forward, grabbed the captain's gas mask over the mouth, and ripped up and back. As soon as the mask was stripped off, the captain inhaled from surprise, took two steps backward and collapsed in a heap.
 
   Brad stripped the mask off the general who was coming around and stripped the mask off the soldier he had hit in the solar plexus and got the gas cylinder again and gave them both an extra shot of gas to keep them asleep. Then he bound and gagged all the soldiers, locked all hatches and turned up the outside field. It wasn't until then that Brad buzzed Andrew to report.
 
   "My God!  I haven't heard from you in an hour and a half. I haven't been able to concentrate on anything here so we're taking a short break. "What's the situation?" Andrew asked desperately.
 
   "I'll give you the details later.  The ship is secure again but I have a sleeping crew to wake up. Just buzz me when you are ready to come back. I'll give you status reports every thirty minutes," Brad said and they both signed off. Brad headed back to Lounge Two.
 
   When Brad got there, he was amazed to see that Rett had gotten a large oxygen cylinder and was already administering oxygen to revive Susan.
 
   "Why are you here when I told you to stay in the lab?"  Brad asked harshly, even though he was pleased.
 
   "I anticipated that you might be unsuccessful and I might need help from these crewmembers. I prefer them to the military."  Rett said boldly.
 
   Well, Brad thought, -- altruistic to the end. He chuckled and asked Rett to go get another oxygen apparatus so they could revive the crewmembers faster. Susan was coming to and wanted to know 'what the hell happened'. Soon Rett came back with another oxygen cylinder under one arm and Susan looked at him in amazement. Those cylinders were usually pushed around on a dolly.
 
   The crewmembers revived; with only a few bruises and splitting headaches to show for their ordeal. Brad told them what happened as they revived.
 
   "God, I feel guilty."  Susan told Brad confidentially. "I was in charge of the ship and I should have known that hatch was open. I never even thought about them using a gas."
 
   "Don't let it get to you. Old 'Hawkeye' has used gas before or he wouldn't have thought of it either. I can't see why the World Government would let him try to take over during negotiations. They don't know what is happening here but I doubt it would make them that worried. You saw how easy they fell for the gas routine themselves and they were carrying masks. I'll bet the civilian in the expensive suit is the key. Let's wake him up and try to get some answers.  Brad said, reassuring her.
 
   "Get him apart from the others then while I call Andrew and see when he is coming back."  Susan said.
 
   Brad left and Susan called Andrew. He told her he was winding up negotiations and sounded really excited. He also said he was tired and needed a drink.  Since he was coming straight back, Susan went to meet him at the forward airlock.
 
   "Well, fill me in," Andrew said as he came aboard.
 
   Susan went through the details that Brad had told her and then called Brad up to the control room.
 
   "You've been busy," Andrew said to Brad, who was walking into the control room. "How long are these fellows going to be out?  What's this about one of them being a civilian?"
 
   Brad grinned. "Most of them will be out another two to three hours depending on the amount they inhaled, concentration in the air and other factors. The doctor is reviving our fellow in the business suit. How are the negotiations going?"
 
   "The negotiations are almost over. Let's walk down to sickbay and I'll tell you and Susan about it on the way," Andrew said. "You'll find this hard to believe but we're ready to write up an agreement and sign it. They have done it so many times that they really know what they're doing. Our microelectronics are driving them crazy. They want to get their hands on the technology but don't want us to trade with anyone else. What's so pathetic is that they want all these concessions and admit that this spiral arm is too far out for them to enforce their regulations."
 
   "It seems each planet must set up and enforce their own trading regulations. This agreement applies to trade on all affiliated planets and in open space. They recommend that we set up an off-planet center to regulate all planetary trade. It would serve as a quarantine and customs center for whatever regulations we set up. Ah, here's sickbay. Let's see what this fellow had to say," Andrew said as he saw a middle-aged gentleman sitting up on the examining table.
 
   "Hello, I'm Captain Andrew Williams. Welcome aboard, Mr... ?," Andrew said extending his hand to the man who, because of his eye and cheek structure, appeared of mixed Asian descent.
 
   "You're...  ...You're that renegade General Alexander warned me about," the man said holding a hand to his temple and looking up at Andrew in surprise.
 
   "I wouldn't call myself a renegade but I'm sure the good general did. May I ask who you are and why you are involved in an attack on this ship?" Andrew said sternly.
 
   "What attack?  This ship is World Government property anyway. I was sent to offer apologies to our alien friends and negotiate a settlement award for any damages for the World Government," said the man.
 
   "So you're a diplomat; that's something. All the damages this ship has sustained can be repaired without outside help, thank you. This crew also has an agreement where this ship is our property, equally divided between the crew," Andrew said.
 
   "No, no. I'm here to settle with the aliens on any monetary basis they will accept for the damages we have caused them. I'm not aware of any agreement about your crew and this ship. All I know is that you are using this ship without the sanction of the World Government."
 
   "No doubt," Andrew quipped.
 
   "I also know you are in contact with representatives of a possibly hostile...uhm...government. I'm here to work out the possibility for these - people - to exchange diplomatic personnel so we can open normal relations with them," said the diplomat.
 
   "What is your name sir?" Andrew asked again.
 
   The little man swelled with pompous pride. "My name is Raymond Oshira." My mother was Australian," he added when everyone looked faintly amused.
 
   "Nice to have you aboard Mister Oshira. Excuse me, but how were you going to communicate with these aliens?" Andrew asked.
 
   "I am an Oriental language expert. I'll use sign language if I have to, but if these aliens are advanced enough to fly between the stars then they probably can read my mind," said Oshira.
 
   "Yes, no doubt. My associate here will brief you on the situation," Andrew said motioning Brad over to him.
 
   "Brad, I'm not going to let this clown botch up this treaty. He wants to pay them for attacking us. Brilliant. I can see him trying to use Japanese and sign language to negotiate a treaty with that alien commander. See if you can show him our contract with the World Government concerning this ship. Then brief him on the activities of our General Alexander and some of the facts of our encounter. Just keep him out of my hair until tomorrow evening. Teach him Trade. That will take twelve hours at least to absorb. I've a feeling that Alexander tried this little takeover on his own, without authorization. If he did, we're in luck. Get him up into my cabin and bring him around. Susan, come with me; we've got work to do," Andrew said.
 
  
 
  





GENERAL INTERRUPTION
 
   General Alexander awakened lying on a bed in a small room. He sat up quickly when he remembered where he was, but his head started spinning. On the third try, he was successful and a short while later, made his way to the door. It wouldn't open. After searching all his pockets and finding nothing useful, he began searching the room. All cabinets were locked but he found a stiffened piece of steel and he palmed that in case he couldn't find a better weapon. He was still searching the room when Andrew stepped in.
 
   "Hello, General. I hope these accommodations are suitable. I am afraid we didn't have much advance notice of your arrival," Andrew said.
 
   "Do you realize what you've done? Where are my men?" the general asked.
 
   "I fully realize the consequences of our actions. I wonder if you realize the consequences of your actions. Your men are fine, though one has several cracked ribs and a concussion," Andrew said.
 
   "You criminal...keeping me and my men prisoner...as well as your other crimes..."
 
   "As soon as you are fit general, you'll be allowed to leave. Minus your firing pins however... I'm afraid you'll have to explain what you mean by other crimes," Andrew said.
 
   "You know full well what I mean. I demand to leave now!" the general raged.
 
   "You'll be let go in a group when our surgeon certifies your health. We are healing the man who was damaged first," Andrew replied.
 
   "What? Well you won't get away with this." the general stormed.
 
   "Did you have orders to attack and take over this ship?  Why did your men attempt to kill members of my crew?" Andrew asked quietly.
 
   "My men had orders to take you alive if possible. If they attacked you, it was to defend their life. I knew that you were consorting with these aliens. I couldn't allow this to go on any longer. You stole that ship and aren't under any governmental control so I knew I had to get control any way I could. That's why I used the BN3 Knockout gas," the general said.
 
   Andrew nodded and turned away to encourage the general to continue talking.
 
   "I knew that if I waited for those governmental bureaucrats to get off their asses  ...we would all be sold down the river to those aliens. I'm still going to stop you,   ...you've just put it off," the general said defiantly.
 
   "So it was under your orders that we were attacked. I was wondering how you got some of that gas; I thought it was internationally banned along with biological agents," Andrew said.
 
   "A resourceful man can always find a means to obtain needed items," the general said. "Unfortunately it didn't work this time. I don't know what you are doing over there but we intercepted messages between this ship and several computer complexes. When you started getting information about international treaties, I knew I had to get a man, a diplomat, from the World Government to negotiate. I wasn't going to let amateurs handle anything that delicate so when he got here I would use that for an excuse to regain control of this ship. With my record, I should have been given this ship to command, anyway; not you. You...        ...You...You're not even military," the general added and finally quieted.
 
   "If you're finished sir, I will return all your men to your command as soon as I've seen to the condition of your injured soldier. That will take about fifteen minutes and then you'll be free to go," Andrew said and keyed the intercom next to the computer console and told the ship's surgeon to expect him and for him to get all the soldiers ready to leave. Turning back to the general, he said, "As a matter of fact, why don't you just follow me down to see your men and you can all leave together."
 
   "You think I'm going to follow you into some kind of trap. I'm staying here," the general said emphatically.
 
   "Suit yourself. I'll send your men up here. I'll be back in a few minutes," Andrew said and left.
 
   General Alexander tried the door but it was unlocked and slid open. They'll not get me that easy, he thought. He sat down on the bed again.
 
  
 
  


 
   TREATY TALKS RESUMED
 
   Andrew walked into the lounge and saw the soldiers playing computer games, reading or eating snacks and talking with Ling.
 
   "Gentlemen, I hope Ling and the rest of the crew have treated you well," Andrew said to the soldiers who stood up but were unsure how to treat him. "Your general is fine and you will be able to leave in just a few minutes as soon as Specialist Pederson is released from sickbay."
 
   "One of the soldiers who had not joined in any activities stepped out from the corner where he had stood and spoke, "When you woke me up, I saw some of your crew hauling Pederson on a stretcher. His face was all bloody and you could see his shoulder was dislocated."
 
   "I assure you he will be fine. I'm on my way to sickbay now to see him," Andrew said and saw the mouths fall open in astonishment while looking past him.
 
   "Pederson!" said the soldier who had been talking to Andrew.
 
   "Hi fellows. You ready to leave or shall we wait until breakfast?" said Pederson with a huge smile.
 
   "I saw you all bloody and banged up. Now you've got a gal on your bad arm and you've got a hell of a suntan. You want to explain it to us?" said the puzzled soldier.
 
   "Well, I remember seeing this big gray goon and then the lights went out. When I wake up, it's twenty days later for me or so they tell me. Before you ask, I'll tell you. They keep you asleep, and exercise, and sun you while you're out. They feed you intravenously and you're weak when you get up but you're healed. I woke up to find this young lady bending over me. They keep you inside a field that has a relative time factor of thirty or thirty times faster than normal. I'm just quoting now," said Pederson. "They treat you right."
 
   "Gentlemen, you can pick up your weapons outside from that man," Andrew said pointing to Tod, "and I'm sorry but we've removed the firing pins. This young lady will escort you to your general and then you may leave together. I'm sorry about this misunderstanding. Good evening."
 
   Andrew turned to Ling. "Good work. Every bit helps to make our case. I'm going to get Tod now and see how the transmissions were received on that intelligence band frequency that Brad arranged for us to use. All messages are routinely recorded. It will probably be morning before we get any reply so I'm going to get some sleep after I see Tod. See if you can't help Tod work up the case for me to present."
 
   "All right, Captain," Ling answered.
 
   Andrew and Tod set up the reception frequency for the awaited call and Andrew went to bed. Four hours later, Andrew was roused out of a deep sleep by the incessant buzz of the intercom.
 
   "Huh, OK," he answered, still not quite functioning.
 
   "Captain, that call has come through. If you take it on the bridge we can give you the support and information we've prepared," Ling said.
 
   Andrew said he would be right up and asked for them to get Brad and Susan to the control room. Wiping the sleep from his eyes, Andrew struggled into the control room and met Brad trying to straighten his disheveled hair. Tod switched on the audio/visual circuit and the display lit to show the face of a dignified white-haired man with a jutting jaw and steel-gray eyes. Andrew noticed Brad stiffen when he saw the face on the screen. The man was in civilian clothes but had distinct military bearing.
 
   "Good morning Captain Williams. I'm Randolph Sykes. Your candid tape with General Alexander was interesting. Colonel Kyger. How are you?"  Sykes paused, then continued. "This office has been, shall we say, concerned with your activities for some time. The general's activities may have been precipitous but we know very little of the situation there, so we cannot judge."
 
   Andrew said, "Let me summarize what has happened recently. We've proved that travel to other stars is not only feasible, but now within the range of even a small group of investors. We met these aliens in space and were immediately attacked. Though damaged, our ship was marginally superior but we've now deduced the basis for almost all their weaponry. We're ahead of them by a century in several branches of technology, particularly microelectronics. However, they have five or six centuries more experience at travel and contact between stars. The alien ship that is next to us is a remnant of a once mighty fleet of treaty enforcers and explorers. They seem to have expanded past their ability to control but they are not slouches. It seems that their government has stretched so thin, they can't enforce or even remember all the planets that they are supposed to protect."
 
   Andrew continued, "They want to monopolize our technology and I'm afraid we couldn't handle any concerted action by groups of their ships. I've found that they sent some type of message capsule to their headquarters to report the situation and Earth's location or, at least, the location of this solar system. They did that before our battle.  We've patched up our conflicts and I'm trying to trade for information. I've developed a rapport with their commander, a guy bred for the job, and I'm afraid an outsider might simply clam him up."  Andrew said and took some more notes from Ling to add to the stack he had already used. Andrew began speaking again.
 
   "You must realize that General Alexander's plans, aspirations, would have seriously jeopardized the success of these talks. Only this ship can cope with that alien ship. Nothing the World Government has could hope to handle them even in their weakened condition. This ship supports the aims of the World Government and we are fiercely patriotic toward Earth but we command this ship and it is our ship. We have a copy of the contract between the World Government and our technical group that grants us this ship."  Andrew said and looked at another note.
 
   "The World Government diplomat that was with General Alexander is now on board our ship and being taught the alien speech. Though it isn't feasible for him to handle the negotiations, we might use him to assist us," Andrew lied knowing he and his crew had no use for the ignorant diplomat.
 
   Sykes, who had been listening to Andrew intently, glanced down at the board in front of him and chuckled.
 
   Looking Andrew right in the eye, if that was possible on a video hookup, Sykes said, "Captain, I wouldn't use the idiot either."
 
   Andrew looked shocked and realized that somehow the steel-gray eyes of Sykes had seen through his lie about that incompetent diplomat.
 
   "No, I'm not a telepath Williams. All transmissions pass through a voice stress and facial musculature analyzer to determine truthfulness of transmissions. I've been monitoring this and even that transmission between you and Alexander. It is refreshing to see so much truth in so few words, Captain. It will be easier for me if you occupy the diplomat and keep him with you. I'll see if I can't get General Alexander's teeth pulled," Sykes said and seemed to remember Brad. "Colonel Kyger."
 
   Brad snapped to attention and Andrew had never seen him like this.
 
   "Sir," Brad said.
 
   "At ease."  Sykes paused and said more fatherly than anything else, "If you're worried about your status with us here, I put you on an indefinite leave of absence the minute you left on your trip. You'll stay on that status until, if and when, you decide to return."
 
   "Thank you, sir," Brad said humbly.
 
   Sykes signed off and Andrew turned to Brad, "Who was that?"  Andrew asked. "I mean, what authority does he have?  I've never heard of him."
 
   "You never would have," Brad answered. "He's head of the World Government Intelligence Agency. He is well known, respected, and feared. He'll do right for us."
 
   "Why did you act like that?  I've never seen you like this before. Is Sykes special?" Andrew asked.
 
   "Quite special," Brad said, reluctant to talk. "He was my first commander. On my first assignment under him, I botched a tail and got shot going for my gun. He took the bullet meant to finish me off when I fell and then he killed my attacker. That cost him one leg. On two other assignments; he pulled my fat out of the fire, either by personal action or through some administrative support, he gave me. I owe him more than I'll ever be able to pay," Brad finished.
 
   Andrew decided to say nothing and simply nodded.
 
   Tod came up to Andrew and Brad and said, "Look you guys,  go back to sleep. I'll wake you in a few hours in time for a big breakfast. You have some heavy talking to do with that alien commander."
 
   They both agreed. After what seemed like a very brief sleep, they were up, fed, dressed and headed for the alien ship to continue the negotiations.
 
  
 
  



EARTH TREATY FINALIZED
 
   The treaty was almost written. With the alien's vast heritage of racial experience and the help of a complex of Earthly legal computers, the treaty became a reality. It was deceptively simple. In essence, it made Earth responsible for the actions of any of its inhabitants and forbade any aggression against any other signatory. It stated that one Earth year would pass before any ships would arrive to trade with Earth and also stated that the Earth would present trading regulations to any arriving ship. The treaty also laid out guidelines for interstellar markings, frequency bands, beacons, and other interstellar standards.
 
   Brad and Andrew couldn't believe that they were finished. They reflected that it wasn't in effect yet so they activated their printer which turned out dual copies in English and the alien language combined.
 
   "You will both make a recognition symbol that will later identify you," the alien commanders said after pressing some type of plastic seal into the agreements, then Andrew and Brad sighed.
 
   "It is now time for me to attend to repairing this ship," the E. S. officer said. "My assistant has the standard information for new signatory planets. I regret that they are printed in standard language but with your devices, that should prove no obstacle. I must go," the Exploration Service officer said and left.
 
   Another alien came in carrying an armload of volumes and gave them to the Earthmen. Andrew and Brad were ushered to the exit port and were soon back aboard their own ship.
 
   The crew that was awake gathered around them when they came back aboard. Susan saw the volumes and asked, "What happened?  What are these?"
 
   "The treaty is signed. The deed is done. Earth is responsible for the actions of all its inhabitants. No matter if we disagree with the treaty, we are bound by it. Earth also has to police its own solar system and is responsible for all who leave it. What if we break the treaty? You ask," Andrew continued. "We are cutoff from all trade and have to face military reprisals from armadas of ships from all signatory planets. So far, only two planets have been destroyed but several were quarantined from all interstellar contact."
 
   "But what if the World Government doesn't accept it?"  Susan asked.
 
   "They have one Earth year before trading ships start showing up near Earth. We better be prepared to handle them or they will start landing to trade and will think we have no restrictions. This ship can't protect the whole planet. We'll have to get ready and do it peacefully but we will need a fleet of enforcement ships. I hope these manuals are useful," Andrew said.
 
   "My God. What have you done?" The diplomat Oshira said stepping out of the corridor where he had been eavesdropping. "What have you done?"  he repeated.
 
   "My dear sir. Earth will now have to mature a little. We will have to give up many of our petty bickerings and face the real… universe." Andrew said. "Let's get the titles of these manuals translated," ignoring the diplomat. Andrew carried the seven alien volumes to the computer terminal for translation. Andrew keyed the terminal and indicated what he needed and then quickly held each manual up so it could be scanned. The computer chirped to indicate it had translated the titles and it began to display the text. Listed Titles Include:
 
    
 
           STANDARD DOCKING FACILITIES AND NAVIGATION AIDS
 
           STANDARD ARTIFICIAL HABITATS FOR SIGNATORIES 
 
           SUGGESTED TRADE REGULATIONS AND THEIR IMPORT
 
           GUIDELINES FOR SETTING UP TRADE AGENCIES
 
           STANDARD SIGNATORY CODE OF CONDUCT –
 
           (SELECTED PLANETS)
 
           MODEL CODE FOR MEDIUMS OF EXCHANGE
 
           ABBREVIATED ATLAS OF SIGNATORIES AND THEIR HISTORIES
 
    
 
   "Well, Mr. Oshira. It looks like we have our work cut out for us. Turning these into working documents in English will be quite a chore in itself," Andrew said.
 
   Fran pushed her way to the front and caught Andrew's attention. "These government meetings are going to take forever to get anything accomplished. I might have a way we could get a program ready in the allotted year. Steve, Tod. How big an area could you cover with a relative time field of thirty?"  Fran asked.
 
   "I don't know but I see what you're getting at. If it took you six months to build the field complex, you could complete the work of fifteen years of relative time inside the field. You could build a whole fleet. Andrew, I think she has an idea there," Tod said. “But a field that strong wouldn’t let much visible light or air through and we’ll have to figure a way to resupply because we will use up resources thirty times faster than outside.”
 
   "Let's take first things first Tod. We have to get the government on Earth to accept a fait accompli. I've a feeling they will accept the treaty but it will be very hard for many to digest. Whom do we present the treaty to?"  Susan said interrupting.
 
   "Captain Williams, " the diplomat Oshira stepped forward so he couldn't be ignored. "I disagree with your undue haste in this matter," he continued because Andrew began to look threatening, "but since the situation is already upon us, maybe now would be a good time to turn over the treaty implementation to experienced people. I am an experienced diplomat and could set up any necessary negotiations."
 
   "He's right," Tod whispered to Desiree, "Diplomats could really come up with a bunch of screwy regulations."
 
   Desiree chuckled at the thought as Andrew began to talk again. "That is an idea Mister Oshira but I think that we should also have representation from our crew. Colonel Kyger, a representative from the World Government, will also represent our crew when I assign him to assist in developing trade and customs regulations. I'm sure you will be invaluable in setting up a system for interstellar trade. We had better screen any technology that leaves for sure."  Andrew said taking Brad by surprise.
 
   "But I don't want to be part of any committee. I don't want to do it. What… …why do this to me?  I thought we were friends!"  Brad said.
 
   "Think about it for a minute," Andrew said. "All of us, this whole crew, are going to help Earth prepare for this trade in our own ways. We have more experience with extra-terrestrials than anyone else on the planet. There are many people with more experience with trade, treaties and negotiation but none with more experience confronting alien traders. 
 
   “Having experience negotiating with Europeans or Asians is not comparable, one to one, when dealing with an alien culture. Earth cultures have huge differences but under any cultural veneer are human beings. Not so with an alien culture as we just experienced. We can project human characteristics onto an alien like we do with Rett. Being a military-minded man with your experience, you are the logical one to develop and command the enforcement arm of ships Earth will need to protect itself and its traders. Especially now that Earth has been discovered and charted. Tod, Joel, Steve, and Desiree are going to design the relative time enclosure to house the workers and scientists, and others who will build Earth's space fleet. Susan, you and Fran are going to do a lot of the preliminary logistics for this fiasco in progress. Nobody is going to get left out of any of the work,"  Andrew emphasized.
 
   "What about Rett, the alien?  What happens to him?"  Ivan said.
 
   "We always get back to him one way or another, don't we?"  Andrew sighed. "I'll go have a talk with him. Let's get some drinks and some snacks and go to the aft lounge for a little brainstorming exercise so we can set up a structural model for the next year. With some definite goals, it will be easier to push this treaty. People don't mind big problems if someone suggests viable solutions to them," Andrew paused, "you're welcome too, Mr. Oshira, if you want."
 
   "I wouldn't miss it, Captain."  Oshira said experiencing the excitement and camaraderie around him by relaxing some of his prejudice against these crewmen. Maybe these people weren't so crazy after all.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Rett’s Journal
 
   Colleagues… as you will have noted from my journal so far, I have persuaded these humans to take me home soon.
 
    
 
   CaptainandrewWilliams and the female, Susan, actually shared names in public! Wait! That isn't the worst. They actually insisted that I come and watch! I would not bend to this breach of decency and went instead to my laboratory. I had the humans construct one for me on a whim. While their tribal ceremony was going on I worked to improve one of their field devices. These devices, primitive though they are, are simply clever adaptations of my work.
 
   Dealing with these humans on a regular basis is demanding. These beings are deceptive. They are capable of capable of bursts of animalistic speed and strength. They are most dangerous when they are quiet and, what they call, polite and smiling. They have a habit of bearing their teeth to show you they like you. They eat meat, a lot of meat and do not even hide the fact. Even the female of the species can be deadly so be very cautious when you handle them.
 
   Some of them eat no meat, but I think it is because they are ashamed that they kill so many creatures. Some of these vegetarians eat unborn animal embryos, sea creatures and drink “mammalian” lactating fluids as if these practices make them less of an omnivore. Spending any length of time with these humans is difficult since they age so rapidly. Just when you get one group trained, you have another group trying your wisdom.
 
   By the time you read this, the humans I have dealt with will have died of old age. You'll have to break in your own so don't expect any of mine.
 
  
 
  





THE EARTH REGULATORY FORCE
 
   "Oshira, the diplomat, got the ball rolling," Ling stated. "Brad's old commander may have helped but I can't be sure until I check the psychological parameters. Out of sight -- out of mind, I guess."
 
   "How did you get the World Government to accept that we had actually signed a binding contract for an entire planet?" Andrew asked. "They're not giving us all this equipment and support for nothing. What do they expect out of all this?"
 
   "I pointed out that this would be an opportunity to unify the planet with a common factor that affects everyone. Even the Unaligned Nations could benefit with new technology and trade. Most accepted the fait accompli. After they listened to all my tripe, they decided it would be a good propaganda focus. You realize they shield us from the masses so they can direct any publicity about us. That's why they agreed to support us. Plus they realized that everything was going to change with these advances in technology: transportation, energy, finance, communications, and defense. My dad helped them see the light. Too many people got the new power supply designs to cover it up and if they call the shots on supplying us – they hope to control technology we unravel or create."
 
   "Ling. You continue to amaze me," Andrew said as the comm set bleeped on the desk behind him.
 
   Turning to the set, Andrew keyed the accept button and Brad's face appeared.
 
   "Morning," Brad said with a disturbed expression.
 
   ""What's up, Brad? Trouble at the lunar base? "Andrew asked referring to the abandoned multi-national base that was being converted to the new interstellar customs station.
 
   Brad saw Ling standing in the background and hesitated. "If you're busy, I'll call back later," he said awkwardly.
 
   Before Andrew could say anything, Ling tapped him on the shoulder and said, "I'll talk to you later. Bye." She hurried off.
 
   "Don't rush... Okay... Bye," Andrew said briefly torn for attention between his two friends. He turned back to the display.
 
   "Go ahead Brad. Something's bothering you. Are you worried about your new promotion?"
 
   "No. Nothing like that. The Earth Regulatory Force is going to be a tough outfit. Have you seen any of the recruits?" Brad said in an effort to sidestep his main purpose.
 
   "Yes. I saw some of the screening and proposed training. I couldn't believe your washout rate 'til you showed me those visuals," Andrew said thankful he wasn't one of Brad's new recruits. "What do you really want to talk about?"
 
   Brad looked uncomfortable. "Tod and Desiree got married last month."
 
   "Yes," Andrew answered patiently.
 
   "You and Susan got married last week."
 
   "Yes. I'm aware of that," Andrew said amused at his friend's discomfiture. “I heard you were offered the Earth Regulatory Force command including the three exploration ships that were just commissioned," Andrew said. “Imagine a ground pounder commanding stuff that flies. Guess you’d have to cut the Air Force some slack.”
 
   "I'm not sure I'm cut out to be head of the Regulatory Force. Your intelligence sources must still be pretty good. I was only offered the command yesterday…including the Brattor," Brad said referring to the brand-new ship named after John Brattor, the chemist who was injured in the early field experiments. 
 
   "You can't lead from the front this time Brad. You're needed here," Andrew said. "Fran needs you," Andrew stated swiftly and watched his friend grimace.
 
   "I'm not ready to get married," Brad said with difficulty. “I don’t want to be a rear echelon m…f… either.”
 
   "Brad. You're not going to run away on the Brattor."
 
   "Fran is too rational for me. It will never last," Brad said grasping for objections.
 
   "Brad. How long has Fran been working in the relative time field? She is the logistics officer for the whole installation." Andrew asked. "How often do you see her?"
 
   "She's been there about two months. I get to see her once a week but she's always got too much energy for me," Brad said still not catching on.
 
   "You've been working to develop the Regulatory Force, mostly in real time. With a relative time field of thirty, Fran has been there for five years. She's been seeing you about every seven months, her time. No wonder she's anxious to see you.”
 
   The look on Brad's face was pained.
 
   "She never told me. I never realized... " Brad stammered. "No wonder she has been so quiet and she looked so tired. I have to get her out of there. This could really mess up our relationship."
 
   "Relationship. Multiply that by ten thousand people and you get some idea of my problems. Do you pay everyone for real time or relative time? Right now we're working on patriotism and real time wages plus a bonus. Think of waste disposal alone. You accumulate it thirty times faster. Supplies are always late to people inside."
 
   "I had no idea," Brad said astonished. "I was so busy I didn't even think about it."
 
   "I try to get out about two hours of real time every real day just to keep the outside agencies coordinated. We had been turning it on and off to move supplies through. Imagine recycling air for this size enclosure. Rett came up with a way to move through the field so we gave him his own lab.”
 
   "How is the gray ghastly?" Brad asked.
 
   "Still as inhuman as ever. I keep trying to judge him by human terms and he's not. He starts getting agitated every time I act polite. I can't even smile around him without him acting weird. By the way," Andrew continued. "Don't invite him to your wedding," Andrew chuckled.
 
   "What!" Brad said.
 
   "I found out why he didn't come to my wedding," Andrew said still chuckling. "He even gets upset when you introduce him to someone. It seems that if you are a Tros, you never exchange names with another except right before joining sexually. They really have some sensitive customs about reproduction I suppose. I guess I would get upset if I thought that everyone I was introduced to was about to ravish me. I still don't know all that goes on but it must be a sight."
 
   "Strange. I can't imagine his being interested in sex."
 
   "Only strange by our standards," Andrew mused. "I suspect this will only be the first of our upcoming culture shocks and 'got-yas'. That's why you're going to have to quarantine all our traders on the lunar base first."
 
   "Now I hate the thought of spending real time away from her."
 
   "Fran will wait."
 
   "I know, but for how long?' Brad said grimly.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
  
 
  




 
 
   
   Rett’s Journal
 
   Colleagues. I continue my journal in the hopes that you will soon revel in my adventures. Though I have only been on this planet for one half solar revolution in real time, I have spent fifteen Earth revolutions of relative time with these humans. Though I have not bothered to learn any of their primitive jabber, many humans now speak the language, Trade. I despair at the thought of never seeing another Tros, so calm and rational. Living in close confinement under a relative time field with these darting creatures is disturbing.
 
   This relative time field covers 10,000 of them and all their equipment. I feel I will never be rid of the sweet stink of their bodies. This field would never have been practical for us, my colleagues because it is enormously inefficient. They don't have enough room to grow food for those under it and supplies and air must continually pour through the locks, or permanent portals I designed.
 
   There are always reminders about their fragility and unstable emotions. Often I would see pairs or small groups of humans begin hitting each other with their appendages. Yes. They can be quite impressive when they flail each other. They have a 'sport' where pounding each other in the head is the norm!  They are so temperamental. One even tried to hit me when I asked about his new child that lived outside the field. They say it is the strain. What strain? They live with their own kind. Living here -- even drives their own species insane. I agree with them on that.
 
   Seven humans were torn to small pieces once when one of the portal canals through the field malfunctioned. You would not believe how upset these creatures became about one insignificant incident. Some of them even tried to blame me as if I had anything to do with it. They built it and it was their equipment that failed. They could not have followed my designs properly. Many humans who regularly transport supplies through these portals cannot stand the strain of the hazy, overlapping fields. Their brains seem to produce some type of organic dysfunction.
 
   Be cautious. They have now all their ships with the molecular disruptor and intense light beams that cut metal. Though primitive otherwise, they are most creative with weapons. I have secreted plans for these death beams. They foolishly lied -- saying they were so commonplace that they weren't secret. I see through their lies. They are quite skilled in making small electronic devices. They even have machines. They call them computers, and they do their calculations for them. The making of these devices is very menial or we, Tros would have done it ourselves. This report is even being made on one of these computers. I about have them figured out as I can now work this one easily.
 
   I know what you're thinking, colleagues. These computers are like our calculators but more. They are much faster and can do more than our devices. Some machines even talk to you! That's right. I may have to stay with these beings longer than I anticipated. Though they are not as racially advanced as we Tros, they do have certain native skills you would appreciate. Since I know how to use these computers, it is only a matter of time until I know how to build one. They are very evasive when you ask how computers work. They either say they don't know or some say it is too complicated. Others even started drawing diagrams and writing what they said were equations to explain their function. They try to explain it all using ones or zeros and bits like that would explain how a machine could talk. How naive do they think we are?  They try to conceal their art with mysticism. Imagine a Tros who isn't capable of understanding anything made by another race. 
 
   They say computers use magnetic bubbles, quantum tunneling and some use dirty silicon or diamond. Indeed. Bubbles. They also foolishly let me have a secret password and access to a worldwide network of these computers. I can now search for information over the entire planet...though some of the references are obscure. Many beings on the Net want to be friends with me but the authorities screen my fans or some such nonsense. I am not sure what that means but they say it repeatedly. I am sure to be a powerful influence here because I have had hundreds of 'get rich quick' mailings that were directed at me, personally. The humans try to dissuade me but I obtained a small credit rating here and have contacted those who will make me rich and powerful. I will contact you soon as my promised passage is arranged.
 
  
 
  



SETTING UP THE MOON BASE
 
   Andrew was thinking about the enormous changes that had occurred over the last ten years that had passed – relatively - since the Wildcat had come back to Earth.
 
   Well, I guess I ought to say eleven months since that is how long it had been in standard time, not in relative time. It had taken almost three months to build a big enough field generator to cover the new manufacturing and research facility in the desert west of Tucson. The compound was a big area the size of two large football stadiums. We had to lower the intensity of the fields daily to refresh the air until Rett figured out a way to make a graduated step-down portal that worked like locks in a canal. Just give him some grape juice or peaches and he would crank out the work. He had already turned down the passage to his home planet twice but I think he is wavering a bit and will relent and go soon.
 
   We have built several prototype ships for exploration and defense. Number six looks like the best candidate with its jet black, oblong cigar shape. It makes the Wildcat look like a Model A versus a modern sports car. The little power supplies had paid for most of this development. The world's industry was gobbling up the power units but the impact on infrastructure was still to be fully felt. Lucky they're still a little hard to come by but imagine the impact. Now for the cost of two months electrical bill you can buy a device to power your house. It would provide all the electricity to heat, cool and operate all the appliances and electrical devices you’d ever need. You could remove the generator of a plug in hybrid or use it locally with your home generator. The strained, national electrical grid was still in use but was no longer strained. The economics of the switch caught everyone’s imagination as it was so obvious but the impact of most people changing to locally generated power had not hit home yet. Early adopters paid premiums for the first power plants off the assembly line and people could not change from natural gas or home heating oil fast enough. The petro chemical stocks plummeted. So did vehicle production. And just wait ‘til our little personal body field with pressor moves from development to commercial sales if we decide to let it out. 
 
   We’re going to hang on to that little secret for a while longer. The world's industry was gobbling up the power units but the personal flying belts would create a storm. Lucky they're hard to come by even for the World Government operatives but imagine the impact when they are plentiful. Give someone a device that costs little to operate and will carry anything that will fit into its field at hundreds or thousands of meters per hour in or out of an atmosphere. Imagine the deaths - the laws that can't be enforced – the borders that will mean nothing. You name it -- Earth is in for drastic changes. Imagine the drastic ecology shifts from unregulated borders.
 
   Industry didn’t like the changes because it threw uncertainty into the path of people who had been in power, in control, all their living memories. The auto industry could change from internal combustion engines to all electrical drives if they kept making them after the flying belts came out. Corporations would have to change their pricing structure. An average McDonalds® uses 6,000 kilowatts a month. When they could buy a generator that would pay for itself in two months – they were going to do it – it was a given.
 
   Third world populations who had never had reliable power to begin with were more or less impacted. They could now get power but didn’t have the devices, vehicles, or homes that could use the power – yet. They surely would get them. All advances in standards of living could be defined by the amount or “power” available to the individual whether it was human power with slaves or workers, or animals like horses or oxen.  Later wood, water, coal and petroleum products defined power availability though clean nuclear, solar, geothermal, wave power, and wind power began to play a small part. You name it -- Earth is in for drastic changes when power distribution changed from mass distribution to dispersed, individual sources…if those individual units actually were as inexpensive and reliable as they appeared to be.
 
   At least I take two hours a day meeting people outside the field. I enjoy being able to throw something in the trash without it being scrutinized. When you're in the field -- you conserve everything so something else does have to be imported and the waste removed. The molecular disrupters, we finally developed, remove the noxious stuff but water needs to be recycled and we have to use the free hydrogen that's released. We are learning to cope and have made tremendous strides with interstellar craft. Deciphering all those volumes from the Exploration Service is tedious because there is so much that is conjecture. Those seven alien manuals have certainly given us a fit trying to get our people and infrastructure up to speed with the details they must have conveniently took for granted…they left so much out!
 
   We have struggled with the detailed descriptions but the manuals didn’t say how to do some of what was required and we were running out of time. Those beings had said “an Earth year” before they would allow visitors but they hadn't made it anywhere close to that. It had only been five months before a ship belonging to the same race as the E.S. ship's commander had come prowling around the solar system. We had the first couple of prototype ships completed by then and flashed alongside long enough to give them a warning message and direct them out of the system until we can complete the moon base in another seven months. The prototypes were used to ferry supplies to the moon base and it was looking to be almost on schedule.
 
  
 
  



Ullumff TRADER 
 
   Rett’s Journal
 
   These humans are determined to trade for more language machines and other devices on my home planet in the near future. I find myself unsettled about returning there just yet. I think I can convince them to take me to another system where the feeding is wonderful and the gravity is normal. I convinced them to make their marvelous calculators using E.S. standard symbology for their trade. Then they can get those training machines and a long list of language and culture and history cylinders they want. They 'swapped' several with the treaty-negotiation ship personnel for 'high Trade' language cylinders from planets near the Core. Only the Central Worlds use dialects in those languages and only at the large, central trade hubs of the galaxy. I amuse myself with this subterfuge, but they were very easy to get from the treaty ship crewmembers since only high nobles use 'high standard dialects' in Trade. These humans are amusing... imagine... these humans claim that those calculators they traded were powered only by visible light -- absurd. They should not anger beings they trade with using calculators that will run out of power in a few days so I plan to trade for things that are not very valuable if I help them...'High Trade' cylinders...what a jokester I have become...no one uses 'High Trade' out here in this deserted end of the galaxy. The ES troopers they traded with acted like the 'humans' were the one getting fleeced. I, Rett, also think the humans acted foolishly to trade valuable calculators for so little, but what can I do. I'm only one Tros and I can't show them how to do everything. They will have to make some mistakes on their own before they'll learn.
 
    
 
                                                                         *** 
 
    
 
   The first, 'official' visitor to the solar system was also from the E.S. commander's home planet. In fact, the captain was kin to that commander. Captain UmBllatt had been thoroughly briefed by his distant cousin's son. It was all to keep the profits in the family. UmBllatt's brother, UmUff, had jumped the gun several months ago but had been turned away by strange ships by some descendants of the Tros. They had been immensely powerful ships and they used a highly accented Tros basic language to warn off the trade ship. That first, premature trip had not been sanctioned. The Exploration Service had arranged this voyage as an official trade mission. The E.S. had been briefed prior to this endeavor and rumors were floating about this part of the spiral arm. There was word about marvelous devices that could perform calculations yet were so small they were portable. There was proof of transmitters and receivers for color images and sound of incredible quality without the use of tubes! There weren't even any of the new microtubes in the samples his cousin's son had described. 
 
   I will know pretty soon if this is a fool's errand. I have invested heavily in this trip and my kin had better not have been exaggerating about the technological prowess of this race's electrical devices. Better prepare the crew to expect little profit rather than have them mutiny if this turns out to be mere exaggeration.
 
   "Captain to all crewmembers. We are approaching this new system at the appointed time," actually, a bit early of a year’s orbit but why let these natives be totally prepared, he thought. "We will do our best to turn a profit even out here in this spiral arm but do not expect instant riches this far from the normal trade routes. They will surely have something we can turn a profit on but don't let your expectations exceed your intellect. We will enter their system momentarily to scan what may be waiting. I do not like undue surprises."
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   God. Look how big that sucker is and the bastards are a month early. Colonel Kyger said that there would be more like the first ship, thought the technician, but he didn't mention how big it would be. He, as Planetary Defense Force officer, had been drilled for months in the proper notification procedure and it wasn't long before Colonel Kyger was rousted out of bed.
 
   "What is it?" he said sleepily.
 
   "They're here sir," answered the orderly. The orderly continued when he saw the Colonel's expression, "One large ship just inside the orbit of Neptune sir."
 
   "Thanks. I'll be right up. I want both squadrons of the new ships set up in Plan Delta according to the ship's headings." He continued with an afterthought before the orderly had turned to leave, "What's it doing now?"
 
   "Seems to be nearly motionless...the tech on duty reported, he thought, it might be so they could scan a while... to see what they were getting into."
 
   Brad nodded and the orderly hastened out of the room.
 
   Plan Delta called for the first two squadrons to set up at various places and begin a play of normality. Two ships had already been paired and stood off Mars for two weeks per shift. One ship would be replaced every week so no one got crazed waiting in some small environment. The rest of the ships were clones of the sixth prototype, cigar shaped ship that had proved the least expensive to produce, relatively, was sturdy and easily manufactured and assembled with, mostly, standard parts. The relative time fields had literally given Earth a few 'years' to prepare, even with an early arrival. Rett had warned them not to take a 'year' too seriously since 'years' were standard only through the E.S. standard years listed in the manuals they had been given.
 
   Those manuals had been a wealth of information and with the learning tools, obtained after brief battle and first negotiation with the Exploration Service ship. Over 300 of Andrew's people were fluent in six of the languages of the ES and the network of races it served. Classes had been conducted for 'years' in the relative time fields to perfect the knowledge of intricate Exploration Service rules and procedures from the manuals. Many of Andrew's people were proficient in the docking facility on the moon that had redesigned to incorporate the information from the Standard Docking Facilities and the Standard Artificial Habitats for Signatories manuals. Every detail had been milked and Rett had been 'pumped' for clarification, which he had begrudgingly given when disrupted from his work. 
 
   The Standard Docking Facilities and Navigation Aids had been the easiest to implement because they could use some of the old NASA, Russian Military (V.K.S.) and Chinese files/plans from the Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Center (BACCC). The moon station, the short-lived centerpiece of worldwide cooperation had been abandoned since the onset of Viral B. The joint project, mainly funded by China and the US, had been quickly dumped when it could no longer be used to focus the attention of the masses.
 
   The “international” moon station had been placed under a relative time field also to complete the work and only with rapid transit of materials via the new ships could anything have been accomplished.
 
   There were so many details in the donated manuals that it was doubtful until 'years' had passed that anywhere near the minimum level of compliance could be achieved. The “damn manuals” as they became known would show all these different habitats for strange aliens. They gave all the details of light intensity, wavelength, diurnal/nocturnal periods, humidity, temperature, wind, composition of atmosphere, gravity, acceptable food, sleeping accommodations, smell (yeah smell – how do you quantify smell), acceptable sounds, and amenities. The “damn” lists were near endless. 
 
   Some creatures needed a private, quiet, small enclosure to contemplate their bowels and others needed the wide-open spaces, with bushes, near which to defecate. The Standard Artificial Habitats for Signatories was the worst. Teams of “experts” guessed what a “vision of the far tundra” meant when used in conjunction with bathroom facilities. Other creatures needed scratching posts for their nails or oils to moisturize their fur. Let’s not even mention adjustable gravity throughout the lunar base or the extremes that needed a methane or chlorine atmosphere. They did figure a good way to adjust the gravity adapted from the ships but some things, like the weird atmosphere stuff, were just going to have to wait.
 
   The World Government had pumped supplies into the relative time fields and spurts of innovations, psychology and controversy would fly outward. The World Government was near to the end of its patience and money and the station was near to completion when the new ship was spotted.
 
    
 
    Captain UmBllatt ordered his navigator and communications officers to report the findings from the scan after they had stopped. He wanted to be prepared for anything. "Your report!"
 
   "Sir," the communications officer shifted from one pad to another looking very uncomfortable. "Verbally? Sir?" He looked around.
 
   "Of course...we are due to profit from this venture together," UmBllatt said causing the shifting around the room to spread to other members of the crew who knew the captain's greed.
 
   The communications officer looked skyward in a very earthlike expression and said, "There seems to have been an error in the report you received."
 
   "In what way!" bellowed the captain knowing the comm officer was referring to the report, his kin and the likelihood for profit in this venture.
 
   "There is a major Central Worlds station here. There are sixteen field signatures visible and we are being hailed as to our intentions as per Central World's regulations. Sir...according to regulations...if I can remember them from my internship...these ships could declare us hostile unless we acknowledge their hails. They are all speaking very understandable 'High Trade'. It's been forever since I studied that stuff and I haven't docked at a Central World facility since I was an apprentice."
 
   "Impossible! Sixteen!" the captain shouted and rushed over and shoved the comm officer away from his console. "We'll see about this...this..." his voice trailed off as he scanned the console image.
 
   "Answer their hails. Answer their hails," UmBllatt said and turned back to his command prop with a perplexed expression. "How could this be? How could my cousin's son have been so mistaken? Is this a setup?" he murmured to himself but began to rally. There are profits to be made no matter the port...no matter the regulations, he thought and his eyes focused and his attention sharpened. "Look alive. Look alive. We don't want them to think we've never seen a port before."
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Brad Kyger was looking over the displays at the moonbase control center. He had grabbed a cup of coffee and straightened his hair. The key thing was that they shouldn't leave Earth thinking we were pushovers. The moonbase was ready. The ships were spread out and ready. Guess it’s show time. He moved to a comm console and activated a link to Andrew at the manufacturing field.
 
   "Glad you were in a real-time mode so I could contact you without delay," Brad said looking at Andrew's disheveled figure in the display.
 
   "What's the deal? One ship? How big is it...where is it...how do you intend to handle it?"
 
   "We're going to shadow it in. The beacons are on...nav con is on...just like in the manuals... We're moving ships around like crazy and varying field signatures so the older ships will look like large freighters compared to the new standard ships." Brad looked away at the scan displays. "This ship is about five times larger than any of our ships and moving as directed by beacons toward the station. They'll pick up a shadow up in…" he turned his head away from the console so another technician could tell him," …about four minutes. They're about to Jupiter's orbit. We'll hail them when they get within radio range."
 
   "Sounds like you have it set up fine Brad. I just hate sitting here picking lint from between my toes. I know we're ready. I just want this to go well. Everything we've worked for is riding on it. We'll wait a bit to notify the media 'cause there is everything that could go wrong. Keep a line open. We're gonna stay on real-time down here so we won't miss anything."
 
   "Captain. We have visual contact with one of their ships off to port."
 
   UmBllatt swung his oculars to see the image on the viewer. "Pretty small," he said to the crewman but pretty slick looking all the same. "How small is it compared to us?" UmBllatt asked the crewman.
 
   "Sir. Looks to be about one fifth our size but it puts out a field as strong as ours."
 
   UmBllatt grunted and wished his cousin's son was here -- so he could lance his oculars. Early trading contact indeed...this didn't look like any jerkwater outpost. Deity. They had navigation beacons as good as any Core system. He didn't like being shadowed this far out but he would have done the same if it were his home system.
 
   "Captain. You wouldn't believe the amount of electromagnetic traffic around."
 
   UmBllatt grunted.
 
   "Captain. Do you wish to initiate contact with the craft near us? I think we're supposed to contact any port authority craft."
 
   UmBllatt looked around. "Someone find the damn manual. We're supposed to have one on every ship this size but damn if I EVER actually used one." 
 
   No one left their post but only swiveled oculars to look at their own area and at their neighbors. "Now!" shouted the captain. The control room became a bedlam as EVERYONE started tearing through storage lockers and looking for their procedural manual.
 
   "Here it is! Here it is!" exclaimed a wizened crewmember who held it up like a prized vegetable in the field.
 
   The captain brusquely plucked it from the crewmembers grasp and grunted as he opened it and started rifling through the pages. "Ah ha," he would say and then "Humm," and the other crewmembers began to drift closer and several started looking over his shoulder. "Right here," he said as he jabbed the pertinent section of the manual and handed it to his comm officer. "Transmit this basic message and code and let's see what they do. We're even supposed to send them a list of trade goods and length of stay. Do it. They will tromp in panic trying to make a decision," the captain said relishing his decision and the anticipated outcome.
 
   The comm officer did as he was told and the scanning post reported a couple of minutes later, "Sir. The ship that was near us is pulling away rapidly and headed toward the fourth planet...very fast sir. I don't think we could hope to catch up."
 
   UmBllatt grunted and would have smiled if that was what his race did...but his race doesn't smile, so he gave forth a very satisfied grunt and began to pontificate;  "See. They are running away to have someone else make a decision for them. I knew they wouldn't have the legs to stand belly to belly with us."
 
    
 
   The comm officer made a very small grunt for attention. That didn't work so he grunted a bit louder for attention. 
 
   The captain swiveled his command prop around to face the comm officer...he was very annoyed to be awakened from his little daytime reverie. "What is it?"
 
   "I don't think they were going somewhere to make a decision… " his voice was very quiet.
 
   "What do you mean by that? Are you questioning my decision?" thundered UmBllatt.
 
   "No… No sir!" stammered the comm officer.
 
   "Well?" UmBllatt demanded.
 
   "It's just that the other ship responded to the message I sent."
 
   "What?" blurted the captain, "They didn't have time."
 
   "Sir. They did. They responded almost immediately with the proper response, a return list of items approved with an approval entry number pending inspection, a list of items that are currently sought after, items/information banned, current mediums of exchange, landing patterns, nav control frequencies and the coordinates for a trading/quarantine station on the third planet's moon."
 
   UmBllatt was flabbergasted. "How could they do that in such a small space of time?"
 
   "I don't know sir. I have only just now played back the cylinders that recorded the exchange. They also inquired about necessary life support for the crew. It was generally in listing the pertinent cites in the manual that says these items are banned and they listed the manual edition, page and quote."
 
   "Surely you didn't tell them what life support we needed and the complement of the crew?"
 
   "Yes sir. Regulations stated very clearly that I was to list every being on board and the species classification," the comm officer felt distressed after seeing the captain's expression. "We all have visa approval numbers," he said timidly.
 
   "Was that all?"
 
   "No sir. What does, Take a ticket, take a seat mean?"
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The crew of the Hawk was howling.
 
   "You wouldn't believe how slow they transmitted that information. I think they were doing it by hand!" one crewmember said.
 
   "We got their data and then incorporated that into the canned computer response. We sent it back as slow as we could. It's hard to slow down data when you spend your entire life trying to speed it up."
 
   "Did you get a peek at their cargo and crew manifest?" said another. "Better fire that baby off to Colonel Kyger right now or he'll skin you alive."
 
   Brad Kyger voiced through the display as the message from the Hawk. Andrew was looking at the information at the same time and he turned toward Brad in the display.
 
   "Look at those trade goods. I don't know what half of that stuff is but I want it. Brad. You think we can pull this off?" Andrew asked.
 
   Brad shrugged. "Guess it's a little late to be worried about that. If what Rett told us is true, and I don't have any real reason to doubt him, they know as little about us as we know about them."
 
   "That paper I signed is only as good as our enforcement. I want to stay as close to those manuals as we can while we build more ships. I want trade but I want to be able and police our system while we can. That Abbreviated Atlas of Signatories and their History was scary as hell. Reading between the lines showed disease, war, and environmental damage...you name it. I don't want to be a statistic in the next edition."
 
   "Look. I'll let you know what's what. We're set up for this. We'll pick their brains while we entertain them. We have lots of 3D documentaries dubbed with Trade and music videos that they will never understand plus some neat gewgaws to trade for."
 
   "I expect you to brief me on everything. The damn unaligned nations are rumbling again even though the portable power supplies are being distributed. I had hoped they would destabilize their governments enough that they wouldn't be an immediate problem but we'll see... and I want everything recorded Brad."
 
   "Will do mom," Brad said. "Now go stare at the ceiling for a while and pretend you're getting some rest. I'll keep you up to date."
 
   Andrew grinned and cut the connection.
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt noted the new station and its unusual design. I hate light gravity worlds, he thought. It does have an interesting symmetry though.
 
   The navigator noted the automated controls and relinquished control of his ship jealously until he noted how gently and smoothly the ship was being handled. Some Central Worlds crew must have come here and set this all up. They must have put in a new, improved, experimental version because this isn't like anything I've ever heard about ...too smooth…too perfect.
 
   The captain looked at the navigation control crewmember as the ship swiftly landed at the moonbase quarantine station. "Excellent job navigator. That should show these primitives how real beings should handle a ship."
 
   The navigator swiveled his ears and politely grunted but decided he shouldn't tell the captain that the ship had been landed by an automated navigation system used by these 'primitives'.
 
   The captain thought it was about time these primitives found out who they were dealing with. The last ship had had contact with Tros ships, evidently, since they had spoken the Tros language but that had not occurred this time. All the communications had been in High Trade. We Ullumff have always been better suited for trade and first contacts than any Tros -- they were so ugly compared to us. Their snouts bulge out so grotesquely. I understand that these 'humans' have smooth skinned hides in different shades with tufts of hair sprouting out of their heads with tiny little, fragile hands. I must remember that they consider themselves intelligent and not silly looking...deity it's hard to remember all, the 'first meet' training. Here we go, he thought as he walked out the hatch.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "Colonel, they're coming out. Video match seems to be Tros...no…Ullumff. That's it...Ullumff...mean gravity is 1.4 Earth, sorry, compensating to 1.25 gravities to make them feel a little lighter...moisture level about our norm but they like 31 degrees Celsius equivalent...compensating...we have Ling as the only one qualified with the Ullumff language cylinders. She's headed your way. That's about it. They are milling about at the exit to their ship and look a bit hesitant. I'm adjusting the light spectrum - you'll find it a bit bright with fair size, randomized breeze. They can use the color-coding similar to ours sir…suitable spectrum. 
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was feeling better. The primitives were afraid to meet them so they had made his team wait while they gathered their courage. His people could wait as long as it took. He was surprised by how cold and dim it seemed at first but for some reason, it was feeling better here. This moon must be denser than I thought since it has decent gravity...almost equal to home. The light seems brighter now too and I was cold when I stepped out and now it feels comfortable. This might work out after all.
 
   "Greetings, Captain, " Brad said in Trade. "I desire your trade here to be successful for all." Brad said in the phrases derived from the contextual associations in the manuals.
 
   UmBllatt was a bit taken aback by the very understandable Trade language and content of the welcome. "Greetings, Administrator. Where will we have dialogue and do you have sections of your facility suitable for my crew?"
 
   Brad realized that chitchat was not being called for and indicated the yellow strip on the floor next to other colors just as Ling came walking up. She had five yellow key tabs on bracelets, hastily shaped to fit around the aliens' wrists, and handed them to Brad.
 
   "You take over. This is no big deal right," Brad said to Ling in English and raised his eyebrows.
 
   "Thanks a lot," she said knowing it was a psychological ploy and he was probably scared for her but hell, here goes. "Greetings. I will be your guide until you have rested and had a quick tour of the facility," she said in the Ullumff language as best she could but many of the grunts and gutturals were hard for even her to produce.
 
   Captain UmBllatt was shocked. The administrator had met them properly but had left and then another being, smaller comes in and starts talking in our home language. Leaving us with an underling. Impolite. Having it speak our language is impossible. There have been no contacts with these people. Who could have come here before us? This one is smaller and malformed. No, it must have utters for feedings its young on the front. How disgusting! How could they look at that all day and not get nauseated? Endure. Remember your training. Oh. It is beginning to talk again and it was having difficulty with the easiest words.
 
   "It is pronounced 'uolluumfp'. Proceed with what you were saying," Captain UmBllatt directed.
 
   "These... bracelets go on your arm and allow you to go almost anywhere in the station. Follow the yellow pointers and they will direct you back to the ship if you desire. Any door with a yellow pad on it is safe and suitable for your crew and will answer simple questions. These are keys – tokens that allow privacy or passage," she held up the keytags, "and will open doors after your initial tour. Feel free to wander," Ling said and had had trouble with the term wander. It had come out more like moving from area to area with no set schedule...yeah...wander. Hurry up guys, she thought to her co-workers, as she looked at the scanner panel on the wall with a pleading expression not visible to the aliens. She knew her people would be rushing to convert the closest habitats for these Ullumff.
 
   Ling began to walk through the structure and point out the different areas of the complex. She pointed out the athletic complex -- essentially a clear area with a resilient floor. The aliens filed in quietly behind her. The captain did not ask any questions and thusly the crewmembers with him did not ask any. Finally the comm chirped in her ear. "Ling. We have their quarters set up. You wouldn't believe that these guys sleep propped up and their restroom is a bizarre one," said the communicator.
 
   "Captain, your rooms are prepared now. Let me show you where they are."
 
   "You have rooms for my crew?" the captain asked incredulously. "We require special arrangements."
 
   "These should meet your requirements," Ling answered and walked down the corridor to the habitat wing. The door opened to the final corridor and the dry heat hit her in the face. The heavy gravity and heat was physically draining and the stress didn't help. She motioned for her 'followers' to enter and she showed them around. "You have two personnel per room for sleep. Each room has a fresher section for cleaning and elimination.” Ling looked in the bathroom and the overhead light was glaring and hot. 
 
   “Hey Ling,” came over her headset in English. “They prefer the sun overhead and bushes near them when they defecate. Manuals say they like to see the desert is clear of enemies when they shit and they like to do that near bushes…some kind of symbiotic thing because bacteria in their pee and poop fertilizes plants wherever there is an oasis. Did the best we could with the wind…had to reverse the output fans to be directional and we used a couple of photos scanned from the damned manuals for the wall panorama on the high definition walls. Good luck.”
 
   “Why do you delay?” demanded the Captain.
 
   “Excuse me sir. I was examining your facilities here to make sure they would be adequate. They seem so but please scrutinize them yourself,” Ling said rapidly – a little taken aback by the abrupt tone and volume from the Captain.
 
   “Certainly I will,” he said and strode brusquely past her. 
 
   There were several minutes of silence and then the Captain returned to the main room. “It appears adequate but there were no controls. How will we do anything if we are supposed to clean up our own waste products? Do you not have buckets and scoops? What type of facility are you running?”
 
   “No controls?” Ling said to the Captain and then, “Guys? What gives?” she said sotte voce in English. “The computer scans and cleans up after them. Sorry. They just leave. They don’t even have to turn off the light.”
 
   Ling grunted lightly into her pad (her hand) in best, embarrassed Ullumff. “Captain. You do your…you use the facilities as if you were on your home planet. This facility is self-cleaning and you need not do anything. Please just ask the computer if you need anything.”
 
   The Captain seemed incredulous but took it with aplomb. Ling could tell he was an old campaigner. 
 
   “Who is this computer and how do I contact him if we require aid?” asked the Captain.
 
   “The computer is a machine. Just speak 'Computer. Service' ...if you need help… Say, 'Computer' and then ask simple questions in Trade and the computer will try to answer. This sheet includes the services you can access from your room. You may have to repeat words in Trade or try alternate phrasing if it doesn't understand. You can also ask for a Steward if you require a being." Ling handed a packet to the captain and then turned to the entertainment center.  
 
   She flipped through the documentaries and 'advertisements' in Trade that had been produced specifically to show at the base. The aliens were so enthralled by the 3-D videos that they almost did not hear her parting words. "Just ask the computer to schedule trade talks and that will be arranged. Keep food and drink in your rooms please. You may not bring any food out of your ship but you can order suitable food from these lists," hastily printed in Ullumff and matched against candidates from Earthly stores she noted. She saw that one of the crewmembers had entered the fresher section and he had not shut the doors. Ling guessed why they had been called Ullumff after that and eased out the door where she took a deep breath of relief.
 
   "Good job, Ling," Brad said. "We've been with you every step of the way."
 
   "Where'd you get all those soap bars and knickknacks and printed towels on such short notice?"
 
   Brad laughed. "You know Harold, the guy that works with Susan and Rett at the Field...he was manager of a chain of Quality Inns™ and knows what beings need when they travel...no matter where they're from."
 
   "What about all that snack fruit and nuts and bread sticks in the room. Shouldn't we be worried about how they will react to our foods and spices? Most of that is commercial stuff. I even saw a refrigerator in the room."
 
   "Rett tells me that they could eat the utensils if they wanted to with no harmful effects and to watch out because they are very shrewd in trade."
 
   "Okay then; you handle it when one of them goes toes up. See you at mess." Ling headed for the mess hall since it was really just breakfast time and she wanted some good tea in spite of her reservations about this setup. She let out a huge, exhausted sigh and shuddered with fatigue and stress before she ran into to her friends that were waiting just out of sight. They hugged her and patted her on the back as she rounded the corner.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was in a quandary. These beings had shown them every courtesy but something was wrong. Something squirmed in the salad about this deal. Look at these rooms; spacious with gravity, and temperature, and atmosphere to our liking but this is an airless moon above a primitive planet. Someone must have run across these humans decades before to produce this complex. It's too perfect. Even the Central Worlds are not this nice. This is right out of the manuals. Every race tries to live up to the manuals but no one comes very close...yet, these beings have it all...just like in the manuals -- but more...and this 'entertainment center'...who produces this marvelous pictures and sound...it is impossible...yet it is here...and the elimination facilities were exquisite, with sand the same color as home. He had felt like he was almost home with the wind and sun hitting him. The walls! ...even the walls showed moving pictures of home and how had they made the plants move in the breeze? It was impossible… impossible that this out of the trade route planet had better facilities than a Central World establishment. They spoke Ullumff …impossible.
 
   "Captain, try these vegetable protein orbs with spices. They are called 'peanuts' and Urrumm found a heat-exchanging device that keeps things cold. You will never guess what was in it?" the navigator looked over to Urrumm who was pouring liquid from a brown bottle down his throat.
 
   "Fermented grain beverage Captain. 'Beer' it is called here. It is freezing cold and almost hurt my throat but it tastes good. I almost never figured how to open it 'til Nav used his url to punch a couple of holes in the top. It's worth the trouble."
 
   The captain grunted good-naturedly to his men but felt ill at ease. There was too much luxury here. This was too nice for a space crew. I will not give in to all this, he thought, and he was determined not succumb to this... whatever it was... this luxury. Meanwhile, he decided to find out while the men settled in to watch the display...while they ate the 'peanuts' and drank chilled beer.
 
   UmBllatt walked over to the comm console and said, "Computer...(Pause) Do you understand me?” as Ling had demonstrated.
 
   "Yes," the computer answered in Trade.
 
   "What is your duty?"
 
   "To monitor the environment of this room and serve the beings within it."
 
   "So you listen to anything in this room...at all times?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Just as I thought... We are being spied on all the time. "Do you ever sleep or stop working?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Does someone replace you at intervals?" UmBllatt said hoping that he could use a shift change to slip out undetected.
 
   "No."
 
   "How can you monitor and never rest?" UmBllatt said thinking these beings were trying to trick them somehow.
 
   "I am a computer."
 
   "What is a computer?" UmBllatt asked wondering what being would lie in such a flat voice.
 
   "I am a non-sentient electronic device programmed to answer and respond to simple verbal queries."
 
   UmBllatt didn't know what electronic was but these beings had a very sophisticated intercom system and he wanted to trade for that knowledge. Keeping someone to watch us at all times meant that these beings, indeed, thought we were important after all. Good, he thought and glanced over at the display while easing toward the last of a large bowl of salted peanuts.
 
   He eased over to the door and turned an ear toward it but heard nothing. He palmed the panel as he had been shown and the door slid open with a hydraulic hiss. He leaned his head out the door and twisted oculars to see in all directions before he started to ease down the hallway. It never occurred to him to ask the computer to display a diagram of the station and yet he had no innate sense of direction. One direction seemed as good as any and it seemed that he had not been seen this area before. A door slid open before him and a young technician stepped out of a small workroom right in front of UmBllatt.
 
   Their surprise was almost identical for each, but as the tech stumbled to use his ill practiced Trade, UmBllatt cuffed him on the side of his head and knocked him against the wall. UmBllatt was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery. He slipped the tech's ID tab off his wrist, and tried to put it on his own arm. The small bracelet wouldn't fit so he tucked the ID tab into his waistband. He palmed open the green door and noted the lighter gravity as he tossed the unconscious body into the workroom. Moments later he emerged and proceeded down the corridor. He noticed the green striped line down the center of this corridor of lower gravity. I must be in the areas where the primitives from the planet below live.
 
   UmBllatt's navigator had watched him leave and was puzzled where he could have been going. It wasn't as if you could just stroll around on another planet...moon. He had observed the interplay with the Earth guide and the captain and he was a little bit awed by these beings use of electrical devices. He thought he'd get up and see if this 'comm' console was as interesting as the projection system that he had been watching. He walked over to the console.
 
   "Where is the captain?" he asked...silence from the wall. "Where are we?" he asked...silence from the wall. Ummffh, he grunted as he remembered that the captain had had to use that odd honorific prior to the wall talking. "Computer. Where is the captain?"
 
   "Captain UmBllatt is on level three, near the oxygen/water distillation plant."
 
   "Where is that?"
 
   The computer displayed a map of the lunar complex on this level and a red circle indicated the captain and showed that he was moving. "You are here," the computer said and indicated the area where the navigator and his crewmates were staying.
 
   "How do I get there from here?' he asked and the computer displayed arrows showing the shortest path to the captain. "I wish I could copy that," the navigator said to himself and looked around for some means to trace the map. A glossy, plastic coated map scrolled out of the lower section of the console and the amazed navigator. "What is he doing?" the navigator said in a loud, excited voice that attracted the oculars of his crewmates.
 
   "He is attempting to enter a minimal pressure area of the complex."
 
   "Is he in danger there?" the navigator asked as the other members of the crew stood and moved toward him.
 
   "Yes. He is not heeding my warnings and is forcing open the controls on the airlock to an unpressurized area," the computer said.
 
   Just then, the low pressure warning horns blared in the hallways and the displays flashed messages of instructions. 
 
   The crewmembers swiveled their eyes toward each other and the navigator held up the map. They rapidly exited the door following the lead of the navigator... some were armed but had no wish to use their personal weapons...yet.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "What the hell!" Kyger said as he jumped out of bed when the horns blared. The intercom chimed seconds after the horns blared as he pulled on his pants. "Go ahead."
 
   "Colonel, seems like the alien captain, breached the airlock in the oxygen generation area. The containment field snapped on but he screwed up a lot of equipment. Didn't hurt pressure too much; about like 3,500 meters in altitude currently. That volume will take a lot of atmosphere to fill. Sheared the link to the alien ship -- don't know what they think yet...the alien appears to be alive but the deck gravity generators are off-line and it's normal lunar gravity in that area," said the tech.
 
   "Team suited and in route - armed. Where is the crew?  Notify Earth. Get some ships up to take care of that ship if it does anything."
 
   The tech paused and turned away from the display a second as he looked for the information. "They have all left their quarters and are moving toward the damaged area."
 
   "Issue orders for them to stop where they are and have Ling me suited up at Junction four of green wing."
 
   "Orders to stop - Ling suited at Junction four of green wing...yes sir."
 
   Shit, Brad thought, Why can't anything go smoothly for once?
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The wall console computers ordered the aliens to stop as they marched toward their captain's last known area. They ignored the warnings and drew the few hidden hand weapons they had carried. At last, they came to a corridor with green arrows on the floor with a polycarbonate barrier closing off the hallway. Swiveling oculars at each other, they stood back as one aimed his handgun at the center of the shield. The handgun had limited range but it rapidly cut an Ullumff sized hole in the polycarbonate. The atmosphere started whistling to the area of lower pressure but they stepped quickly through and immediately noticed the actual lunar gravity. It was very hard to hurry since they were used to almost one and a half times Earth gravity and the lunar gravity was only one sixth that of Earth -- so as they tried to sprint forward they would hit the ceiling...hard. One crewmember almost knocked himself out.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Ling was at Junction Four well before the appointed time because she had already been suited, when she got the call to meet Brad. She had anticipated trouble and started suiting up when she heard the alarms. It just so happened that she was running through her check lists on her suit when the aliens cut through the pressure barrier to the damaged section and she had her shield unit maxed for those seconds when the pressure change swept her down the hall at the speed of the atmosphere because she had no inertia. She swept through the hole in the barrier and headed straight at the alien crew.
 
   The aliens saw her coming and before conscious thought - the navigator had raised his weapon and fired at her. Only because her shield was at maximum did it spend itself harmlessly at her. She had actually been facing away and had not noticed she had been traveling or that she had been in mortal danger for she was facing back up the corridor and, at that, had been looking at the sensors inside her helmet. She cycled through the rest of her test cycle, cut the field back and felt the light gravity. At first, thinking her suit had malfunctioned; she noticed the lights in the corridor were on the emergency lighting. She realized she wasn't at Junction Four any longer. She turned around and was startled to be face to face with the alien crewmembers. "What are you doing here?" she asked them in Ullumff.
 
   Well...she would relate later...you should have seen their faces. This being, apparently the one that had been guiding them around, comes flying to a stop through a hail of their shots and starts talking to them like they were out for a stroll. They couldn't talk for many seconds and they just stared...oculars riveted on the diminutive figure.
 
   The navigator broke the silence. "We were in search of our captain. He was entering the area ahead and may need help." He was startled with this alien...it had a good command of his native language even though its voice was much higher in pitch than a proper Ullumff. How could it act so composed?
 
    "Let me go first to make sure that the atmosphere is acceptable. Use short hops and don't touch anything."
 
   The navigator felt shame at using his weapon on the guide and shoved it down into his clothing, as did the others around him as they noticed his movement.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   "Ling, the computer says you are in the damaged section - with the crewmembers. What goes? Are you all right?" Brad queried over the comm trying to keep the mix of anger and concern out of his voice.
 
   "Okay, Colonel. Not my fault. Get me some support if this turns ugly but they seem to have no hostile intent at the moment...just want to get to their captain. Don't know how I got here but we're moving to the damaged airlock area. I'll turn on vid for you...how's that...now the pan."
 
   Kyger had been upset when Ling wasn't at the corridor to meet him. The additional pressure loss was not as great and did not set off the alerts but it wasn't until he queried her whereabouts that he got angry and concerned. She was in the damaged area with six aliens of questionable intent and they had just found a still unconscious tech without his keytab. Three armed station members came flying up and Ling hand signed them to stand down - it was okay.
 
   "Let our personnel get your captain. It is low gravity and cooler than is comfortable for you and you have no protection if there any more loss of atmosphere," Ling said to the crewmembers.
 
   The navigator grunted and the others begrudgingly started back to their quarters accompanied by two of the station crew. Brad arrived as they were leaving.
 
   "Let's find out how bad it is," Kyger said and Ling and the other station crew headed toward the damaged airlock.
 
   They found the captain unconscious-- clinging to the controls of the airlock exit. At least it had not been full vacuum but there was no telling how the low pressure and temperature had affected his hearing or sight or, for that matter, anything else. They strapped an oxygen generator around him, attached the field generator to the rear strap, and set it to an intensity that allowed them to push his weightless form down the hall. They set the temperature inside his 'private' field to thirty-one degrees Celsius. Brad was in constant contact with his team as they were in route. 
 
   "Set up a time dilation field around this area and get it repaired. Set them up in one too so their folks on the ship will be none the wiser."
 
   "Don't you think that when the aliens here compare notes with the aliens back on the ship it will give them a big insight into how we use our fields?" Ling asked.
 
   Brad grunted and Ling realized that these Ullumff had a lot in common with humans -- at least, in common with men. She just shook her head.
 
   They pushed the captain's form into the quarters and the alien crew backed a bit away from the earthlings since they did not understand what was going on. Kyger touched his controls and the slaved unit on the captain shut off and was removed.
 
   The navigator realized that these beings could claim the body for themselves but they had brought it back which showed good etiquette. He was next in seniority and it would be expected of him to continue the trade and make this a profitable trip. "We will start the trade negotiations after some sleep if that is acceptable."
 
   It was Ling's turn to be flabbergasted. Here they nearly get their captain killed and they act like nothing happened. What a conscience. "Very well. Please indicate when you are prepared and we will come to a room across the hall. It is set up for a meeting. Don't you want to see if your captain is going to be fit before you start negotiations?"
 
   Ling translated for Brad as the navigator turned to the body, at least, he thought it had been the body of his captain. He was alive. How could this be? The captain must have been killed if he was exposed to vacuum. Even Ullumff were not that tough. These beings must have lied about what the captain had been doing in order to get him out of the negotiations. He felt himself getting angry and the other crewmembers caught his anger scent and started grunting in protest.
 
   Ling, who had removed her helmet long since, smelled the delicious cinnamon like scent and felt very aroused. "You smell wonderful," she blurted as the sexual rush flushed through her and she was instantly embarrassed by her outburst.
 
   Her statement and the awakening of the captain came at the same instant and the ensuing confusion of the navigator cut any anger off short.
 
   "Look...he is alive!" shouted another of the alien crew.
 
   Sure enough...the captain was lumbering back and forth and then rolled onto his knees and stood up shakily.
 
   "Captain, you're alive!" shouted the navigator who was so relieved that he eliminated on the floor, right then, and there. The other crewmembers looked at him in disgust.
 
   "Of course I'm alive," the captain said and thought rapidly..."but these defective computer directions and defective airlocks almost killed me."
 
   Brad looked at Ling and thought, so that is how you're going to play it...well it is ‘gonna’ cost you at the bargaining table -- oh large gut...count on it. Brad pointed to the keytab for his station crewmember that had been attacked and said, "What about that?"
 
   UmBllatt took the green keytab bracelet that had been taken from his tech and tossed it at Brad's feet. "A crewmember attacked me at one point but I was able to defend myself."
 
   Ling started to protest but Brad held up his hand to stop her. "Negotiations start at ten 'dim' across the hall. Do not bring any weapons," said in Trade to the captain.
 
   UmBllatt grunted and Brad motioned Ling and the other station members out.
 
   "He was a bald faced liar. Why did you let him get away with that?" Ling asked.
 
   "He didn't get away with anything other than some minor damage to our station and the bruised ego of our crew who should have been on guard. We still are going to have negotiations in the morning. Sarge," he said turning to the other station security, "You monitor these goons. They are tough as hell...you saw the captain...he would need hospitalization if he had been human...and he came back acting like he was the victim. They have things we want and we have things they want...I don't like it but we'll have to deal with that. Rett keeps saying they are shrewd at bargaining...I'm beginning to believe him. We'll need to be on our toes."
 
   They were silent as they headed back to their quarters. He’d station guards on both corridors. Pity that he thought the computer monitoring system and one guard down the hall would be enough… stupid. Brad decided he'd try to get Andrew and Susan up here. He'd need their help with this and wondered what information he should release to the media...none, he decided...at least for the present. 
 
   Captain UmBllatt was frustrated and he had a headache that hurt from the base of his oculars to his...feet. I didn't learn who had supplied these beings with their technology but it would cost them in negotiations. He looked forward to the upcoming meetings while his crew stayed fixed to the 'entertainment center'. He couldn't understand what was so fascinating even though the picture quality and animals were excellent...but...he jerked his eyes away and went in to prop himself up for a rest.
 
    
 
   The posturing for the negotiations started immediately in the morning. Captain UmBllatt came in with two crewmembers and plopped against his props that he used instead of chairs. He started looking around and bellowed, "Are there no writing implements?"
 
   Well...who would have thought that writing implements would have caused such consternation but they had. The Earth crew didn't know what the Ullumff used to write on or what they were used to writing with so he assumed that they would be bringing their own. 
 
   Andrew, Susan and Oshira, the diplomat from the first negotiations, had just arrived after a time-expanded two-day trip (for them). Andrew was perturbed, as he had expected to be introduced before any trouble began. Oshira leaned over to Andrew, seeing his discomfiture and said sotto voce, "It's an old ploy even on Earth. Find the one inconsequential thing you don't see and ask for it...it throws off the competition. "Take mine," Oshira said in Ullumff and handed the Captain a decent pen that you had to click downward to make the point appear. A station tech brought several pads of unlined paper and a container of pens and placed them next to the Captain and his aides. UmBllatt acted like the tech smelled and did not acknowledge the service as he snorted and stamped. Oshira noted the interplay and knew he had some tough, seasoned negotiators before. He relished the Ullumff language lesson and he had been one of the first to use the many learning cylinders when they had been first brought to Earth. He respected Andrew more now and knew he was more than just a bright kid... but... Andrew didn't have the pain of extensive experience -- that was why the World Government had sent him along to be an advisor. He appreciated going into this negotiation with the knowledge gleaned from the manuals that had been digitized at the first meeting with aliens on Earth. Andrew apparently didn't know that he had spent three months of accelerated practice and pronunciation practice with the latest language technology. Most helpful were repeated visits to Rett (with chilled fruit juice in hand) who was fairly fluent in Ullumff and several other languages though stubborn and always acted as if he was dying to go do some more research. He'd gone into negotiations cold before and he felt a little better prepared this time. He also appreciated that Colonel Kyger had not overreacted to the little excursion of the Captain last night but marveled at the physical prowess of these beings.
 
   Andrew started to introduce everyone and then thought better of it. He then welcomed the others to this trade session, as outlined in the manuals, and started talking about the list of items that had been transmitted by their navigator as they were inbound to Earth. 
 
   UmBllatt listened and marveled at the simplicity of this... pen. These beings had many little ideas and he knew this trip was going to make him wealthy beyond his dreams. He'd split the trinkets with his crew but he'd take the technological ideas and sell those. He clicked the pen and grunted with pleasure as the young male outlined what Earth was currently looking to receive. Yes. He was going to be fabulously rich but how could these beings have been contacted by an advanced race and he hadn't known about it. He had better contact the ES when he returned; so, exploiters would not ruin this world. He grunted with amusement and asked the being to repeat his list again. Yes he could produce language recording and manuals...star charts...they can have my old ones for a price...very old ones.
 
   Oshira knew that this being was very experienced and appreciated more than these Ullumff knew. He had many decades of dealing with truculent statesmen and generals and… you name it. They will not get the better of us...but...they must go away satisfied.
 
   Andrew had just paused after reading the list of wanted information and trade goods. "I think I'll bring in one of those items now?" he said to Oshira.
 
   "Yes, but why did you want those? You sure...?"
 
   "Yes. I'll get one now. It has been altered to Trade symbols. Make a big deal of it...it's solar powered."
 
   Oshira nodded and Andrew left only to return in seconds with a fancy gray plastic box. He then bowed and handed it to Oshira with two hands. Oshira took it gravely and placed the box on the table in front of him.
 
   UmBllatt was puzzled at this action and was intrigued in spite of himself. What were these beings up to? The old one was about to speak... already I read some of their body language...a naive... helpless race.
 
   "It is customary on our planet to give a gift to a trading partner to show good faith. The importance of the gift shows the value placed on the venture." Oshira gently picked up the box and laid it in front of UmBllatt. He had grave concerns about the propriety of this particular gift. "It is customary on our planet for the visiting trader to give something back of equal value...but you are not from our planet..." 
 
   Oshira's speech in Ullumff grunts and snorts was quite impressive to Ling who had been amazed at how fast Oshira had picked up Trade. What were these two up to?
 
   Captain UmBllatt knew a classic I want something of equal value in return. Now he was obligated to give something back equal to their gift. A bribe for the trader who is working for someone else or a way to ease the negotiations...I am curious about what is in this lovely hide colored box. He turned the box around and over but did not see the way to open it and felt foolish. He snorted in disgust.
 
   The navigator had seen the odd catch on one side of the box with lightly raised lettering in Trade! Trade!!! Though a tremendous breech of protocol -- he leaned out of his prop and popped open the box as instructed by the text on top.
 
   UmBllatt was aside himself with fury and the navigator turned his oculars to the ground and hastily retreated.
 
   Ling and the others at the table smelled the arousing cinnamon smell coming from the captain, inhaled deeply and smiled.
 
   “Good grief. He smells divine,” Ling whispered to Brad.
 
   The Ullumff captain calmed himself quickly when he noticed that all the beings around the table had caught his anger scent and bared their teeth in response. Calm...calmly. UmBllatt turned his attention back to the box. I will now see if I have to give something, worthwhile or worthless, to these primitives. Inside was another gray plastic...device of some kind with twenty-one small raised squares and a digit width strip of a different colored material above the squares. Each square had markings in Trade except for the strip across the top that appeared blank. On, he read: Off, Add, Subtract, Multiply, Divide, Equal and he couldn't believe it...Square Root. It had all twelve numerals clearly labeled in Trade!  Trade!!! This proves that this race has had contact with an advanced race. Surely, this must be a hoax. He touched the square marked On. The strip on top displayed a placeholder symbol. He jerked the box closer and carefully examined the device for hidden wires connecting it to something else. He pressed the symbol for twelve and sure enough -- the strip across the top displayed the numerical twelve. It was amazing. He pressed Multiply and then he pressed five and then hesitatingly pressed Equal. It was amazing. It displayed sixty. How could this be?
 
   The navigator smelled an intense scent of curiosity coming from the captain. What could have triggered that, he thought as he leaned forward and swiveled his oculars to see better. He couldn't believe it. The device was a calculator. He was amazed.
 
   UmBllatt did not notice a way to open the device so it could be repaired with whatever it used to make it work. He turned the device around and studied it for seams or hinges or something to open it up.
 
   The acrid, harsh smell hit the humans sitting around the table pretty hard. It was very sharp and unpleasant. They must have missed the mark with this gift idea. The captain appeared to toy with the device politely and then turned it over like he was looking to see if it would do anything else.
 
   Oshira was angry at Andrew now. What a foolish idea...to give these beings a simple calculator...even though it had been altered to a base twelve numerical system with lettering in Trade. That smell must mean that they were angry or upset.
 
   "If it is not correct I will take it back," Oshira said and leaned forward as if he intended to take it back.
 
   UmBllatt jerked the calculator close to him and said, "It is...acceptable."
 
   Andrew noted the captain's reaction in spite of the smell and smiled. He knew he had been right and smiled wider.
 
   UmBllatt noticed that the young male was baring his teeth. I had better show my appreciation for this gift but I must ask a question first, "What powers this device? How long will it last?"
 
   Andrew answered, "It is solar powered and will last many planetary revolutions unless it is hit sharply or stepped on."
 
   Impossible, thought UmBllatt. This device is too small. "There is no sunlight here. How does it function?"
 
   "It is powered by visible light and if there is enough light to see the display, then there is enough light to make it work."
 
   UmBllatt felt chastised that these beings had given him such a precious gift. The technology this would release would be monumental. I must give them something precious in return. He switched to Trade as he slowly took the fiber-strand necklace with a walnut sized perforated, metal ball from around his neck. "Take this with my thanks." He handed the necklace to Oshira who took it with ill grace.
 
   "What is it?" 
 
   "It is the dung of my father's, father's, father from my home planet."
 
   Oshira nodded and everyone of the human's looked grave except Andrew who smiled hugely.
 
   UmBllatt's crew was amazed at the captain's generosity and knew that the captain would not have given such a precious gift if he hadn't been stunned by the gift from these beings. 
 
   The room reeked with the acrid odor of surprise and the humans smelled the scent and looked more, and more solemn except Andrew who grinned from ear to ear.
 
   UmBllatt noticed that the young one was still baring his teeth and questioned that his necklace was not enough of a gift in return -- he would have to stop now and go back and give more. 
 
   "We must retire to our ship for some time," he said in Trade to be polite. "We will return shortly."
 
   Oshira was aghast as the alien assemblage leaned back, pivoted surprising gracefully and walked out.
 
    
 
   Andrew guessed what the aliens were doing but it was plain that everyone else had a different interpretation of the alien's behavior. Now, all he had to do was convince them they didn't need to panic. Brad had started arguing with Oshira about what they should do next when Susan spoke up.
 
   "Hey, gang. Shouldn't we cut the field so those guys CAN go back to their ship. There’s the little matter of a hell of a stressed space field between them and their ship if I recall. It has been hours for us but only minutes to the folks on their ship. Might raise a few eyebrows...I mean questions...when they get back to the rest of their crew...when they start comparing notes. What'ya think?"
 
   "You've ruined these negotiations with that dinky calculator," Oshira raged. "UmBllatt must know that those are a dime a dozen, else, why would he have given us a dung necklace...a gift in kind. We're lucky to get that much. I knew I shouldn't have gone along with you on your hunch Williams, no matter what that Rett says."
 
   "Look. We're not going to get anywhere with blind speculation," Andrew said. "I think you are reading them wrong and they are blown away by the electronics. I see how they look at broadcasts and vids. They are hooked and have never seen anything like it. We could run anything and they'd sit and watch it if it had a decent picture. Those animal movies are fascinating to me and I'm from this planet. I can imagine looking at high definition documentaries in English when I visit another planet...hell...you couldn't drive me away. They don't have anything like this."
 
   Oshira bit his lip and decided he'd have to save this venture himself. He couldn't believe the World Government, weak as it was, would let this young man try to do what professionals were needed to do. This was a total disaster and he didn't want it to be remembered as his disaster. It took a man of stature and experience to handle a man, a being, like this UmBllatt. Let Williams and all the others have their way. He'd prepared for this contingency, if it ever arose, and he'd get back control of the situation before this group damaged negotiations any further. Oshira glanced around the room once more and headed to his quarters as rapidly as possible.
 
   Oshira had thought there might be a problem like this so he had made arrangements with General Alexander. He signaled his computer that he wanted privacy and waited for the stressed space field to be cut so he could send a call. The computer alerted him when the field was down and he immediately placed his call. The comm was answered at once and Alexander himself came on the line.
 
   "Just as we thought General...amateurs and they've already misdirected the negotiations."
 
   "So they screwed up, Oshira. Where were you? I thought you were going to lead the negotiations -- see what they wanted -- see what we can get."
 
   Oshira was put off by the holier than thou attitude but bit back a retort and stated simply, "I think we ought to use an alternate negotiation team."
 
   Alexander tilted his head and then grinned as the message delay played out Oshira's message. You are as much of a problem as the others, Alexander thought. Clearly; he must act and act now. Alexander didn't nod -- didn't say anything -- he just grinned that grim little grin and switched off.
 
  
 
  



THE SMELL WILL TELL
 
   "You are the one reading it wrong," Brad exclaimed to an exasperated Andrew.
 
   "Brad's right. Did you smell that smell when he had the calculator? Phew. He must have been upset." Desiree said.
 
   "Look. He said that locket do-ee had dung from his father's, father's home planet… " Andrew asserted.
 
   "Father's," Ling interjected.
 
   "Huh," several others in the group turned to her. She had been quiet in the discussion and rarely talked unless it was something of import. "Father's, father's, father's home planet..."
 
   "What's your point? It's dung." Brad said.
 
   "The average lifespan of these creatures is about 150 years according to our manuals and some live well over 200 of our years. That means his family has been carrying around that shit...pardon my pun...for over 500 years. I'd say it has a bit more significance to them than to us. I bet you don't even know the name of your father's, father's, father, "Ling said and saw that her point had struck home.
 
   "...Brad doesn't know the name of HIS father... " Andrew whispered sotto voce to Susan who sniggered.
 
   "What about the smell. It means..."
 
   "...It means squat, Brad," Andrew said. "If I fart during a meeting, don't make it out to be of cosmic import. We don't know what their smells mean. If we start judging them by the way we like or dislike their smells -- we'll be in serious trouble."
 
   "We are in trouble. We have to make sense of this and get this resolved quickly. Okay. I'll buy it that we aren't sure how they took it but the necklace, locket thing probably was a more positive thing than I originally thought. I guess," Brad looked at Ling and then at Andrew," …and the smell deal might have been something else...but I am concerned that they left so quickly. Who have we got monitoring their ship? They did get there safely I assume."
 
   Susan spoke up. "I have night shift with two techs scanning the area around the ship and adjacent space. They seemed to never notice the difference as they crossed to their ship. We were able to cut the stressed space field well before they got close.
 
  
 
  



OSHIRA AND ALEXANDER
 
   General Alexander was pleased that it had turned out as it had. Oshira was a fool but a fool who could be manipulated. They had reprimanded me because of the initial negotiation incident but there were few that had the grasp of the military aspects of the situation like I do, he thought. It had been difficult to get the information out of the Enclosure but; piece, by piece, he had obtained enough that he could entertain the notion of building an enclosure and ships himself. Philips coming along and agreeing to bankroll all equipment in exchange for the technical specs of new equipment had been a blessing that was not to be denied. Now he had two heavily armed ships, damned easy to build. Too bad they had not gotten that molecular disruptor information. Those “college boys” thought they had powerful lasers -- wait 'til they see what we have.
 
   His two ships and a company of soldiers sped toward the moon and were mere minutes away after loading. They had portable field generators but did not have the pressor field apparatus -- as they had not been able to get plans for those. This would have to do.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Oshira decided he must take the lead since it would probably be three days before Alexander's people could get here. He waited patiently for a few hours for the station to get quiet. He got up from his console and walked over to his suit where he took a tube of survival food out and slipped it into his pocket. He opened his door and carefully peeked down the hall.  He walked to the area that was near surveillance coverage of the alien ship. He put the tube of survival food in his hand and leaned around the corner at the end of the corridor. A four-centimeter diameter bubble covered the front of the camera unit and he squirted food from the tube and smeared it over the surface. He then quickly moved down the hall and did the same at the entry airlock camera. Oshira cycled the door and moved toward the alien ship.
 
    
 
   The comm panel blared. Brad, rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and said, "Go ahead."
 
   "Colonel, someone just blanked the cameras and entered the alien ship," said the tech. "Sorry to wake you."
 
   "That's okay. Send a security squad, in suits, to outside the alien ship. Have everyone get in suits now – all personnel. Keep the security team on stand by but take no action unless necessary. I'll be right over," he said and keyed Ling's extension. "Ling. Suit up and meet me at the command center." He switched off. "Shit," he said to himself, "Oshira."
 
    
 
   Oshira tapped on the door to the alien ship. The door cycled inward and slid aside. An Ullumff stood in the opening with a hand weapon pointed straight ahead.
 
   Oshira gulped and stammered. "I'm...I'm... " he said in English, before switching to Trade. "I wish to talk with the captain."
 
   The Ullumff grunted without taking his eyes or his weapon off Oshira. Another Ullumff came up and grunted something at the other and the weapon was lowered and the first one, stepped back out of sight. 
 
   "Which one are you? What do you want?" said the second Ullumff.
 
   Oshira was affronted that these aliens could not distinguish his cultured good looks from the rest of the young station crew. "Captain. I wish to continue the negotiations."
 
   The Ullumff snorted and Oshira could smell the cinnamon smell. He did not realize this Ullumff was getting angry. "The captain left orders that he not be disturbed. I am the Navigator. Which one are you?"
 
   Oshira was taken aback that he could have been wrong. "My name is Oshira. I wish to discuss the gift Williams gave your captain."
 
   "It was an immense gift and the captain is trying to decide what he must give you back. Even his family dung could not repay what transpired."
 
   Oshira decided that this navigator was using sarcasm at his expense. "I wish to start negotiations with the captain."
 
   The navigator heard a tone and another crewmember said something to him. He suddenly reached out, grabbed Oshira by the collar, and jerked him off his feet and through the hatch which slammed shut behind him.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Colonel Kyger was in the control room with Ling and several duty officers when the ready team got to the Ullumff ship airlock area. They had just gotten Oshira in sight next to the hatch when they saw him jerked through the door of the ship.
 
   The console next to Brad lit up and the station shook as the depressurization alarm went off.
 
   "We just saw Oshira jerked through the hatch of the Ullumff ship," reported the team from near the airlock.
 
   "Are the Ullumff attacking?" Ling asked as the station shook again from pressurization changes. 
 
   "I don't think so. Damn. We lost of our communications uplink. Our stressed space field snapped on but whoever is attacking is using a laser with a hell of a punch. Must be... " he was interrupted again when the lighting went out and the emergency lighting kicked in. "Whoever is doing this knows the layout of this place backwards and forwards. I'll bet Oshira is in this up to his neck. Well. Whoever laid this out is probably from Earth and needs a proper welcome. I doubt they'll want to raze this to the crust," Brad said as he directed his people to set up ambushes and set up alternate incident command centers. "If they're not Ullumff...burn them. Team Three -- try to get to November Four Delta."
 
   Colonel Kyger unlocked the arms locker in the back of the command center and handed out weapons as he explained. "Luckily we were all suited or that attack would have killed most of us. We need to get to a ship before we're overrun. They could wait us out in these suits and it would be over in a couple of days at most but I don't think they'll wait that long and I certainly don't intend to."
 
   "How will we fight them off here and what about the Ullumff?" Ling asked.
 
   "We are leaving and those left will cut them apart. They have to hit them in one coordinated attack or they stand off and burn holes in any place they can't control. I don't have any standing defenses other than some new small arms with the ground teams. All, our defense is tied up in the few ships we have and I can't contact any of them to warn them. This shows a lot of our weaknesses."
 
   "Hi, handsome," said a figure over the tact frequency as a figure flew into the room.
 
   "Fran! I'm very happy to see you," Brad said.
 
   "It was a little breezy in a couple of the corridors or I would have been here sooner," she said as she laid a hand on his chest for just a moment.
 
   It was obvious from the way his face stayed on her for that second that they cared about each other. He then moved away and keyed his mike. "We're out at the next hit and aimed a molecular disruptor at the north bulkhead. Another lesser shock ran through the complex and he fired at the wall and made a two meter diameter hole. "We move together fast due north of here about one hundred and thirty klicks into the twilight region we have another ship hidden for emergencies. It isn't as heavily armed but it has communications gear. It's at coordinate November Four Delta three. Everyone... Up for a little flight? Keep your fields set at about zero point five. The pressors won't move us as fast in this gravity and we won't stand out as readily in a lighter field even if they have decent field detection gear.
 
   The lunar outpost refugees of the attack moved low across the surface until they came to a low mountain range. It had taken an hour to move to the remote complex since they had had to travel low and slow in an indirect route. They hoped to avoid detection in the confusion of the attack.
 
    
 
   General Alexander was very pleased even though the alien ship had powered up and disappeared. The power supplies and communications equipment had been amputated quickly. He reasoned any loss of life was in the interest of the Earth and a small price to pay. He knew he'd set this up well. He waited nearby and then directed laser fire to several possible ground station strongholds. An hour later, he was on the ground and his strike troops were moving. Lack of resistance didn't bother him a bit since there had been no warning. He hoped Oshira had been regrettably lost also in the unprovoked attack by the 'alien ship'. Lucky his troops were on hand to run them off and take control of the station. The winners get to write the history books, he thought. He smiled and ordered the strike teams to enter.
 
    
 
   "They are entering the station. Looks like Earth troops all right but don't know whom they represent yet. Here we are folks. Easy now," Brad said over their Mem-Dexs as they approached a shadowed crater. There was a small entrance and the ship was deep inside a cavernous room of rock.
 
   "Wow," somebody said.
 
   "Double wow," said Fran. "How did you make this here?"
 
   Brad said, "These molecular disrupters let you excavate a room this size in a few hours. The only problem is the release of hydrogen gas when you use those things. It can get twitchy in a small space or if the release of the gas moves big clouds of dust around. I know from experience. The ship was just flown in a couple of weeks ago. Everyone in now and let's get the communications gear fired up first. Ling. Would you handle that? This is one of the later prototypes of our main ships."
 
   Ling nodded and began calling the ship designations that Brad sent her from his Mem-Dex. Three ships were a couple hours away and it would be another four hours before the two Mars ships could make it. All available would be coordinated for a strike in two hours. The station crew was warned to initiate action ten minutes before that to distract the attackers from the approaching ships.
 
   "Take this ship up a hundred kilometers where we can scan and then we'll plan from there."
 
   The ship raced away out and up from the lunar surface. The detectors were turned on as the field around the ship was damped. 
 
   "Colonel," said a tech. "Looks like two ships near the station. May be the Ullumff ship near the asteroid belt. Yep. Different signature. Our other three ships are about to get en route… too soon for Mars to respond. Colonel. Look here," he pointed to the display. "Here's the Enclosure where our ships were built and here in New Mexico is another one. Not so big."
 
   "Let our people on Earth get a full update and we'll settle that score later. Put me in touch with Andrew and the other station teams when we get in range. Let's go down almost to the lunar surface and then move closer. Can you hug the contour without splitting us open and cut back on the microwave navigation signature so we won't set them off as we get closer."
 
   "Brad...Colonel. I don't think I can do anything about the microwave. It's either on or off on this model and I don't think I could do anything effective in less than two hours. We can pinpoint our location and point of travel now and then cut it off when we would get anywhere near the station. That might work," Susan said.
 
   "Guess it will have too. Figure out as best you can how close we can get without showing up on their receivers. Fran," he turned to her. "I..."
 
   "I'll understudy the Sarge over there at the field controls. I've worked with those enough I might even be useful." Fran gave Brad a wink and headed over to the field control station.
 
   Susan patted him understandingly on the arm and said, "She'll be fine."
 
   Brad hoped Susan was right but haste did not often produce the best outcomes.
 
   "We can probably get within fifty kilometers before we'd be detectable... that's if they stay close to the surface. Further we go up -- further away they can spot us. We can cover the last fifty kilometers with one short, high-speed hop for altitude and then a short burst to the station. Where do you want to go at the station?"
 
   "Let's go straight to the rear of the closest ship. We can't contact our people at the station without giving away our position and they wouldn't be able to answer without giving away their position. How are we doing on time? Ling. You okay on that laser turret?"
 
   "Fifty minutes 'til the station crew are supposed to start their attacks," Susan said.
 
   "I'm set up. This setup looks fine. It's not half the power of what we got hit with though," Ling said.
 
   "Let's start that move. Everyone up for it?" he asked.
 
   They all gave him a ‘thumbs up’ and then set about with grim determination.
 
    
 
   General Alexander had had his first reports and they left him ill at ease. No bodies. Why were there no bodies? Better put up a lookout. He called the second ship and ordered it up ten klicks act as an overwatch. He didn't want to be surprised again. His teams were doing a room to room search and hadn't...
 
   "Papa, we've run into... " the transmission from one of his assault teams was cut off.
 
   This was something the General understood. "Find out where the resistance is coming from and then we'll clean it out with the ships’ weapons," he said to all teams. "Do not engage except as necessary. Just pinpoint the resistance." Alexander turned to his communications officer. "Where'd that transmission come from?"
 
   "Not sure which of the three teams. Sounded like Jennings; which would be Team Three. They were supposed to be checking the main power plant we hit. I can't raise them."
 
   "Keep trying, Kingfisher.  Swing toward the power plant and assist Falcon. They have engaged hostiles. Just pinpoint them for us," he said as Team Two acknowledged. Don't want to destroy the whole station… too hard to rebuild.
 
    
 
   Andrew didn't like infantry work with modern weapons. The station crew had set up their ambushes and discussed if the command group had made it to safety. He hoped Susan was with them. He couldn't keep from thinking...hoping that was the case. They had to base all their plans on a few sentences from Brad before he got out of radio range. It had worked out well so far but he wasn't looking forward to what those ship mounted lasers would do...they certainly totaled the power plants, burning deep into the lunar surface.
 
   They had gotten indications on their infrared sensors and then a team of soldiers had come into view. Andrew's team let them get most of the way down the corridor and then used the one molecular disruptor they had. The soldiers didn't have any personal fields on. The disruptor vaporized large sections of their bodies and viscera from their sudden depressurization had covered the faceplates of all who weren't initially hit. The rest died instants later and never got off a shot.
 
   Andrew and the rest of his team moved toward the cafeteria in an attempt to come in behind whomever they would send to reinforce the destroyed assault team. Andrew didn't want to be where the laser crews above could find them.
 
    
 
   "Papa...Kingfisher. Papa...Kingfisher. We located Falcon. No survivors sir. Looks like those reports of a weapon that dissolves matter are true. Over."
 
   "Kingfisher," General Alexander was getting angry. He'd be shorthanded when he restarted negotiations with the aliens. Aliens would deal with the disciplined military better than any intellectual elite. Earth had to be protected by someone with vision. "You have personal fields that are supposed to completely protect you from those...use them man. Over."
 
   "But..."
 
   "Papa... Out," Alexander pounded the arm of his command chair with his fist. He needed to pinpoint the resistance fast so he could renegotiate with the aliens himself. 
 
   "Sir, the cover ship has picked up a return about sixty klicks toward the terminator and close to the surface. Moving this way too fast to be a surface transport. Pretty slow for a ship," said the comm officer.
 
   "Take us up with the cover ship and go dark. Cut off the field and standby with laser turrets."
 
    
 
   Fran asked the sergeant what those blips were on the field display. 
 
   "That must be one of the ships we were going to meet. Just coming into view over the horizon. Colonel. One of their ships is in a high cover position."
 
   "Stop us here. Well so much for surprise. We can only assume they've seen us. What's their position?"
 
   "They're about 10 klicks off the surface. Looks like the other one is joining them. Oops. Lost it. Only see one of them now sir," said the sergeant at the field control console.
 
   "Susan, let our other three ships know what is up. Can they get here any sooner?" Brad asked.
 
   "They'll try, " Susan said after a few seconds waiting for her signals to return.
 
   "Let's hope they sit tight for a few minutes. Might be a good idea for us to put some random movements into our flight. I don't want to take a hit," Brad said and the sergeant started to vary their flight plan.
 
    
 
   Thought they'd take the bait, thought General Alexander. Surely, they see my first ship. Why aren't they attacking?  Maybe they don't like the odds. Philips did a good job building our own enclosure and these lasers. Let's go ahead and use them. They aren't too far away to hit and we can both fire to double the probability of a hit. "Battle stations. Prepare to fire on my command. An extra week of leave for the crew that destroys that ship. Let's synchronize this...ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, aim fire."
 
   Four lances of coherent light leaped from the two ships. One hit the midsection of Brad's small ship. 
 
   Susan was slammed against the console and felt a burning heat across her back, even through the suit. The sergeant at the field controls took the brunt of the hit and his colloidal explosion sprayed the cabin with his organic matter that wasn’t vaporized. Fran was knocked against the bulkhead and Brad was slammed backward as the main cabin depressurized. The lights went off and the cut off of the field along with the rapid loss of atmosphere on the upper side of the ship had forced it toward the lunar surface.
 
   Ling and Fran were the first ones to recover in the darkness and they switched on their suit lights. They looked around.
 
   "Can you patch that hole in the wall?" Fran asked and pointed where the bulkhead had been breached.
 
   "Yep, " she answered and she pushed off the console, floated over to a locker and began pulling out rolls of fiberply and sealant.
 
   Fran turned to where the sergeant had been sitting just moments before and just stared.  She shook her head and then bent over the console whose base was melted by the remnants of the laser pulse. She could see where a control module had been damaged. The base looked intact and she had remembered the Sarge... she paused. She had remembered him telling her that spares for this whole section were…where?  Over there… Mustn't think about the man...just the mission... It was hard to focus with the tears inside her helmet. 
 
   Need to know what I'm looking for first. She reached to pull out the damaged module but couldn't get purchase enough to pull it out. She put a foot on either side of the module and grabbed it as well she could with her gloved hands and counted to three. On three, she jerked up and back as hard as she could. There was a moment of hesitation and then the module popped out and she went flying backward across the room. Without thought, she slapped the control that turned on her suit field and stopped dead when the field touched the opposite bulkhead. She floated there for a few seconds and then used her pressor to move to the locker with the spares. The pressor was fine for outside but had too gross a control mechanism for inside work. She soon turned it off.
 
   It took a minute to find the colorcoded spare and she went back to the console. Pressing against the top of the opening with one hand, she was able to snap it into the socket with the other hand. She then looked up and saw Ling putting the finishing adhesive on the patched area. "Turn on your suit field. I'm going to try turning on the ship field. See if you can strap Susan and him in," Fran said and pointed to a crewman she was embarrassed not to know. "I'll strap in Brad." 
 
   She lifted Brad off the floor, glided him into the control chair and strapped him in. When Ling was finished, Fran went over to the field console and turned on the backup power supply, which should have come on automatically, she thought. Lights came on in the cabin and with only a few seconds hesitation; Fran punched the button she thought would turn on the ship's stressed space field.
 
   The stressed space field switched on a full two seconds before the ship would have impacted on the lunar surface, but Fran did not know any of that. She did not know that if she had hesitated another few seconds their ship would have been scattered across the lunar surface.
 
   Brad, Susan and the other crewman were still unconscious but Fran went over to check over her man. Brad started to come to but groaned miserably and put his hands up to his helmet.
 
   "Oh-oh. How bad are we hit? Oh, my eyes are watering like hell. I can't see anything. Is anyone hurt?" he asked.
 
   "The sergeant is dead. Susan and the other crewman are unconscious. Ling and I are fine. Ling patched the wall. I fixed the field console. I don't know where we are but we're out of this ballgame," Fran said.
 
   "We need to find out where we are and get word to those other ships."
 
   "Ling," Fran nodded to her friend who had overheard and moved to the comm console. "Okay. She's gonna’ try to get them. What do you want her to say?"
 
   "Ling, tell them our situation and tell them how powerful those lasers were. Tell them that there may be one ship blacked out but there are two ships; two, not one. One ship may have their field down so sweep the area with the disrupters," Brad said, obviously in a lot of pain from the way he grabbed the sides of the chair. "Put the sergeant's body aft."
 
   "Okay, Brad. You take it easy. It will all work out," Fran said.
 
   Colonel Brad Kyger wasn't so sure. He hoped the ships above would disregard them so they could get back to the station. He hoped the station crew were not all killed and he hoped the three approaching ships would not get killed outright. He didn't want Fran to die this way. She was such a good person and made things grow. He realized he loved her deeply but had never told her.
 
    
 
   "General, the ship we hit seems to have impacted on the lunar surface and I have another ship approaching fast but it's too far away to be effective."
 
   "It's okay, son. Calm down. We'll swat it down too," Alexander said. "Tell them to hold their fire 'til the last minute. Seems we have the range on it anyway. It doesn't know we're here remember."
 
   "General, it's not one ship. It's three and they've spilt up and are coming from slightly different headings. My returns are not fast enough to keep up with their changes."
 
   "Guess where they're going to be and fire there. We have plenty of power," Alexander said.
 
    
 
   The laser pulses from the three Earth regulatory force ships targeted the first of Alexander's ships. All were direct hits. The intensity was not as great as Alexander's but one ship exploded in a very quiet flash of gas and metal. The other ship bugged out fast toward Earth. They weren’t about to be a sitting duck for three ships and didn’t have the surprise factor any longer.
 
   "Colonel Kyger...Thor," The Regulatory Force ship called.
 
   "Go ahead," answered Brad who had Fran help him key his link.
 
   "Sir, one of their ships was destroyed and the other is heading back to Earth. What do you want us to do?"
 
   "He appears to be heading for that second enclosure we found in New Mexico. Take two of your ships and proceed there as fast as possible. Destroy that ship and then knock out the enclosure power plant. Use the disrupters over anything that looks like a ship or would help build a ship... all the hangars, all the labs, all heavy equipment," Brad said gravely.
 
   "But sir...don't we need higher authority. They'll be a lot of people down there," questioned the officer.
 
   "We were in the midst of trade with an alien vessel. We, are a signatory of an Exploration Service agreement; which states that interference with trade can result in destruction of that member's planet. We are the ONLY ones delegated to uphold that agreement. We do not have time for a guerrilla war. We don’t have time to get decisions from people nearly a quarter of a million miles away. We are STILL fighting off an assault at our lunar base. Send one ship and meet us just north of the lunar station," Colonel Kyger said.
 
   "Right away sir," said the officer in a subdued tone.
 
    
 
   Andrew didn't like this cat and mouse game. He didn't like spreading people around hallways. They had moved around the cafeteria in an attempt to move in behind any backup team. It helped to be familiar with this rabbit warren, this maze of construction that served as the station. 
 
   They were almost to the point where they wished to set up another ambush when a spacesuited soldier came into view. He fired first and the facemask of the man next to Andrew was punctured. The decompression blew it out. Andrew fired with the molecular disruptor and parts of the soldier who had shot disappeared and the explosive decompression splattered what was left around the corridor. Andrew ran forward firing the disruptor but the other soldiers had been warned and turned on their suit stressed space fields. They were not hurt but had no traction and just floated there as others of Andrew's team ran up with laser weapons. One of Andrew's team fired a low level beam into the leg of one and then a higher energy blast into the floor. All the soldiers surrendered their weapons. Their fields would have protected them from the molecular disruptor but not the lasers. Their comm links had been severed for whatever reason and they did not want to waste their lives.
 
   The third assault team fought at the other end of the station and killed four techs before they were killed. The station bulkheads were vaporized in several places where the disruptor was directed. All of the third assault team were killed.
 
   "Andrew, this is Brad. Hold out a bit longer and we'll figure where best to deploy backup." The comm link on their Mem-dex had been quiet for two hours -- up 'til now.
 
   "We got it stabilized here. Captured six of a seven-man team.  Rest of the assault teams are dead. Station took some more hits but mainly bulkheads -- fixable. Mayerchak is dead and we lost," he was ashamed he couldn't remember the names of the other four techs," ...we lost four others. We'll secure the prisoners and then have them help us patch these walls."
 
   "Good idea. Put them in an area that has been patched afterward without their suits. They'll get the idea. We'll dock in a few minutes and try to get the power plants back on line. We have a couple of auxiliaries we can cobble together. We need those communications almost as bad as we need to get out of these suits. We'll brief you when we get there," Brad signed off.
 
    
 
   General Alexander saw the approaching ships break apart to attack from different vectors. This wasn't just power on and glide toward your opponent in a nice clean orbit. This was we are coming to do battle and no negotiation. He didn't think they'd attack first without talking. The laser blasts from the three attackers destroyed his exposed ship while he waited watching passively. The three Earth Regulatory ships turned toward his ship.
 
   "Full screens and full speed... Get back to base. Warn them that we're coming with hostiles in pursuit."
 
   "General, we're being jammed and the distortion through the field limits our output."
 
   "Try to get away from them. Get some distance so we can get a signal through."
 
   "I'm trying sir but...they just missed sir. It damaged a backup sensor array."
 
   "Let's get a shot at them."
 
   "Sir, we can't fire directly to the rear and we can't turn enough on our evasive maneuvers without presenting too much of a target."
 
   "That's exactly why they won't expect it. Do it."
 
   The navigator, gunners and the pilot looked at each other. The ship swung hard to starboard in a move impossible to an inertia-bound craft. Its powerful laser cut through the ether at one of the three pursuing craft and hit one a glancing blow just as two pursuers fired. Their return beams, though not as powerful, hit the General's ship glancing blows on either side, puncturing the hull on one side. One of the pursuit craft dropped back while the General's ship sped toward their New Mexico enclosure with two Earth Regulatory ships in pursuit. Now the General had to deal with a dead gunner's mate from one of the laser hits.
 
    
 
   "Think we can stop them before they reach their Enclosure in New Mexico?" said the Earth Regulatory Force Captain to the ensign beside him.
 
    "I doubt it, Captain. They'll make it but it will be a few seconds until they drop the field to let them enter -- if they are able to detect anything outside the field. You remember how we were in the early stages."
 
   The Captain remembered because he had spent a couple of years in relative time under THE Enclosure before the alien, Rett, had figured out a way to make stepped entrances. His wife had been killed in one of the early gate failures. Yes. He remembered well how blind you were to the outside when you were in an early version stressed space field. "Let's drop it for them. Do our lasers have enough power in atmosphere?"
 
   "The free electron laser lets us tune the frequencies. Ought to be able to fire them up... It will take a lot of hits because the beam heats up the area around the point of impact. It's harder to disburse the heat in space where you only have radiation. We'll have to deal with convection from the atmosphere too. Good thing is that targets on the ground aren't as mobile."
 
   "Okay, just a minute or two now. Keep firing at the ship if it won't degrade the lasers. I don't want us to take any hits without giving more. It is more blessed to give than to receive."
 
   The crew grinned at the words and anxiously waited as the laser groaned out a shot every few seconds.
 
    
 
   "General, we can't enter unless they drop the stressed space field."
 
   "I show that it should be down by my time," said the General Alexander.
 
   "Time distortion... " replied the navigator. "I can't be sure when it's due to be shut off."
 
   "Assume it is down. I need volunteers to fly the ship and man the last turret while the others debark," General Alexander said. Three men stepped forward. "I knew I could count on you, " he said.
 
    
 
   "Okay, Captain. They are headed to the New Mexico Enclosure but it's still up, " said the navigator who was intently watching his display. "They're landing beside it. Have them visually in a few...here they are," he said as the display lurched and wavered until the stabilization cut in. "They're opening the port."
 
   "Try to take out the ship. Fire at will. Use disrupters on the area around the stressed space field. The ship will probably try to take off a once. Now's your chance, guys."
 
   The lasers groaned and the hum of the disrupters was non-stop. 
 
   "Their ship's hit sir but just crippled. They still could have some fight left... " the navigator said at the instant the visual image blacked out and the sound like an arc welder hit the starboard sensor array.
 
   "Follow the ship chief and let's finish the job before they leave atmosphere," said the captain.
 
   "Just a lucky shot, sir. There. Wow! Very pyrotechnic. That raider is history. The Hawk reports they are fine and restarting their stressed space field."
 
   "Very good, chief. Let's go finish the job," said the captain grimly.
 
    
 
   Alexander hurried down the ramp, feigning confidence he didn't feel. He had just debarked his ship as a laser hit behind him knocked him down with a blast of heated air. His ship responded with the crack of a responding discharge. His people couldn't pass through the stressed space field yet so they crouched on both sides of the entrance ramp. Suddenly there was a displacement in the air near him and the men on the other side of the ramp and a good two feet of soil dissolved. Rarely had Alexander felt so helpless. A brilliant flash followed by a distant "ca-rumpp" signaled the demise of his last active ship. He crouched in abject horror. He cursed the stressed space field that remained active beside him. Suddenly he felt wind from his back as the stressed space field vanished. He recovered before his men and ran toward the interior shouting orders.
 
    
 
   "Captain, the stressed space shield around their enclosure has just switched off. Don't know if they detected us or not," explained the ensign at the field control.
 
   "Are we close enough with the molecular disruptor?" asked the captain.
 
   "Not in atmosphere, Captain," he replied.
 
   "Bring us closer. Locate their power plants and the buildings that might produce other ships. They probably have some defensive capability."
 
   The Thor and the Condor rapidly moved to twenty thousand meters over the complex and began to target buildings with visible transmission lines and communications equipment. The lasers punched down through the atmosphere and began to slam into buildings in the complex. Anti-aircraft missiles leaped forth in the knee-jerk military response to explode harmlessly against the shield of the ships. Suddenly the stressed space field on the ground was reinstated; obviously because Alexander had ordered it. The lasers continued the lance downward through the field. A lone laser began firing upward, out through the field. Evidently someone had enough presence of mind and had one that was ready to put into a ship and gotten it out and activated. They were firing blind up where the ships had been and didn't have sensors that worked through the field. The field generators on the ground were finally targeted and the field dropped noiselessly.
 
   The ground laser station could detect 'something up there' and fired seconds after the field dropped. The Condor was hulled but it didn't explode. It took a long time for it to impact on the ground.
 
   Captain Ramierez aboard the Thor had his conversation with the Condor cut off in mid-sentence. He watched it plummet for precious seconds. "Molecular disrupters! Quickly! Evasive maneuvers!" he shouted.
 
    
 
   The ground laser fired a second time but they were not so lucky this time. They did not get a third chance. The disrupters tore a spiraling pattern through the complex and buildings vanished below their foundations. Fires from the previous laser strikes ignited the suddenly released hydrogen and turned the former complex into a firestorm that cremated personnel before they were turned into free hydrogen by the disruptor. The only evidence that there had ever been a complex was the scorched sand at the end of several paved roads. The area looked like a napalm bombing range in the desert.
 
   Captain Ramierez contacted Kyger and informed him that the base had been destroyed but they had lost the Condor and Falcon was damaged. There was silence for a long moment from the moon and then Ramierez received orders to ferry materials from the Arizona Enclosure and coordinate defense of the lunar station after the two ships on Mars standby had been recalled. All the materials were on hand when the Thor arrived at the Arizona Enclosure. Soon the Thor and two other ships were loaded and headed rapidly to the lunar base.
 
   The lunar base was hulled in several areas but the auxiliary power plant supplied enough power to re-establish the stressed space field with a small stepped sally port and yet provide power to the complex. Only the area designed for off world visitors was relatively airtight, but it did give personnel a place to get out of their suits when they were not on the 12-hour relative repair shifts.
 
   Brad had the stressed space field set at a relative time rate of thirty so thirty hours would pass in the field for every one hour of time that passed outside the field. Andrew came to Brad in his dimly lit office when the repairs were 95 per cent complete.
 
   "Brad, we're done here. We can stand down the crews a bit and get back on some type of regular schedule. Exhausted people are not the finest craftsmen," Andrew said.
 
   "We still have that 'hit' out there in the asteroid belt. I haven't figured out how to persuade them to come back here. Have you? Were all dressed up and nowhere to dance."
 
   "That's nowhere to go. You are tired. They have a strong economic interest to come back...or they did before Oshira got to them," Andrew said.
 
   "Yeah. What about Oshira?" Brad asked as he put his feet up on his desk and poured himself a tumbler of Jack Black. "I think we ought to let them keep him but who knows what he has said and done in the -- three days. Has it only been three days since all this came down? It seems like a lifetime. So many died. So many good men…Shit... That goddamn Alexander!" Brad stopped his tirade and motioned to Andrew if he wanted a drink too.
 
   Andrew waved it off and shook his head. "Who isn't with us any more I note."
 
   "What? Oh yeah. And what about the response from the Council -- 'Take whatever measures to ensure treaty and defend against pirates'  -- friggin' pirates no less. Is that what Alexander was to them; a pirate?  We killed 3,218 people if those reports were correct. Not pirates...people."
 
   "We lost some good people too. The Council is just covering his mistake and saving our asses at the same time. How are the eyes?" Andrew asked quietly.
 
   "They're a lot better. You know they'd be singing his praises if he had taken over this station though...don't you?"
 
   "Yep," Andrew said as he rubbed the back of his neck. "I think I'll take you up on that drink."
 
   Brad leaned over and poured him a tumbler and they raised glasses and sipped in silence for several minutes.
 
   "How's Fran? She takes this like it happens every day. She's great. I hear Susan's over her concussion. What's she say about all this?" Brad asked.
 
   Andrew tilted his head down and looked a little sideways and grinned as he swallowed too much of a sip. "She says...(cough)...shoo... she says that we ought to go out there and ask if they intend to trade with us or what."
 
   "Do what?"
 
   "Yep," Andrew said. "She thinks we ought to go out there and act like none of this shit ever happened. Ask them why they took our honored guest, Mister Oshira. "
 
   "I'll be damned," Brad said and took a sip. He raised his glass a bit and grinned at Andrew. "Here's to Susan."
 
   "I'll drink to that," Andrew said.
 
    
 
   UmBllatt, Captain of the Ullumff Trader was getting very tired of the protestations of this 'raymondoshira' being. It had been a little over an Ullumff day or so since they had left. It is always prudent to leave when there might be trouble. Too bad his sensors could tell little from this range. He had considered staying away another week or two to 'sweeten' the deal but he didn't know if he could stand this 'raymondoshira' much longer. Imagine. This little being had defecated in one of their sleeping areas, urinated on some artwork and complained about the food. It was unimaginable. Wonder if they would miss him if we just returned without him. Of course...they would complain and try to insist on his importance and try to trample us for more trade goods. I suppose it wouldn't be in the best interest of the mission. Pity.
 
   Captain UmBllatt was shaken out of his reverie when a crewman lightly grunted for attention.
 
   "What?"
 
   "A small ship is approaching," said the crewman.
 
   "Only one?" he asked.
 
   "Yes, Captain. I'm receiving a message."
 
   "Well! Relay it to me. Have the come to beg us to come back...if so, let's just sit here a while and let them look for grazing," said the Captain very proud of his analysis. They'll beg us to come back and we can get more trade concessions because of this trouble at their quarantine station.
 
   The crewman grunted almost inaudibly.
 
   The Captain swung his oculars around to gaze at the crewman in a very unfavorable light. 
 
   "Captain, they said for us to trade or apply for visa extensions. They said we have several 'days' left on our trading visas and we knew where to find them if we wanted to return. They also said something I do not understand."
 
   “What is that?” The Captain inquired.
 
   “What does do you want to fish or cut bait mean?”
 
    
 
   "They insult us. I will not stay here and have them argue endlessly over who did what and… " the Captain noticed the crewman manning the communications station was beginning to shuffle around and oculars looking up at the ceiling. "Yes. What is it now?"
 
   The crewman snorted and said, "They have already left Captain and are out of efficient communications range.
 
   The Captain looked at 'raymondoshira's' sleeping form on the floor and wanted to butt it and trample it. The angry cinnamon smell of the Captain was very apparent to the crew. Now we will trade.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Ling, Susan, Andrew, Brad, Tod, Joel, Fran, Desiree sat around the lounge toasting the completion of the repairs with other off duty base personnel. It had been two months of relative time within the field but only days of 'normal' time since the attack. The main problem had been the enormous logistics problems of raw materials of food stockpiles and repair materials. It was obvious they could produce heat, light and water with their almost limitless energy source of the cold fusion but food and manufactured materials were easier to consume than to produce. They had finally kicked back a bit and were having an, 'old home week' party to celebrate the completion of their Herculean labors.
 
   The Hawk and the Constellation were two of the ships that were constantly on guard now. Three additional ships had been completed in the Arizona Enclosure and were now in service and, literally, tons of supplies had been ferried to the lunar station. The Constellation reported the Ullumff vessel first and shadowed it as the navigational system directed the ship back toward the lunar base. Colonel Kyger was alerted.
 
   "Sir, they are about twenty-five minutes from docking sir. We're bringing them in much slower this time. I want them to see that there is no damage and everything is nominal."
 
   "Good job Ari. I'm glad you're still able to escort them in. Hope they recognize your ship," Brad said.
 
   "That's a big roger to that," said Ari remembering the recent fate of some of his sister ships. "I doubt they'll be able to tell the difference between ships much yet."
 
   "Imagine you're right. Look out for any unwanted guests will you?"
 
   "Will do, sir."
 
   Brad turned to his friends and said, "Shall we see what is up? Ling. Who do you want with you?  I'm more concerned about Oshira then I am about UmBllatt and friends." 
 
   She paused and then spoke. "How about two security and Desiree? Two security men carted Oshira away for a debriefing in a field. Tod. Can you help with his interro... ...interview?"  Everyone nodded or gave a 'thumbs up'. 
 
   "Good. Other suggestions. Andrew?" Brad looked to Andrew.
 
   "I think we ought to tell them as much of the truth as we can and do that as policy. The truth is easier to stick to than some tale and they aren't dumb. Remember what Rett said. No telling what Oshira has convinced them of. I think we ought to treat him as a criminal and Brad, see if you can get him banned from any thing like this again," Andrew said to his friends who generally nodded. “Brad. Would you get someone to look for any unscheduled transmissions that were picked up just before the attack? I didn’t think about it ‘til now but I bet Oshira and Alexander exchanged words about then.”
 
   “Will do,” Brad saw that they were ready, "Let's set the port to Ullumff conditions and get set for our guests."
 
   They filed out to their appointed areas as support, negotiations or liaison. 
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was still angry when he returned to the lunar base. He wasted little time after the ship was secure to indicate which of the crew was to go with him and who was to escort 'raymondoshira'. He felt sure that these beings would be angered by his abduction of their 'oshira' and worried about it delaying the talks.  There appeared to be no damage to their complex though and he wondered what had happened. It had certainly looked like an imminent attack situation. No doubt, these beings, these men, would lie about the cause and extent. He came here for trade and trade he would pursue. There was huge profit potential if that calculator was any indication. Imagine that 'oshira' being saying they were worthless. Obvious he was some political appointee. Well here come the squeaky little stick beings.
 
   Ling and Desiree were with two of the largest security people on the base. The security fellows; like pro wrestlers but bigger, were also wearing environment suits that made them appear even larger; nearly the same size as the Ullumff. The women looked like pixies compared to their larger escorts and the visitors. They could see a very bedraggled Oshira being obviously escorted in the back of five Ullumff. The captain, UmBllatt appeared to be in the front and Ling caught the cinnamon scent immediately...he smelled wonderful...sexy? Yep. He smelled sexy...imagine that! She chuckled to herself.
 
   "Greetings, Captain," Ling said. "Your vast experience served you well as you avoided an unfortunate attack on our station by a rogue military group. Several ships were destroyed but the situation has been resolved and there will be no more unexpected interruptions. Thank you for saving Mister Oshira. I hope he was not too much of a burden."
 
   "Burden! I understood that," Oshira shouted in English and pressed forward through the Ullumff. "I resent that. Do you know what I've been through? I'll dare say someone will answer for this!"
 
   Desiree nodded to the security men who moved in and took Oshira up under the arms effortlessly even with the heavier Ullumff gravity settings. Ling said in Trade. "I desire your trade here to be successful for all."
 
   The captain was puzzled. Admitting an attack... Pleased that they had rescued that 'raymondoshira'.  Interesting. I don't see the signs of any damage so they must have defended this base pretty well. Odd. I wonder what underlies their admissions. I don't like little stick beings even though two of them are of reasonable size. Those two big ones almost gave me a turn, he thought, and snorted. The other Ullumff in his party caught his humor scent and wondered what made their captain laugh.
 
   Ling continued as the captain absorbed the situation. "We will, of course, change the terms of any agreement we make with you..."
 
   The captain swiveled ears and oculars toward her and the cinnamon scent became strong again.
 
   "...to make the conditions more favorable for you and your crew. You were inconvenienced with a hasty retreat and being saddled with an unwanted guest."
 
   "Saaddulled?" UmBllatt said questioningly at the English word.
 
   Ling thought her Ullumff vocabulary wasn't up to the task but then she thought of, "...carrying a heavy, unwanted load."  Ling and Desiree looked at each other as all the Ullumff went crazy with snorting and oculars looking around madly. She was worried because just then, one of the Ullumff in the back obviously passed gas from the smell and all the Ullumff went around snorting and snorting while almost jumping up and down.
 
   Deity. The captain thought as he fought to catch his breath after laughing so hard he almost fell down. An unwanted burden... How funny!  I think we can do business with these beings after all.
 
   "Your rooms are the same and have been restocked with more of the refreshments. Your bracelets have been reactivated and will open the same doors as before. We thought you would want to eat, drink and," Ling couldn't think of the Ullumff equivalent to 'freshen up' so she just said, "wash."
 
   The captain replied with a polite grunt which surprised the rest of the crew aware of his earlier rage. They had been hoping that their captain didn't ruin their chances of viewing documentaries and cold beer and peanuts. The yellow bracelets had become a status symbol on board the ship and they were glad they didn't have to give them back.
 
   The four crewmembers enjoyed seeing their room and wasted no time in raiding the refrigerator and turning on the display. 
 
   The captain went to his room for a short while, came out, and barked some orders to one of the crew. The crewmate jumped up and practically ran out of the room back toward the ship with the bellows of the captain receding behind him.
 
   Andrew and Brad looked at the monitors with alarm near the conference room. 
 
   "Think it's bad?" Brad asked.
 
   "Don't think so... " Andrew answered and sat back as the Ullumff came bolting back out of the ship carrying a meter long tube and a small cloth sack. "Think we were right. He'll ask to see us soon I think."
 
   Brad raised his eyebrows and took a sip of water, missing his Jack Black.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   UmBllatt had learned enough and arranged to have trade negotiations to start again. The humans were all filing into the conference room and the Ullumff clomped in and leaned against their support 'chairs'.
 
   UmBllatt raised himself to his full height of fully two meters and grunted. Even the humans understood that he intended to speak first and had an important announcement to make. Even though he seemed odor neutral now an acrid reek began to emanate from the other crewmembers. UmBllatt raised a meter and a half tube about ten centimeters in diameter level over the table. 
 
   "For my trading partners as a gift," he said and handed the tube over to Andrew. 
 
   Brad opened the end after a brief description of the procedure from the Ullumff navigator. UmBllatt was silent with oculars rigid.
 
   Andrew swiveled the end of the open by squeezing as indicated and inside was a rolled up sheet of plastic... metallic...thin material. They slid the material out and unrolled it. Fran just happened to see what it was and gasped followed shortly after by Desiree and then every human in the room sucked in air or muttered when they saw it... a star chart. It was not like anything they had ever seen. It had markings that were obviously names or inscriptions near them and lines of various thickness and colors and lengths between the vividly colored stars. It was a wealth of information like none had ever seen. The humans were struck absolutely speechless...it was so very beautiful…so very functional.
 
   UmBllatt broke the reverie again with a more abrupt grunt and indicated something beside one of the Ullumff. The crewmember reached down and picked up a heavy sack, which he handed over to UmBllatt. UmBllatt, with great theatre, held the bag high over the table and slowly reached into it. He drew forth a thick book, which he held in front of him.
 
   "This is a book explaining all the inscriptions under each system in the chart. It explains about each planet in the named system and the inhabitants and what has been successfully traded in the past. It has warnings about prohibited products or dangerous areas and navigation hazards. It rates each system through the use of many variables for ease of entry, facilities, quality of goods and the like. This Uoott Guide is also yours as a gift," UmBllatt said.
 
   The Ullumff crew began to fidget a bit and one bumped another and whispered, "He gives them an old chart and Uoott guide. It is at least five years out of date. He... oof!" said the crewmember as his crewmate prodded him to keep him quiet.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The trade session went on for about an hour before anyone thought to bring in peanuts and chilled juices in cans. The humans had to demonstrate how to open the cans and later open them for their guests but the juices were an instant hit. The grape juice was particularly pleasing to the Ullumff and they couldn't get enough of it. Brad had brought several cases of it to the station for Rett but had just set it aside until he thought of it for the visitors.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt summarized the session of trade:  "It is customary to place the trade goods directly in the others warehouse or quarters or ship for inspection prior to conclusion of any agreement. Each group can then examine the goods or information and signify acceptance in the morning. We may post a guard outside our quarters," UmBllatt declared. "Is that acceptable?"
 
   Brad and Andrew winced a bit knowing that UmBllatt was going a bit outside the manual as it laid out trade rules but not too far off base to be unacceptable. "It is acceptable then. Fifty language sets and ten portable players. Fifty high definition charts of local systems for fifty cases of calculators like I gave you," Brad said.
 
   "Fifty in addition to the calculator you gave me separately," UmBllatt said thinking of the huge profits and not wishing to add his gift to spoils that would have to be divided later. "We will now deliver the goods here to this room."
 
   "Yes. We will deliver the calculators to your rooms," Brad said and humans and Ullumff scurried off to deliver the items.
 
    
 
   Lines of Ullumff, ten in all, had come off the ship and were under the direction of two of the original five. Humans could tell those two were from the original five because of their yellow bracelets. Each of the ten carried a heavy plastic box about two thirds of a meter square. The fifty boxes and ten players took up the entire end of the conference room. Desiree and Ling figured out how to open the box with the help of one of the Ullumff and squealed when they saw the contents. There must have been twenty-five training cylinders in each box with several manuals containing color picture prints on some type of plastic-metallic material that was tough as hell. Everything seemed to be made of the same stuff in various shades and thicknesses.
 
   Susan came over and got out one of the manuals too with Andrew looking over her shoulder.
 
   "Good God. Look at that. What is it? My Trade isn't up on the reading side. What is this stuff?" Susan asked.
 
   "Each box seems to have a complete language set with instructions for use to learn all about one culture. EVERYTHING about a culture."
 
   Tod and Joel were prowling through some of the other boxes. 
 
   "Look at the markings on the box. Anybody recognize anything?" Joel said.
 
   "Doesn't that one say 'Tros' on it?" Ling asked pointed to one of the boxes on the bottom left.
 
   The guys went over, dug down, extracted the box and set it on the conference table. Ling showed Brad the trick to opening them and they reached in and pulled out the manual in the box marked 'TROS'.
 
   "It's about the Tros culture in the same format as that book. It has tons of info about...oh...look at this Susan!" Brad said moving over to her.
 
   "What is it...oh...no wonder Rett got upset when we started introducing ourselves. Look at this everybody. This is on the sexual habits of Tros," she said holding the pictured pages out for everyone to see.
 
   "Makes 69 look pretty tame doesn't it Brad," Fran said with a coy smile at Brad.
 
   Brad blushed hugely and everyone else laughed pleasingly at his discomfiture and her innuendo.
 
   Joel spoke up after looking in several of the boxes, "Looks like solid information about fifty different cultures. Boy is Earth going to have to expand its perspectives quickly. Tod. How about these cylinders and players? Look like they'll hold up?"
 
   Tod pried open the back of one of the players and saw its tiny tubes and power supplies. It looked complicated as hell but though everything was jammed in; all the parts were much larger than any integrated circuit and each part seemed to snap freely into separate connectors. The connectors were attached to thin boards and there were wires neatly connected to the bases of the connectors. Apparently, there was no such thing as printed circuits. Amazing!
 
   Tod looked up. "These look fine. They're like the first ones we traded for. They'll learn a lot about manufacturing techniques from those calculators but not much else. Who would of thought these language sets would have been this complete? We got a good deal with that star chart and index 'gift' and these manuals -- we ought to be in a lot better shape for trade. Hey Joel. Did you get those maps digitized and stored yet?"
 
   "Yes, boss. Put it in the system and anyone can pull it up but since I don't have my regular help, referring to the loss of one of the best technicians in the attack, I haven't finished scanning in that book that goes with it. We're a third of the way through it though. Ought to have that scanning finished in an hour or two and then it will take a while to link all the references on the chart to the pages in the book and provide translation. A couple of days I guess as most of the scanning is automated. I have them working on it in a field so it ought to be finished soon. It was a clear copy," Joel continued. "Whatever that stuff is they print it on; we need to find out how they do that. It is tough as iron and resistant to water and looks like it would hold up forever...Great stuff...flexible and thin as all get out. Trade for the formula of that next ship."
 
   "We'll keep that in mind," Brad said and they all laughed realizing how many things would change with an influx of new ideas and technology.
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was contemplating popcorn when the door buzzed. This food is very enjoyable -- light and crunchy. I will have to find out how they produce it. I wonder if it is a delicacy that takes elaborate preparation. Probably, thought UmBllatt, as he savored another fist full. The door buzzed again.
 
   UmBllatt realized that there must be someone outside and he had failed to post a guard as allowed. He motioned two of his crewmembers to move toward the door and then yelled, "Enter!" 
 
   A lunar service tech came in with two large boxes on a dolly. 
 
   "Where do you want these mack?" said the tech to the Captain.
 
   UmBllatt decided that 'mack ' must be some obscure term of respect and indicated the wall to the left wondering why the boxes were so large. He had only traded for fifty cases and was puzzled by their large size.
 
   The tech stood back as other techs came trooping in behind with similar loads. The tech indicated the wall beside the other two boxes. More and more boxes came in until the end of the suite was covered with boxes. All the techs had been required to learn rudimentary Trade and the team leader had had more training than most. He finished counting the boxes and then turned to Captain UmBllatt with a digitizing pad. "Sign here to say that you received fifty cases of calculators."
 
   Captain UmBllatt was suddenly suspicious that this many boxes was some sort of ploy to give them non-working goods. Surely each calculator didn't take up each box with instructions and packing. If it did; then they sure packed them well. UmBllatt motioned his two crewmen over to open and inspect the boxes while the tech stood by with the same disgruntled air of the longshoreman of old. The Ullumff were having trouble looking for the opening devices on the cases so the tech whipped out a small utility knife and slit open four of the cases the crew had been pawing at. The captain had sucked in a quick breath on seeing the knife but relaxed when he realized that the tech was only cutting open the top of the boxes.
 
   "How do we know these aren't damaged goods?" he said to the tech.
 
   "Most of this stuff comes with some type of ...guarantee," he said struggling for the word 'guarantee' which didn't seem to be part of the Trade language, at least, not part of any of the language he had studied. "I'll check," he said and reached into a box and pulled out three or four of the blister packs of calculators. He turned them over in his hands and held them up to the light. "Gee buddy. I can speak some Trade but I never learned to read it yet. Sorry. It probably says that if there is any defect in workmanship or the device fails to work as claimed, you can bring it back and get another working unit to replace any of them that don't work. Most companies will do that for one year from the date the customer receives it. That means that when you sell them, the customer has a year after that, an Earth year, to get it back to you and then on your next trip we'll swap it for a new one. No charge."
 
   "We will check all fifty cases first," UmBllatt said and moved over to the boxes. He didn't understand everything this human said but it excited and worried him at the same time.
 
   "Okay. Your choice… They are all guaranteed. A good company makes these calculators. It will start the time on the guarantee if you open them first. My suggestion is to take one at random from each case and test them. Give those to your crew if you want," said the tech. "Sign here please." The tech noticed UmBllatt's hesitation. "You just make some mark that identifies you. This says that I delivered fifty cases. That's all."
 
   UmBllatt marked the digitizing pad and the tech tapped the display and a copy with UmBllatt's signature spewed out. "Here is your copy. See you next trip," said the tech as he went out.
 
   "Humff," snorted UmBllatt politely. It was confusing. Case? Guarantee? How many calculators were there?  "Get over here!" ordered the captain to his men who startled and rushed over to him in a line. "Open these cases and take out a calculator from each box. Count them all. I will be in my room."  He stomped off sure that he had been tricked somehow but he couldn't step on the reason.
 
   An hour later the navigator came to his door and grunted. UmBllatt huffed back to go ahead.
 
   "Captain, we've counted the calculators in four of the boxes."
 
   "Cases. Navigator. Cases."
 
   The navigator snorted affirmative. "There are exactly one hundred calculators. All the ones we have checked work exactly like the first. There are instructions on how to use them, in Trade, for every one inside the tough clear casing."
 
   "That would be how many per case?” queried stated the Captain.
 
   The navigator snorted a polite grunt and the captain swiveled his oculars up at the navigator. "There are one hundred in every case. We can't get them all back into the case after we take them out. They are packed that tight. All the other cases appear to be packed exactly the same. There are five thousand calculators in those cases."
 
   UmBllatt had had no idea that fifty cases might be more than fifty calculators. Five thousand! There must have been some mistake on their part. The language sets he had given them were the high language of each of those cultures not the ordinary common day language. They weren't used except in the aristocratic circles on those planets. That's why he still had them still in boxed sets. He couldn't get much for them anywhere but here.
 
   He realized the enormity of the wealth represented by the boxes in front of him. He pried apart a calculator. Few wires…Metal designs with tiny little silver circles on one side…Colored lines on little parts, capacitors he recognized but they were so tiny. Odd ways of marking what went where... stubborn to get out of their holders... All Ullumff electrical devices have connectors that allow parts to be easily replaced.
 
   The door buzzed again and UmBllatt cursed himself for not posting a guard -- again. 
 
   He grunted to his crew who sent two to each side of the door.
 
   "Enter," UmBllatt shouted.
 
   The tech, he guessed it was the same one, was back with a dolly that had a silver barrel on it. He wheeled it into the room without being invited this time.
 
   "What is this?" demanded UmBllatt.
 
   "This mack. This is a keg of beer, " said the tech with a toothy grin.
 
   UmBllatt wondered why this being was showing his teeth but decided it was not a threatening mechanism like most worlds. How strange! Mack, the term of respect and the showing of teeth… Curious. Keg must mean this barrel thing but what was beer? "Beer?" questioned UmBllatt.
 
   "Sure. Beer, " he said and pointed to the dozen empty brown beer bottles in the corner. Obviously these boys hadn't figured out the recycling bin. He pointed to the empty bottles and said, "Beer." He then pointed to the keg and said, "Beer."
 
   All the crew now knew he meant the cold fermented grain beverage. That beverage had been very good but there wasn't much of it. It was very weak too...but very tasty. UmBllatt was about to ask how you got it out when the door buzzed again. UmBllatt was a little off-balance mentally so he said, "Enter," without thinking about the security of his precious cargo.
 
   The door opened and Fran and Ling plus another female and male tech came in with armloads of chips and sacks of pretzels and snacks. 
 
   "The cavalry has arrived," Ling said in English. She turned to UmBllatt and spoke in Ullumff, "It is customary on our planet to welcome guests with a party. Sergeant McGregor here, " she said and indicated the tech working on the keg with a big stack of plastic cups in his hands, "decided you needed a welcoming party. We party to relax. Let us know what you like and do not like so your next visit will be better."
 
   UmBllatt was about to reply when one of his crewmembers came up to him with a cold cup of draft beer. He handed it to UmBllatt with both hands. He was thirsty and this did look good. He started to reply to the human but decided to taste the beer first. "Ummm!" he said and drained the large cup. "More!" he said and handed the empty cup back to his crewmate. Four cups later, his immediate thirst quenched, he felt he was able to converse with the human. "Good drink. What were the other things in the shiny packages?"
 
   "Party snacks. Fun food. Why don't you try some?  We understand you can eat most plant foods. Oh good! Desiree got some fruits and veggies," Ling said indicating Desiree who trouped in with a cart full of goodies.
 
   "Veggies?" inquired UmBllatt.
 
   "Vegetables. Would you like to invite some or all of your crew to join us?" Ling asked.
 
   "It is allowed?" UmBllatt asked.
 
   "Yes. It is allowed as long as we get them to wear those yellow bracelets. How many do you want me to get?" Ling asked.
 
   "Ten more would be enough," UmBllatt said not knowing if Ling was really offering free access for the rest of his crew. He then turned and bellowed. The Ullumff dropped what they were doing and rushed over to their Captain.
 
   "Navigator, you get ten more yellow bracelets from her, " indicating Ling, "and go to the ship. Pick ten more crew and give those ten one each. No weapons. Have them wear these. Do you understand?"
 
   "Which ten?" asked the navigator.
 
   "Do I have to do everything!" bellowed the captain. The captain then did something no one had ever seen a Ullumff do and it was impressive. He let loose with a tone...word...something... like an explosive sneeze and charged the three meters to stop just short of the navigator. The navigator's ears peeled flat back against his head and his ocular stalks curled down with eyes clenched shut. The navigator hunched over and shuffled out the door.
 
   Ling and the other base personnel realized that these two hundred kilogram beings were not from their culture...surprise, surprise. Sergeant McGregor had been eavesdropping over the din of the party and told Ling he'd go out and get the bracelet IDs for the other crewmembers. He said he'd open up several adjacent rooms too if she wanted as there were plenty of rooms. She nodded assent and he hurried out.
 
   She motioned to UmBllatt to the table to try some of the foods and distract him. He smelled delicious again and she had to pinch herself to realize that it meant Ullumff were angry when they smelled like cinnamon. "Try some of these and tell me what you like and what you do not like."
 
   He hesitated a moment and clumped over, gracefully, for one so large. She had eased the gravity settings down a bit to 1.1 normal so the humans wouldn't get worn out so fast.
 
   UmBllatt tried the Washington State Red delicious apples first and he bit into one and ate it core and all and just stood stock still for a moment. Ling was worried that it had paralyzed him until he took a deep breath of air and let it out with stuttered exhale.  The other Ullumff stopped in their tracks, turned and walked over toward the Captain without speaking a word. Many had stopped speaking in mid-sentence and there was an acrid scent in the air coming from them.
 
   The captain shook all over like a wet dog and then took another deep breath, "What are these called?" 
 
   "Apples, Captain," Ling stated.
 
   "These are like nothing I have ever tasted. They are wonderful," he said while wondering what other rare, exotic foods they had for them to try. "Try them," the captain said to his crew. 
 
   The other crewmembers had similar reactions of ecstasy and then moved on, at the captain's urging, to other fruits and veggies. Desiree had a good generic assortment and the station was well supplied since they might have to work in stressed space fields with long, relative, periods between supplies. They hated bananas, but liked watermelons and cantaloupes -- seeds and all. Loved all fried snacks like potato chips and pretzels. They were crazy about popcorn without butter on it. They thought celery was fine but they only had a similar reaction to corn chips like they had with the apples. They loved them. Then it happened. 
 
   "What are these?" asked the Ullumff first mate who had picked up several small green vegetables.
 
   Desiree didn't see what they were 'til he was popping them into his mouth.
 
   "Don't eat so many of those. Those are Jalapeno peppers," she cried, as if naming it would have stopped him, but it was too late.
 
   The first mate's eyes stuck straight out like rods and he trumpeted out a blast and then started stamping around in circles pawing at his mouth with both hands and bleating like a stuck pig. Suddenly he rushed over to the keg and while pumping with one arm, he bent over, lifted the hose and nozzle to his mouth and began putting out the fire. It took a full minute of hosing down his mouth with the beer before he quieted down.
 
   Desiree went over to the Captain and said, "I am sorry. I wasn't able to tell him until it was too late."  She could have been talking to the wall because all the Ullumff were watching the first mate with rapt attention; each standing stock-still.
 
   The first mate let out a little rapid harking sound like a dog trying to cough up a stuck bone and then all of the Ullumff, including the captain refilled their beer cups and went over to pick up some Jalapeno peppers. It was pandemonium after that because the other ten Ullumff chose that moment to arrive after their little briefing and lecture on station decorum.
 
   It wasn't long 'til another keg was called for and the apples, popcorn, nachos and jalapenos were replenished. It was a hell of a night. Security got called in when they started turning on music vids and the Ullumff decided they liked county and western, jazz and reggae music. They somehow got some weird music player off the ship and started this drumming music. Then they got in a line and made circles with bumps and stomps while making snorts and hoots. Fran came over with most of the rest of the base that wasn't on duty. The Ullumff could produce a huge array of sounds and their music was simple yet sophisticated, with deep rhythmic undertones. Of course, the base personnel were getting three sheets to the wind (drunk) trying to drink Ullumff under the table. Pretty soon everyone was stomping, laughing and yelling. It was a hell of a night and didn't wind down 'til early in the 'morning'.
 
   Everyone went to bed, some not to sleep, and the night ended without incident -- except that the Ullumff navigator had a cut over one eye where there, evidently, had been a mini-riot on the ship deciding which ten would go ashore and which would stay. The larger crewmembers had come ashore including the smaller navigator.
 
   About noon the captain got up and went over to the computer console that had gotten him into trouble before.
 
   "Computer.  Show me star maps of inhabited planetary systems," demanded UmBllatt. Well, the only map available like that was the one Joel had scanned from the gift UmBllatt had given them. He wasn't sure if this being, this 'computer', was trying to be offensive or funny. It was the same map series he had given the humans as a gift. They already had one and I was trying to be tricky and gave them an old map that was of no use to me anymore. He snorted. He was ashamed. These beings had treated them as friends, no; better than that -- family. What a party we had! He was determined he would get them better trade goods next time and really do this right. The calculators alone would make his clan immensely wealthy but I don't want everyone to know about this place. What a planet! What a people! Yes. They were people, almost as good as another Ullumff...though very ugly and soft and weak. Now he worried about the other items.
 
   "Computer. Do you have any information concerning markings on this map?" he said in clear Trade.
 
   "Yes," answered the computer and it used it's fuzzy logic and displayed the few pages Joel had already scanned and translated.
 
   UmBllatt was stunned. They had manuals to explain them too. They acted like they were happy to get his gifts and these humans already had maps and manuals like he had given them. What about Trade sets!  Did they have those too? He was afraid to ask; his shame was so great. "Do you have language sets other than the fifty sets recently traded by the Ullumff?"
 
   "Yes. There are one hundred and sixty other languages sets in memory," stated the computer, failing to mention that one hundred and forty of those were of Earth languages and dialects recorded to preserve cultures during the Viral B epidemics decades past.
 
   UmBllatt was appalled that he had given the humans inferior, inexpensive goods for those guaranteed calculators. I must finish this and leave before I shame my race, my reputation further. "Computer. Tell 'colonelbradkyger' that we are ready to leave."
 
   The computer paused a moment while it worked through that one and then said, "He will be so notified," answering in Trade.
 
   UmBllatt went out and butted the first two crewmen he saw to get them awake. "Get the others awake and load the ship."
 
   All the Ullumff got shakingly upright and with much snorting and snuffling, they started loading boxes in arms and marching toward their ship. The line was almost to the ship with UmBllatt at the rear when it came to a screeching halt. UmBllatt couldn't see what the problem was so he bellowed ahead. "Keep moving!"
 
   "Captain, the corridor is blocked," answered the navigator from the front.
 
   UmBllatt shoved crew aside, pushed, butted and prodded his way forward. He was about to shout again, when he saw what was obstructing their path. The whole corridor was lined with bags of apples and bags of popcorn and nachos. There was even a crate of, yes...jalapenos. Each crate or bag had some little colored cloth strips tied in open loops near the top and little white tags with writing on them, mostly in scrawled Trade.
 
   UmBllatt bent over and pulled off one tag; read it and pulled off another and repeated the process until he had gathered and read them all. He started snorting and there was a scent something like garlic in the air.
 
   This was something unparalleled in the navigator's experience and he was very worried about the sanity and well being of his superior.
 
   "Captain?" he inquired.
 
   The captain handed him several of the tags which he read in shock. He knew the captain had been stretching it by giving these beings out of date maps and language sets. He was affected by the generosity of these humans.
 
   Brad, Fran, Andrew, Susan, Tod, Desiree, Ling rolled up about that time from an adjacent corridor but couldn't get up close to the ship. UmBllatt saw them and they waved at the Captain. He did the strangest thing. He started shouting and stamping and bellowing in several languages. He must have been cursing because it sounded like cursing and he didn't use the same words twice. The Ullumff started clearing the hallway and there had never been such a display of fire brigade cargo handling. UmBllatt did not let up and the ones at the back were making trips back for more boxes of calculators as the ones in the front passed up bags of gifts through the port to the Ullumff ship. It was all taken in fifteen minutes with as graceful a ballet of moving as the lunar crew had ever seen. The still bellowing captain immediately followed the crew. The hatch shut.
 
   Brad and the others were stunned. They hadn't said a word of goodbye. Maybe they were likes cats... a warm welcome and an apathetic departure. They decided there might be a problem -- depending on how rapidly the ship left -- so Brad ordered them back to a safer area to await the ship's departure. Two hours went by. They were monitoring the ship on several displays when the hatch again opened and Ullumff crew started coming out with boxes and boxes of strange trinkets and all kinds of stuff and setting it off to the side of the corridor. It looked like they were emptying their garbage before they took off...how nice. Brad decided that he, Ling and Andrew, should go down there in suits to see what was going on.
 
   They arrived at the Ullumff yard sale just as Captain UmBllatt walked down the ramp with the navigator standing in the hatch.
 
   Brad was about to demand what was going on when the Captain spoke.
 
   "Thank U Frens. Gud time had. U Gud giffs," he said in English though struggling with some of the words. He gave Brad a small sack and waved to the navigator who disappeared inside as the large ship starting powering up to depart. He turned around and went up the ramp before the humans could really react and when they did they realized they had better seal off the end of the corridor. Brad had just gotten the stressed space field powered up when the ship departed.
 
   "Get security down here quick," ordered Brad who worried about bombs and biological weapons or whatever in this trash. Some of the stuff appeared to have been ripped right out, as there were loose wires and torn connectors on the backs of many items.
 
   "What's in the bag?" Susan asked, as was her prerogative.
 
   Brad opened the bag and briefly touched its contents. He started laughing and gave the bag to Andrew, not Susan. "This is for you," he said.
 
   Andrew took the bag and opened it, and started laughing too. Before the others could get mad, he pulled out a handful of necklaces...fourteen Ullumff dung necklaces to be exact. They all started laughing and started looking in the boxes and bags.
 
   There were manuals that defied description and maps and rolls of that plastic-metallic film. There was electric comm equipment. All kinds of gadgets and gizmos...it looked like they had stripped the ship of everything not essential to them making it back okay. It will take weeks before we get an inventory on all that stuff Brad thought as he kicked back and poured himself two fingers of Jack Black. Wonder how long 'til we get our next trader, Brad wondered.
 
   McGregor came in a bit later with some information that proved amusing about the visit also. It looks like the Ullumff also took all the towels with them when they left. Brad snorted a laugh in a very Ullumff way and took another sip.
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was nibbling on a nacho and thinking about how to divide the wealth from the journey. It would be difficult but not impossible to keep this planet's location a secret. There shouldn't be undo competition until the planet was developed. Yes. The navigator is the only one who knows the planet's exact location and he's loyal to my family.
 
   The navigator was nibbling an apple and correctly guessing what the captain was thinking. The captain was thinking that he should keep this little planet's location all to himself. As an undercover investigator for the Uoott Culture Guide, like the captain gave the humans, the navigator expected next year's edition of the manual would have many interesting entries about Earth. He savored the apple. Yes. The only way to get a steady supply of these... is to let everyone know about this great place. Let's see:
 
    
 
   Profitable trade goods -  
 
        (especially marvelous electric devices)
 
   Galactic class instrumentation and navigational control
 
   Excellent trade conditions 
 
         (regulations exactly like manuals! Better!)
 
   Friendly natives with four stomp accommodations (from any world)
 
   Four stomp food, drinks and entertainment in room (your needs met – gravity, environment – must be seen to be believed)
 
   Unprejusticed, friendly natives
 
   Natives understand Trade (and many other languages).
 
   Quarantine station on single moon
 
   Self patrolled by powerful fleet. Don't even think about it.
 
   New facilities with excellent service.
 
   Facilities better than anything in the manuals!
 
    
 
   Located:
 
   (Yes. I ought to make assistant editor over this one!)
 
  
 
  



RETT WRITES COLLEAGUES
 
   I am soon to join CaptainandrewWilliams on a trip to Glim, Rett thought. They call it Bellatrix. The female, Susan, wanted to go there first and they acceded to her wishes over my more pressing need to return to my home planet. A female making decisions instead of sharing names! My oculars roll at the thought. Hopefully, my voyage will return me to you, my colleagues, so I can continue my researches among my own kind. I have gone to great lengths to train CaptainandrewWilliams but it still bares it teeth to show he likes you. They call it smiling. Weird I know, but they do it.
 
   This planet has a large moon base where these humans have set up a trading base. One Ullumff trader has already visited and I hope to return before these humans give away all their knowledge. They will make my stay here fruitless if they continue. The last ship traded for human-built solar powered hand calculators. Think. A calculator that is light enough to carry and will divide and multiply. These humans must be insane. They gave away five thousand of these marvelous devices for an old star chart of the empire and surrounding nebulae. See what I mean?
 
  
 
  






 
   About the Author
 
    
 
   Ken R. Pence, PhD is an engineering professor at Vanderbilt University, a pilot, and an active martial artist, a 5th degree blackbelt in Tae Kwon Do. He is a retired captain from the Metro Nashville Police Department where he served 31 years (16 on SWAT) and has taught police and military in the US, and Europe (England, Germany, France, and Northern Ireland) in confrontation management skills.
 
   He researches advanced sniper location systems for DARPA and is currently investigating inexpensive magnetic levitation.
 
    
 
    
 
   Send comments to:
 
   ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



[image: ]
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PATENTLY OBVIOUS
 
    
 
   © 2011 by Ken R. Pence
 
    
 
   All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without email permission of the author.
 
    
 
   978-0615513300
 
    
 
   Printed in US
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   This book represents how uneven progress will be when we can perform interstellar trade, and why intellectual property will be the most valuable trade cargo because it takes little space and makes the most profit... but rare metals, minerals and spices will always have some value. 
 
   The fact that cephalopods on Earth have blood that is based on copper instead of iron is interesting – all the technologies discussed are feasible.  BTW – the ultraviolet laser stun guns described were actually patented in 1997 - 2005 and I was under a non-disclosure from 1999 (keywords for a web search use tetanizing ultraviolet) – so don’t dismiss most of the tech here as impossible – nano-meta invisibility has already been used on tanks. Just don’t expect patents and non-disclosure forms on Earth to be applicable off planet... 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Major Characters
 
   Andrew Williams –Captain of Earth’s first star ship
 
   Tod Schroeder – a physicist because of the dead cat
 
   Desiree Bardeen - Linguist  -- Martial artist 
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips - intelligent capitalist
 
   Susan Kama Siriluk – Materials specialist 
 
   Ling Tanaka – psychologist/biologist 
 
   Fran Bergdal – environmental scientist
 
   Joel Fredrickson – Mechanical Engineer – fab genius
 
   Steve Cutcher – electronics/IT/circuits 
 
   Colonel Bradford Kyger– military muscle/brains 
 
   Rett – a Tros experimenter
 
   Captain UmBllatt – Ullumff trader 
 
   LeiLei – Lemsla catlike female
 
   Shiv – Vicvic female
 
  
 
  


 
   Patents and History
 
    
 
    
 
   Eugene Bradley Philips was furious. “What do you mean we can’t patent it? We just have to show we developed it first. No? All we have to do is show our research work...yes...our research work...from the prior art...make it up. Submit patent applications now then – stop them in court. You grab it or we’ll have to talk about your little habit...” An inarticulate sound came out of the comm. “Thought you’d agree...” Philips slapped the disconnect button on his desk comm. He was too affluent to wear a MemDex -- too plebeian. He leaned back and looked out at the landscaped grounds of Alpha Corp. The smoked glassene walls showed the strategically placed planters to prevent car bomb attacks. Verdant terracing further camouflaged banks of sensor arrays and defensive mechanisms. He chuckled, as he looked the tan drapes with their extra two meters of curled base to reduce blast damage from shrapnel. All these defensive measures, he thought, when I’m the one on the offensive.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I suppose I should record this. I certainly have the time. My name is Captain Andrew Williams, as Rett used to call me though he runs my name together. I have to go way back before this story makes any sense. 
 
    
 
   I was studying to be a synthesist at the University of Arizona when our team ran into a glitch. My team and I were planning to work together on something. We were getting our synthesist degrees but needed a final project...we didn’t have one. You have to understand that universities had changed in the last 50 years. They weren't like they used to be. People generally didn't learn things by rote anymore. You go to grade school and high school and then in college it all changes. There was a medical discovery for those over thirteen, though some people try it sooner. The discovery was -- that you could take an imprint of another person’s memories. A person taking a special synthetic drug could record the synaptic connections in the brain and impart that knowledge to another person. Playback could actually train the speech centers of the brain so you could learn languages or you can learn chemistry or learn biology, whatever... You get the basic idea. Of course, you’d have to go to a class and practice. It is form of blended education, where you put what you are learning into practice but you don't have to sit for years and years memorizing grammar and tense. All have to learn is how to use the implanted knowledge you are given. Start using it and it is yours – use it or lose it.
 
    
 
   Now as I said before, I was trying to get a synthesist degree. A synthesist degree is a like a PhD before everything changed. Now synthesist degrees are degrees given to groups. They are not for just one person; a synthesist got their PhD equivalent when they worked with a team on a team project. They, each member, had to advance an area of learning in their field, but they worked together as a team. So a person didn't become a PhD from one teeny bit of research on materials or one infinitesimal bit of research on physics theory or one miniscule bit of research on biology…it was a team effort and a synthesist team got their degree together or they didn't get it at all. 
 
    
 
   Everyone in the group had to show some large step forward. It was still a bit controversial but synthesist degrees are becoming more common – groups either made it big or spin off on their own companies – like a rock group...some make it...many fail. We made it and got our own degrees, but it took over fifteen years (physical years for us – just two years of normal time since we worked in a relative time field a lot of those two years) – our bodies aged at up to thirty times the normal rate compared to those outside the field. Too bad our pay didn’t keep up with our actual time on the job. You sure can get a lot of work done in a short time – normal time – but they did pay us at three times the normal rate when we were working in the relative time fields...I digress...sorry. We were talking about school systems...
 
    
 
   Not only are schools different, the actions of people around the world are different. There were still regional wars and terrorists and the run-amok-disgruntled-employee every now and then. That stuff doesn’t change. Most people in the US – yes – there is still a US. Most people had access to firearms and a lot of us carry them. As Heinlein said, “An armed society is a polite society.” I’ve always believed that though I don’t always carry a weapon. Guess I ought to now. Anyway – I’m a little off track…sorry…I tend to wander when I’m dogged tired...it’s all this waiting.
 
    
 
   The world’s population in the last few decades had turned into isolationists but when you remove one-third of the population – the youngest, weakest, oldest, poorest – it cleaned up a lot of ills. Yes – we still had environmental concerns but with cheap, non-polluting energy – you can do a lot. The US certainly isn’t sending a lot of foreign aid anywhere – no one is. I guess it was around 70 years ago…60 or 70 years ago when there was an influenza epidemic. 
 
    
 
   A virus went around the Earth and killed a large part of the human population. The influenza strain, the family of them, became known as Viral B. Now the underdeveloped countries suffered the worst and had a huge die off and, all in all, I guess the population of the world was reduced by about a third. The more sophisticated countries did fairly well if you consider one quarter of their population gone. Normally, influenza strains affect the very young and very old in a “U” pattern if you plot number of deaths against age. In this case, we also had young people, very similar to the swine flu or avian flu of 1918 where people, I guess, 17 to 32 died off and we lost... about 35% of the population in that age range. Don’t know if it was the same in 1918 but our deaths were caused by an allergic reaction, urticaria, which left huge welts all across the body as people coughed up their lungs.
 
    
 
   Know that with the population loss -- there was a real propensity not to travel. Most didn't want to travel. Most didn't want to go outside their city. Many didn’t want go off to school. People essentially didn't want to do anything but survive. It was a bad time. People really stopped showing concern for other people outside of their immediate area -- countries did the same thing. You can only watch so much death before you just tuned out – it was mind numbing. People were inured at seeing bodies, mass burials, and mass cremations after a few months. The countries with the better medical technology – like I said – they did fairly well, and only lost all about a quarter of their population. Third world countries lost up to half their populations. The loss of life was due to viral mutations. 
 
    
 
   We had thought we could control it. We couldn’t. We thought we could isolate it. We couldn’t. People fled areas where there were high death rates. Media coverage was spotty after LOTS of reporters died and sections of the Net died too. Information was spotty back then. Governments tried to do like they did when they had the SARS epidemic back in the last century by thermally scanning faces. That didn't work. Too many people had access to transportation, rich people got sick and they definitely could get out of the country. There was no way to control it when it was that prolific.
 
   Lots of specialists died. There was a push for education to rebuild. It was about this time that the discovery of memory patterning came into effect. The wealthy and the powerful, of course, got the best patterns. They could pay for very high quality imprints. You could learn a language or you can learn math, but there was enough generic copying and theft of good patterns that generally, people got a pretty good basic education…even the lower classes. Everyone got the equivalent of a high school education. Some people could take a memory pattern and never worry about anything. Some people can get pattern after pattern, and never relate the memory to real-world skills...but many people could. 
 
   Now, of course, this didn't occur in Third World current countries where the technology was non-existent. It didn't happen in areas where there was a war, drought or floods. It only occurred where the population was fairly stable, where there was enough food distribution. Everyone still had access to the Internet…it was still there but it was not the wild free-for-all of the past. If you had more money – you had better access. There were still hacks and attacks but it was much more regulated and sophisticated with protocols that cut most criminals off at the knees. Figure it was the massive financial transfers that got everyone’s notice. The powers-that-be only got off their ass when lots of the big dogs, the wealthy power brokers, had their money transferred to off-shore accounts by state sponsored thefts...quick way to balance a nation’s books.
 
   Therefore – there was a push for education and more education. You only went to high school – you must be slow... Colleges of today might seem pretty much the same as they were a hundred years ago but that wasn’t the case. You got imprints for different subjects – from the university faculty – yep – you picked colleges for the imprint quality of the faculty. 
 
    
 
   Oh, plus the facilities, and amenities, that were available. Graduate degrees meant more esoteric topics/imprints and blending outside. You got an imprint for tensor calculus and then you learned to apply it. Now all this imprinting did make you a little weird – way weird. You got side memories in spite of so called filtering and quality checks. There had been a LOT of issues to clear up – lots of personality defects to eliminate. 
 
    
 
   Anyone trying to get a synthesist degree had to be extremely stable mentally. Learning physical skills by imprint hadn’t really worked out until pretty recently. You could learn the rules of a game but you didn’t get the skeletal structure or musculature from an imprint. You could imprint from a runner but you’d have a heart attack if you tried to run like that athlete. Same with the deep subjects – you could put rocket fuel in a scooter but it still wouldn’t break the sound barrier or get musculature from an imprint.
 
   They were just recently getting some measure of physical skills by imprint. Getting off track again...groan...anyway – synthesists worked in a group toward a specific goal that had to advance a number of areas of research. People could still get a PhD at schools that avoided imprinting – but they were falling behind so fast – they wouldn’t be any around in the modern world in another twenty years. The old, lecture-you-to-death method didn't work anyway. All research shows that students really learn outside of class – at home. They learn when they're doing lessons, after they read the text, which is after the lecture. You got years ahead of the rote learners by not spending your time listening to lectures or just reading. You learned to master the known theories in college. In graduate level education, you learned to question those theories and you had enough information from enough divergent sources that you could see the inconsistencies between fields of research. Oh, there was still real research going on but it made research of the early 20th -- 21st centuries, look like a science fair – interesting and quaint. 
 
   This method of research stepped into many gray areas of intellectual property. Whose idea was it anyway – was it from a leak on an imprint from a specialist? Lots of court cases – lots of changing law – that’s why I’m here. 
 
    It comes down to this...the majority of the world lost a lot of its more depraved, anti-social, aggressive, risk-taking members. Of course, there were people who would take advantage of the chaos, plus the people who traveled about tended to end up either killed by viral infection mutations or from chaotic populations of citizens. 
 
   Where do I come in all this you ask?  I was out in the desert, west of Tucson, trying to figure out which topics the synthesist group should pursue. Then into that mix you throw an alien. I ran into Rett. 
 
   Yes -- enter Rett, the Tros, the Ullumff, and the ES ships. Enter a weak World Government and the unaligned nations who suffered massive losses of cheap labor. I’ll mention that later, but Rett's an alien and to make a long story short... I got my hands on a device, from him, that we could deconstruct, figure out how it worked, and duplicate without outside groups. We had plenty of ingenuity. We were able to improve on it and that, in turn, spurred a host of other inventions. We developed space travel. No – No – I mean practical, honest to god, interstellar travel. We, the synthesist group, developed powerful weapons because we had huge resources of energy now. Lots of things were just waiting for better power sources. We made new friends, and we made powerful enemies. I'm writing this because I have the time to do so and because I am being pursued by some of those enemies. 
 
   Did I mention that we have been to another star system?  I visited Tau Ceti, and some in my crew have seen and engaged with beings from Tau Ceti. We have an alien who lives with us – still -- we keep saying and we keep planning to send him to the nearest large trade center, but it's never worked out...yet.
 
   Rett is an odd being. He has skin like a rhinoceros, walks on two legs and has opposable thumbs on each hand. He is very smart, but he's arrogant. We also have a treaty with the Exploration Service. The Exploration Service is a military branch of the Confederation of Planets that essentially polices this region of the spiral arm. Earth is considered a very remote trading outpost. We set up a quarantine trading station on the moon, and that's worked out fairly well. We've had a couple of visitors, and we've had quite a few interlopers try to bypass the moon and go straight to Earth…we’ve enough ships that we’ve managed to, mostly, nip that in the bud. Hell. I guess it was the treaty that started a lot of the trouble. They, the Confederation, gave us a bunch of manuals and we thought they were the gospel on how to treat alien species. We thought they were what we should use every day – all day – to design our trading station.
 
   We designed everything according to those damn manuals. We had no way to know that they were just exemplary, desired, designs for trading stations. We knew they showed a bunch of different races and they said that these races were accommodated by different temperatures in different humidity, in different lighting frequencies, in different auditory environments and with different smells. We designed it all – did everything they said in the manuals. We didn’t even realize it was a model standard and not a standard that anyone had ever achieved. It was no wonder, when the other races came here they thought we were some high socialized -- highly developed race. They didn't know we were just new guys on the block. 
 
   Well. We did this design in record time because we had almost a year from the time we got the manuals until we had had the moon base operational. One of the things we learned when we took apart Rett’s belt was that there was an alteration in perceived time when you are within the field – you can speed up your experiences. You speed up your perceived time…or there is less resistance inertia to time flow – haven’t gotten that quite figured out yet. We get up to 30 times normal in a high gravity environment like a planet, though there were periods where he had logistical problems getting enough food, air, and supplies in and getting waste and heat out. Getting rid of heat is one of the issues we had to overcome but it only took us six months -- six months relative. We did the same thing that would normally take us 15 years to do so we were able to build modern ships and update an old moon base. According to the manuals – our modern, exemplary, trading station on the moon and abandoned base was unique among all worlds. Well… it took up 15 years’ worth of resources in a six- month period. In fact, we created a lot of enemies. There were a lot of spinoff technologies that we were able to develop, sure, but it took a while to disseminate that information and it made a lot of people angry since they considered us wasting huge resources and getting nothing – seemingly – in return. They didn't realize what was going on and they were angry they weren't consulted – at first. They were angry that a little group from a university in Arizona negotiated Earth’s future. That really pissed off a lot of folks...imagine taking all the politicians out of the loop.
 
   You realize that this hit people really fast. It was hush-hush pretty much when we started, but after three or four months -- word leaked out and the fact that we were dealing with aliens hit the public really hard, especially when they realized we were really travelling to other worlds and beings from many worlds were travelling here. Oh, there was a really cool documentary produced by the World Government but that never hit the public airwaves – we thought it had but it hadn’t. The world didn’t realize there was only one alien currently on Earth and that was Rett. Others had come down in a ship, but they didn't move far from that ship – besides, only members of the military had seen them. So. It was hard for a lot of people to accept the trading base on the moon that they could only see in documentaries and newscasts. Aliens were coming near Earth and going into quarantine – mainly to keep aliens away from the planet itself. It was a way to keep traders -- interstellar traders away from the general Earth population. It kind of worked – at first.
 
   The world government was trying to put a good face on our travel and on the trade, but so far, the Earth hadn’t had much to show for it. Let me take that back. We have developed a lot of things as spinoffs of the technologies we learned from other worlds, but most of it was developed on Earth. It was fleshed out, so to speak, on Earth. It was figured out -- we decomposed their technology… we took it apart and figured what made it work. The aliens went nuts about our microelectronics because ours was so compact and powerful. Those aliens could put stuff in the space without any care to weight or size so why make it small. Their electronics – generally their stuff was pretty crude. They had computers yes, slow, but recognizable as computers. They had pretty decent weapons only because they had huge energy sources and a two hundred year head start over us. They were VERY touchy about letting us get our hands on those. They had powerful communications but their sensors weren’t as good as ours – at least none we’ve seen so far. Half of what we do is bluff. 
 
   How did we do anything to defend ourselves in a relatively short time?  The relative time fields we were able to develop let us build a fleet of enforcement ships to protect ourselves. Very fast also, but you’ve got to realize we burned up people in the process. If you spend 15 years in relative time field, then, you age 15 years. We weren't able to stop the aging process very much and the fact that the Earth lost a lot of specialists during the viral B epidemics decades ago – didn’t help current medical practice. Epidemics and anti-aging research got kicked in the teeth with that one.
 
   We traded, early on, for some star maps, and for some translation learning machines that harness many other languages of these interstellar races. The problem we found out was that the language cylinders we got were upper class only – very little trade language. The languages were from high society speech like you were speaking with a dignified British or royal, high-court dialect. So when some alien visitors came to trade…Earth people came across as highly cultured with a trading station that was better than any other station because we thought that was the way…from those damn manuals. Aliens went crazy over, everything any trader saw at Earth's trade station. I don't mean that they came to trade with us at the moon. They came to Earth. They wanted to trade and skip the middleman. Well that's what they tried and that's where a lot of the trouble started.
 
   You’d think with real aliens, with a trading station on the moon, with actual interstellar craft, with nearly unlimited power available to anywhere on earth, the media would react to the alien, Rett, and he’d be a media sensation. He isn't. I think it's odd, but most of the population think it's a hoax, some method of government manipulation. The corporations were not happy. I sent schematics, diagrams, and specifications -- very detailed specifications out over the Net on how to manufacture standalone power generators. The catalyst needed for them was, luckily, known and we could get an ample supply of waste radioactive material around all our aging fission plants. Corporations never did figure a good way to get rid of that stuff without reprocessing using breeder reactors and they were reluctant to build those puppies. They were still cooling that waste with ultra clean water, dropping it down through the Earth’s crust and other nonsense but, at least, they have a disposal market source now, where they can sell some material. It's lucky the technology came around so, now, we have the power to break down the radioactive waste into elemental particles. Therefore, that’s what’s been going on.
 
   Then I get into the predicament I'm in now and you ask – what predicament?  That will take a little more explanation. I'm currently in a ship located at a Lagrange point between the moon and Earth. I'm not defending the Earth from aliens...Nothing so romantic. I’m waiting here to meet a cruise ship full of aliens before they go to Earth. I'm also trying to keep the hooks of some very selfish corporations out of the Earth-Exploration Service treaty, and keep Earth corporations from controlling the lunar trading base and trying to keep vast numbers of alien traders away from Earth ‘til our new trade centers are ready...Susan says I’m very trying...
 
  
 
  





 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 truck loads 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.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 New recruits for the ERF
 
    
 
   Colonel Brad Kyger was giving his welcoming speech to new candidates for the Earth Regulatory Force. It was cut and dried by this time after a full year of real time and over fifteen years of relative time – give or take a year. Some were angry that Brad got promoted so fast – but the ones angry were too dull witted to realize he had spent twelve years of his lifespan in this organization so far – twelve of the fifteen in relative time – speeded up in a stressed space field (SSF). You have to use an acronym for everything in the military – it’s a law. Many of the recruits had quietly slunk away earlier when they realized they wouldn’t get thirty times the pay when working in a relative time field – though they would get housing, food, medical and entertainment of a sort. They would certainly have time to develop any skills.
 
   The Exploration Service explained that as a self-policing entity, Earth had to enforce its own laws. Did I mention that aliens didn’t understand intellectual property rights... at all? No interstellar patents – sell them something and they expect to reverse engineer it – if they can. Foodstuffs – make sure it doesn’t have insects but they weren’t really good at screening for bacteria, molds or viruses.  Now, you could impound or destroy any ship you catch breaking trading rules but they didn’t mention how hard it was to catch the damn things. Earth foodstuffs were the newest rage – somewhere – wherever all these ships come from. We, Earth, had had no clue about the Uoott Culture Guide. The new edition had evidently come out praising Earth, Earth’s trading station, Earth food, friendly people – great trade goods, cool electronics – every being wanted to visit and get rich. None wanted to stop at the trading station except when they had to stop. Guess they figured if an airless outpost is so cool – how much better is the planet...and the Uoott Manual said the people here were neato swell – or the damn equivalent in Trade. It did say we strictly enforce regulations but the Earth Regulatory Force was having its own trouble just then.
 
   Brad had just spoken to his chief of staff and got the latest reports. “Humm...two incursions this month so far...one in Saint Augustine, Florida and the other in Cashmere, Washington. Somebody must be feeding these people information. Apples in Washington, that’s easy -- but how am I to know that Florida raised peppers these aliens liked? Have we any idea how they got the information – they come through our Net – we detect them when they get into the solar system and they are going slow like they’re going to the Moonbase and then a few of them, not all – shoot off for remote places on Earth. These last two in the US – it’s hard enough when we have to catch them when they head to some remote country on Earth but these last two were in the US...what the hell? It’s not like they were heading to Taiwan for stinky tofu – we set off every countries’ early warning systems – not that they can do anything about it but I expect we’ll have problems shortly when other countries start putting up their own ships. We haven’t had trouble since Hawkeye and his group got shut down but we’ve discovered three new relative field enclosures that aren’t ours.”
 
   The colonel’s chief of staff nodded at appropriate times to his commanders diatribe and made the appropriate “Yes sir” when the silence stretched out. 
 
   “We’ve got to get an IFF (Identify Friend or foe) systems for all Earth ships so we can enforce this treaty. I want to know who we can blow out of the water...the ether...Colonel. Make a note and get the legal branch to draft legislation through the World Government that mandates IFF systems for all ships from Earth and makes any ship without proper identification to be listed as a smuggler. I don’t care, at this stage, what anybody ships as long as we know who is doing it. Have intelligence track down who is giving this information to those people.
 
   The chief of staff sighed, quietly and said, “Sir.” He left.
 
   Brad reached for his Jack Black. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 Life Extension
 
    
 
   “Wow,” Desire said to Ling. “Look at this from the Washington seizure. A trainer with Trade...finally we have an official, Trade language training cylinder, instead of the bastard version we’ve been using. Did you figure what the little box is all about?”
 
   Ling looked up from her study of manuals. “What species was it that had all this stuff?”
 
   “Not sure but it may have been some offshoot of the Tros but the description wasn’t great...it was at night. I’m not sure I would have done much better a few years ago in the middle of the night if I had seen an alien ship landing wanting apples. Features seem, pretty much, like Rett. Did those manuals help?”
 
   Ling’s brow furrowed and she said, “This little manual seems to be about how to synthesize the chemicals in the tubes in the little box. It’s designed for humanoids – I think. Another of the larger manuals appears to be a basic chemistry manual – lord – and I thought I had a hard time with Earth chemistry – they have a totally different outlook on stuff but some of it made sense. I had a great bootleg imprint from some researcher at Cal Tech. University of Arizona had zilch on that...”
 
   “Chemistry,” Desiree said. “That’s cool. Zilch?”
 
   “It means nothing,” Ling said. “I like archaic words...you, of all people, ought to know that one.
 
   “Guess I missed that one. What about the other books?”
 
   “They all seem like manufacturing manuals and such. This little one seems to be about...umlou towli... umwhe towli... life... life extension?”
 
   Desiree hopped out of her chair, “Umwhe towli...that is life extension but how do they mean it...no offense but would you let me see that?”
 
   Ling handed it over. She knew that Desiree was even better with Trade than she was...and Ling knew she, herself, was good. “Holy Cow!” Desiree said.
 
   Ling looked perplexed, “Holy Cow?”
 
   Desiree grinned. “You don’t think I’m going to let you get me one up on archaic expressions do you? This is big, Ling. We better let Andrew know but let’s get the rest of these manuals scanned into memory first.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Bradley Phillips looked at the latest report from his informant at the Earth Regulatory Force base. Heaven knew he paid enough to get this stuff. He scanned down the report. Life extension. That would a good idea to exploit. He touched his comm and told his assistant to arrange a meeting with his patent lawyers and scientists – today.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Andrew looked at the summary from Ling and Desiree. “Life extension? Do you think it’ll work for our species...the literature says it will if we can identify certain genetic markers. That work was pretty advanced until fifty years ago. I’ll bet that Phillips has people he can put on it.”
 
   “Phillips!” Desiree said. “Didn’t he try to steal plans for our ship? He’s got a high creepiest factor for me.”
 
   “Me too,” Ling said. 
 
   “I don’t like him either but we don’t have the expertise. We really need a bio geneticist on our team. Maybe you’re right. Let’s ask Fran and see if we can hire a team. If that fails – we’ll contact Phillips. Will that work?”
 
   Desiree and Ling both nodded but Desiree couldn’t help herself. “I don’t like him.”
 
   “Noted,” Andrew said and left to go see Fran and let her safeguard their literature and samples.
 
    
 
    
 
   Andrew blew into Fran’s lab like a storm and started talking right when he entered. Fran looked up from her stool and said, “...and GOOD MORNING to you too.”
 
   Andrew looked a bit chagrined, “Sorry. I just have something on my mind and I don’t think it can wait.”
 
   “Obviously,” Fran said with a lopsided grin. “Well. Have out with it. What’s so important you want to frighten my daisies?”
 
   Andrew looked around at all the plants and chuckled. “Life extension.”
 
   Fran lifted an eyebrow.
 
   When she didn’t say anything further, he elaborated. “We had an interdiction, after the fact, in Washington State, where a farmer traded for some apples and a few seeds.”
 
   “They’re getting smarter...takes a bit more than seeds to produce apples though. They’ll have a hard time pollinating those trees when they get large enough. How much information did they get on growing them?”
 
   “Some primers,” Andrew said, “But that’s not why I’m here. They traded the farmer pretty detailed information on how to prolong life. I think we could apply it to humans and extend our lifespan from 80 years to a lot longer. They left some samples,” he said and handed her the box. Desiree and Ling should have the book scanned any time now. I looked at the summary they put together. It’s pretty impressive.”
 
   “...and you want me to...?” Fran asked.
 
   “Find someone...or a team of someones to get this moving. Do you know anyone in the field?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Several someones in fact. I’ll contact them. Payment? Chain of command?”
 
   “We have a large discretionary fund from the consulting on the power supplies and military. Pay them whatever it takes and they’ll work directly under you.”
 
   “That may be doable. How soon do you need them?” she asked.
 
   “Fast as you can. This should be an enclosure project.”
 
   “You are serious about time. Don’t know where we’ll find the room but – Aye, aye, Captain,” she said. “Whoever we get may balk at working in there but we’ll see. They might just get the extra years of lifespan to make up for what they’ll spend on the project. I’ll ask Brad to help.”
 
   “Sounds good...Let me know who you get.” Andrew responded to Fran’s nod and breezed on out.”
 
   Fran smiled when she thought about how much Andrew had grown up in the last fifteen years...fifteen years for her anyway. She quickly read the summary; then read it again. She lifted her MemDex, and started her inquiries.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips shut off his comm and turned to his current, senior advisor, Ramon. “Lubeck and his team are acquired as are Pao Yeng Xu and his staff. Now we will try for Demi Harrison. She’s the one I want most, as she’s a real looker and the only one with...how shall I say? ...Flexibility in her moral outlook.”
 
   “Mister Phillips. This is costing us a fortune. Lubeck’s team acquisition and lab setup, alone, cost as much as five percent of last years profit. Are you sure...” Ramon was cut off.
 
   “How old are you Ramon?” Phillips asked.
 
   “Seventy-five sir,” he responded.
 
   “How would you like to be able to live another seventy-five years, or more, with an apparent chronological age of say...35?” Phillips asked. “How much would pay for that?”
 
   Ramon sighed. “Physical age like I was 35. Dios. I would pay almost everything I had for that. But wouldn’t everyone?”
 
   “Anyone getting the anti-aging would be a select few of our choosing. Those individuals would have the ability to accumulate more and, hence, control more.”
 
   “Wouldn’t the masses want it?” Ramon asked.
 
   “They’d find out only about the massive failures, the rapidly spreading cancers the treatments would cause. The select few would keep family names but would be cousins or such who keep reinventing identities. I imagine the Rothchild’s would like to improve their current, anti-aging treatments they are already using – archaic as their methods are,” Phillips explained.
 
   Ramon paused and looked thoughtful. He was leery of asking the next question. “How old are you now sir? There seems to be uncertainty in your records. I don’t mean to pry but this seems like an appropriate time for this question.”
 
   “How old do you think I am, Ramon?” Phillips asked.
 
   Ramon shifted uneasily from foot to foot with this one. This type question was like when a woman asks, Does this make me look fat...no good way to answer but Ramon was not shy – hence he was the personal assistant to Bradley Phillips, one of the most powerful men on Earth. “Sir. I’d say, conservatively that you look about ten years younger than me.” Ramon saw that Phillips was waiting for a number. “About 65 sir...a youthful sixty-five.”
 
   Phillips was utterly passive looking and then one corner of his mouth turned up...quirked? He said, “I’ll turn ninety in a few months.”
 
   Ramon was floored. “Dios. Noventa.” There was a long pause. “How?”
 
   “Current technology has done what it can for me but this research promises almost double that...much more than the Tau Ceti group expects,” Phillips explained using the popular name given to Andrew’s team from the Net. “How do you feel about these expenditures now?”
 
   Ramon couldn’t quite bring himself to ask the question he wanted. He started to ask but couldn’t.
 
   Phillips noted his discomfiture and let him stew a bit longer. “Ramon. You will be in the first group to receive the benefits of whatever the research accrues.”
 
   “I am your man, sir.” Ramon said. “I will find a way to acquire this Doctor Demi Harrison. Anything else, sir.”
 
   Phillips shook his head and his advisor slid out. Phillips chortled a bit at his thoughts. Yes, Ramon, he thought. You will be one of the first to get whatever we turn up – I’ll need a lot of guinea pigs before I try anything on myself. This is a good way to keep people loyal too. There are other things than money to tie people to me. Phillips reached for the comm to find out the progress of his intellectual property project. 
 
   
 
  



 Leaks
 
    
 
   Colonel Brad Kyger was disturbed. Several ships had entered Earth space and actually landed and traded before he could stop them. Someone was getting accurate information to these traders, but he couldn’t figure how anyone from Earth was communicating with extraterrestrials. Hell. Hardly anyone even knew there really were any aliens. How would they know what species wanted which items or information? How could he stop these incursions? The Earth ES treaty, as it was detailed, set out that Earth would police its own solar system. He’d been trying but the volume of space was enormous. Most people couldn’t grasp the scale. He could detect their stressed space fields at enormous distances but they were somehow masking their presence until the last minute. Did they have some stealth technology? He asked Joel and Tod to run some simulations of the last few incursions. Maybe they’d have enough data to actually do something with it. He decided he visit their lab.
 
    
 
   Joel greeted the colonel at the door and appeared quite excited. “I think we’ve finally got something.”
 
   “Hi Brad,” Tod said. “Let me finishing get this set up for you. I think we figured out what they were doing. Still don’t know exactly how they do it but it fits all the data we have.”
 
   “What kind of set up is this? Don’t recognize it?” Brad said.
 
   Joel spoke up. “My team has been trying to miniaturize and commercialize the navigation/control systems for our newest ships. This is a result of four years of effort (several months in the enclosure I should say). It’s our new 3D representation system. It does everything that we had on the first ship plus is a lot more robust, compact and feature packed. He manually switched it on. “Still some flickers but we’re ironing those out fast.” The lights dimmed and Joel controlled the display with his MemDex.
 
   The room was dark and then it appeared that they were floating above the Earth. They could see the Sun and some of the planets and asteroids. 
 
   “Whoa,” Brad said. “I’ll never get over how beautiful this is...it still takes my breath away.”
 
   “It’s still a show stopper when we show anyone this representation. Here are the last two incursions from the time we spotted them ‘til we ran them off afterward. I’ll run them a couple of times,” Tod said.
 
   “Okay. I see them appearing and near the moon’s orbit and landing. I see our guys responding and it seems like they don’t disappear quite as fast. They just cut off. Stealth tech?” Brad asked.
 
   Tod spoke up, “That’s what we thought at first. Let me run the Washington State incursion for you from the ship that chased them.”
 
   The display flickered and it looked like a ship appeared near the moon’s orbit and then hurtled down to land in Washington State. It was there a few minutes and shot away as soon as the Earth Regulatory Patrol ship came close.
 
   “I don’t see where this helps us. It just appears and then disappears,” Brad said.
 
   “Ah ha...” Tod said. “Look at it from the point of view of our second patrol craft coming around the equator.”
 
   “Okay. I see it taking off and our ship following. As we move in to join the chase, it just disappears again. Are they shielding a rear view only? Wait...why wouldn’t we see it coming inbound if it can only shield its rear view...wait...maybe it can only shield one view at a time,” Brad conjectured. 
 
   “We were thinking along those lines too ‘til we saw this later recording from our equatorial patrol ship. Watch closely,” Tod said.
 
   They saw a ship appear near Mars orbit and proceed rapidly out of the system.
 
   “When was that taken?” Brad asked.
 
   “That was three days later,” Joel said.
 
   “Now look at a representation from a perspective outside the view of those two ships,” Tod said.
 
   “What are those black cones? Oh...those are the blind spots of the two ships! They cover huge volumes of space,” Brad exclaimed.
 
   “Not that large a volume. The Earth and moon block a huge coverage area when we’re this close. We’ve always maintained a fairly close relationship to planets or moons – always good to have a surface to land on...or so we thought. Now watch a simulation of a ship approaching and landing in Washington. We know the species from the description and know where they might be coming from so we added our speculations to our recordings...by the way. Thank you for starting to record all patrol data – that was what we needed. Okay – watch this part,” Tod said and stopped the simulation as he explained. 
 
   Tod restarted the simulation. ”You see the cones representing the blind spots where a planet or moon blocks the view of areas of space by our ships. Now look at this. The orange icons are the simulated approach vectors of the intruders and the icons turn green when there are actual detections.”
 
   The display showed a ship rapidly approaching the system, pausing at Neptune and Saturn and Jupiter and then a mad dash to near the far side of our moon and then a sprint to Washington State. As the ship departed, its icon would turn orange as soon as it could put a planetary body between itself and its pursuer or pursuers.
 
   “Wait a minute. No way can they detect our ships before we detect theirs. Our sensors are way better...unless they have another information source,” Brad said.
 
   “Bingo,” Tod said. “They either have passive sensors – in or close to our system or someone is leaking our patrol schedules from Earth Regulatory Forces itself...or both.”
 
   “Yep,” Joel said. “We’ve got a mole or three with access to our most secure information.”
 
   “We’ll have to change a lot of our procedures, but I don’t want to give up our planetary bases. Do you think giving sealed orders to captains, instituting random patrols and deep space-passive sensor platforms will help? We can’t do it at once or we’ll just drive the mole underground,” Brad said. “Besides we’ll need to sweep all the offices.”
 
   Tod indicated in an arc with his arm: “This lab is secure but Intelligence will need to do a better job on the others. I’ll make sure we’re clean here. You tell Andrew and Susan.”
 
   “That’s it. We can disclose different information to different areas and examine the responses. Then we can place passive sensors covering those approaches. That will narrow it down, I hope to a particular section. How do you think they are communicating the information? Tight beam laser? Can we find that?” Brad queried.
 
   “Maybe,” Joel said. I’ll run all our data to see locations where there might be hostile sensor arrays...ones that can communicate with Earth or any commercial moon sites. Private companies are starting to launch ships and plant mining and manufacture sites. I’ll cross index those and see what we can see. Now we have some data and a theory to work on -- it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out. I’ll let you know if I turn up anything.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



End Runs
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt’s brother, UmUff, was the first ship turned away from Earth before trading had even been officially started. The Earth ships had been a surprise but his brother UmBllatt’s later success had made all the traders crazy to return. UmUff had seen how much financial gain his brother had made. His brother had refurbished his own ship and even bought a half share in this one. Others were trading with Earth too but a few had made it to the surface – at great risk according to the ES treaty, which allowed for destruction or confiscation. The other traders had used the information provided by an unusual source – they were using information from Earth to skirt the patrols from Earth. Insane as it may be – beings on Earth (probably Tros) were supplying information on Earth Regulatory Force patrol schedules in exchange for...heavy metals. Ha...Heavy metals, which were not rare at all from asteroid mining in other systems. 
 
   His trade route first went to Vega (Earth name for the star) – which had abundant, inexpensive mining operations where they would pick up iridium, rhodium, platinum and gold...whatever was being dumped on the market that day, then travel to the Earth system drop point, on minimal power (partially shielded by all the ore and refined metals), schedule and patrol avoidance routes were then mapped for an exchange of a small portion of the ore, then travel to Earth and swap Earth products (rare foods and electrical devices) and travel to the home planets and become rich. One successful trip made a trader rich and the Earth Regulatory Force was not destroying the ships attempting to circumvent their moon, trading base – so no risk. Soon he would be rich himself and he would recoup his losses from his first trip. 
 
   Everyone had literally stampeded to get into the act after UmBllatt returned with the marvelous calculators and Earth food stocks. He had saved several peppers for himself from his brother’s trip, none for his crew of course, but he was down to his last few samples. It would be a long trip back if he couldn’t get more of the tasty morsels. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips was reveling in his machinations. He loved intrigue. Intrigue and guts had brought him to where he was – to the top of the heap. He wanted more. He wanted more power and doubling his lifespan. He might as well lie down and die if this didn’t work out anyway because he was getting old. No one would care if he died. He had no family...no real friends. He had had a fabulous few months lately with his deep space probes using the stolen designs. He had just accumulated several tons of precious metals and minerals from the alien traders. His collaborators in the Earth Regulatory Force had been supplying accurate information and his lawyers were progressing with his plans. 
 
   His scientific teams were up and running though he was hemorrhaging money right now to pay for it all. Of course, what would he do with his money if he died because he couldn’t extend his life? He might as well. The myriad of issues was fun – it made him feel young – well, younger. He enjoyed yanking people’s chains. He would pay people he didn’t like to push eggs down the hall with their nose -- just to watch. What fun. He especially didn’t like Andrew Williams and his kids who had thwarted his bid to control the power sources they had acquired. They had stolen the idea from an alien, Rett, and he was going to steal their success. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Colonel Kyger had quietly slipped his plan into motion. His patrol craft used no electronic communications of any kind in its implementation. He made sure the Captains of the patrol vessels got sealed orders that they were to open only at designated times and these orders were delivered in secure areas. Patrol routes were quietly changed and different methods were used on different routes. Anyone betraying the routes would only have access to certain information that would highlight any leaks. There was another incursion at the greenhouses in Sinaloa, Mexico with a massive ship taking tons of produce. Trading missions at the lunar post were progressing well with several traders per month. There had been limited diversity in species trading now and it wasn’t clear whether certain species tended to be traders or whether these species were keeping the routes to themselves. It did make it easier to arrange trade items and accommodations however. The alien detection, approach, challenge and escort had been much improved and the sensor system was doing a decent job of detecting approaching ships.
 
   New, passive drones were moved to positions in the solar system that would cover all the previous sensors’ blind spots. The new sensors had overlapping coverage and the lag time was about four and a half (4 ½) hours to just past Neptune’s orbit. They still hadn’t figured a way around light speed with communications other than sending a probe itself and that involved a more sophisticated probe or an actual manned craft and the volume to cover was not easily comprehended.
 
    
 
   Andrew approached his wife, Susan, and kissed her solidly. “How’s it going? Any new progress out of the enclosure?”
 
   She pulled him back to him and kissed him again. “Some. Ling and Desiree had some good luck. Doctor Demi Harrison agreed to work with them and actually wanted to work in the Enclosure...can you believe that. They were surprised she and her biogerontologists team would work like that... they said they could get results that way – to help people working there. She really is good in genetic coding and she was willing to transport a lot of her existing equipment to the Enclosure.”
 
   Andrew raised his eyebrows, ”Her own equipment? Really? It belonged to her and not some big corporation.”
 
   “Really. She used money from some previous drug patents to fund everything. She’s pretty wealthy with her age decelerating hormones.”
 
   “I’ve heard of her products. They’re expensive. Anything else?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing other than Brad’s been preoccupied lately. You know what’s bothering the colonel?” she asked.
 
   “He’s just trying to figure out how to stop these incursions past the lunar base. He’s going to clamp down on it according to the treaty terms and it’s not going to be pretty. We’re not sure how the other traders will react. You know we still haven’t got much information to be going out into the galaxy on our own.”
 
   “We did fine at Tau Ceti with a minor glitch or two,” Susan said knowing that hit a nerve with Andrew after her near death there.
 
   “Oh great. Bring that up as a success. We almost got you killed when your propulsion unit malfunctioned. Not to mention we had a big battle when we got back to Earth.”
 
   “...but, it got us the treaty. We have progressed so much since then. Captain UmBllatt is due back this week. You want to go see him. It’d be a good chance to get away. It’s been a while since we’ve gotten away and it would be fun to see him again. We might even want to take the gray ghastly with us,” she said and grinned.
 
   “Rett? I can’t see him wanting to just travel to our lunar base. He has mentioned that he wants to travel to Bellatrix in the Orion constellation. It’s about 243 light years away. It’s a B2. Before you say anything – yes, Tau Ceti was just 11 light years away but with the improvements we’ve made we can get to Bellatrix in less than 3 months. UmBllatt says it’s been a trading center for many of his generations. We’re going to have to go out there sometime. He says it’s a pretty safe neighborhood. The charts and manuals we have seem to back him up. I didn’t mention it but I’ve wanted...” he said as Susan cut him off.
 
   “Whoa boy! How long have you been cultivating these wanderlust thoughts? I mention one little thing and out comes this...this...mid-life crisis crap,” Susan said.
 
   “Wait a second. We could travel there faster than in 3 months couldn’t we?” she asked. “I thought you’d made a lot of improvements in travel time outside of major gravitational fields.”
 
   “Well. I thought we wouldn’t want to go all that way without a couple of side trips.”
 
   “Andrew? Side trips? How long have you been planning this without me?” she paused and looked resigned. “Six months round trip.“ She sighed. “Do you think this place would hold together that long? Funding...no ...don’t tell me. You already have funding from the World Government.”
 
   Andrew nodded.
 
   “Trade goods?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Armament?” she asked.
 
   “Enhanced armament and a new cruiser escort, just in case,” he said and looked expectant.
 
   “Okay,” she said and Andrew let out his breath. “But show me your plans,” she said and punched him in the gut playfully. “You should have told me...planning is half the fun. What will I wear? Think of the new polymers I’ll find... I’ll have to get outfits for each spectrum...” 
 
   Andrew visibly relaxed when she said that and turned on the projector on his MemDex. “There’s plenty left for you to plan dear. I just wanted to make sure it was feasible and profitable.”
 
   Susan pulled him over and kissed his ear. “You can still surprise me after all these years, relative years that is.”
 
   “...and delight you,” he said playfully.
 
   “Yeah. You’re still a lot of fun – for a guy.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Brad Kyger was upset because the sensor drone construction and deployment was taking longer than he had expected. Take the most optimistic plan and multiply that schedule by three was what an old professor had told him a decade before. He now knew what the old guy had meant – it is the unexpected issues that slow you down. He was pleased the first drones had been deployed and they were sending back data already. They had detected and inbound ship already. There appeared to be some nefarious activity too because there was a ship shadowing Captain UmBllatt’s ship. Brad was looking forward to seeing the old guy anyway and he knew the rest of the team was too. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was rapidly approaching the Terran solar system and sure enough, the Earth ships were there again to greet him. He kept telling his brother just to deal with the Earthers directly instead of always trying to get around their patrols but he never listened. He had never listened as a youthful calf. UmBllatt had studied the Earth language, English, extensively since last time and even though he couldn’t see the sense of much of it – much less speak it – he could understand some basic sentences. Understanding your clients is very useful in trade situations. 
 
   “Captain, the Earth ship is contacting us in Trade. I have sent them a list of ship’s complement, trade goods on board, requested accommodations, and length of stay as per your orders,” the crewman said. “They are already pulling away.”
 
   The Captain grunted. He had been planning this his whole approach and was determined to do it according to the manual. “At least they now use proper Trade dialect. Let me know when they reply.” I bet they weren’t ready this time, he thought.
 
   The crewman grunted gently to get his attention. He grunted again.
 
   “Yes,” UmBllatt said letting his annoyance show. “What is it?”
 
   The crewman swiveled his oculars downward...embarrassed a bit. “Sir. They have already responded.” The crewman paused.
 
   “Well,” the captain said impatiently. “Do I have to come over there and read it for you?”
 
   “Sir. It’s rather lengthy,” the crewman said. “It is still being received.”
 
   The crewman began to smell the anger scent drifting from the captain and starting reading the message: “Greeting to Captain UmBllatt and all his crew. Welcome on your return. We will try to make your stay with us as profitable and comfortable as possible. We have improved our facilities and will always offer our repeat customers the best trade ratios. Any or all your crew are welcome and we have no diplomats to help this time. We have added an extensive list of trade goods for you to select. A welcoming banquet will be held, at your convenience, when you are settled in.”
 
   “That is quite a message. I’ll bet they want to dump a lot of their faulty merchandise on us so we must be cautious. Also, beware that they will start charging outrageous prices for food and drink and improvements. They must think we just wandered in off the plain. I wonder what trash they will try to foist off on us this time. They set the gaff on the first one and then catch us with the next trip,” the captain was quite proud of his little cautionary speech to his crew since many this trip, did not have his long experience.
 
   The crewman grunted again to catch the captain’s attention.
 
   The captain raised his oculars.
 
   “Sir. There is more to the message,” the crewman stated.
 
   “Well read it. It was sure long enough already,” the captain said.
 
   “Sir, we are still printing. It is many screens long.”
 
   “How could that be? Our system will hold reams of data.”
 
   “Yes sir. The message was tailored to totally fill our system,” the crewman said.
 
   “Humpf, they’ve tried to overload our system. Sabotage right from the start with worthless data,” the captain said.
 
   The crewman grunted -- gently. “Sir. The message apologized at being so lengthy and they said they would have full versions printed for us when we arrived. The list of goods is quite extensive.”
 
   “Ha. They intend to charge us for these lists and food. I know it. So these are their improvements.”
 
   “No sir. These are catalogs for us to choose from. The products are described in Trade with photos and extensive details. They also have a list of things they want.”
 
   “Ah ha,” said the captain. “They will task us with impossible demands and overcharge for these luxury items.”
 
   “Sir, see for yourself. Oh, here’s the last page,” the crewman said. He expelled gas as he skimmed through the data pages he handed to the captain.
 
   “Give me those,” the captain said as he jerked the data from the crewman. The captain too, expelled gas and started giving off the acrid scent of excitement as he left the bridge to go to his quarters. “Get back to work. What do you think this is...a pleasure cruise? I’ll be in my quarters,” he said and left the bridge with a myriad of excited scents trailing after him. The crew looked at each other in surprise and excitement.
 
    
 
   No charge for the banquet (large meal?) he thought. Service complete...and open bar? What did that mean? He understood trade though and the list of items was impressive – nothing as paltry as calculators. These people...yes...he must consider them people had treated his crew well last time and their demands were quite reasonable and inventive. He was going to become very rich – rich enough to do anything he wanted after this trip. No skulking around, like his brother. His brother was so juvenile to try to skip the rules. Even though these Earthers treated traders well that followed the rules, he had a feeling they should not be trifled with...his brother never did listen. Maybe he would learn. 
 
  
 
  


 
   THE LUNAR MEET
 
    
 
   Andrew and his crew got caught up in the excitement of the coming trip to the moon base to see UmBllatt. They were scared and excited about a possible six month trip to the stars though – it was...daunting. There wasn’t much talk as they lifted off and headed to the lunar base. Brad and Ling had traveled there as soon as the approaching ship (ships?) was (were) detected. The images from the probes came in steadily with about a four-hour delay – latency, in the positions. It appeared that the dual sensor images separated near Neptune and the shadowing image disappeared near Jupiter. Brad’s sealed order to the patrol ships was to abandon their scheduled routes and go dark on a new route until they detected new positioning data for any incoming ships. Each patrol ship moved to an area that would monitor overlapping sectors and watched for any blackout of an inbound route – to pinpoint possible moles within the Earth Regulatory Force or indicate a communication interception. 
 
   Reports were encoded and transmitted with a highly encrypted laser burst to an outpost close to the lunar base. This outpost was not part of the base and was manned by specially screened personnel who worked in paired teams. It was the human element, or communications subverted by humans that was still the intelligence nightmare for a secure organization. The Earth Regulatory Force was no exception.
 
   The lunar base was stocked with tons of commercial electronics with controls and instructions printed in Trade. Literally tons of foodstuffs were stocked on the moon according to experience and manual references. Jalapeno peppers and apples, pears, pineapples, kiwi, tomatoes, cantaloupes, watermelon, plus squash, nuts, breads, and potato varieties were stored with instructions for their use – all instructions were printed in Trade. Three dimensional movie players and documentary movies with subtitles in Trade were going to be the rage...hopefully. There were also some photo posters of beautiful animal scenes from Earth printed on the new printing medium from the first trading session.  
 
    
 
   Its chemical – metallic ceramic – polymer composition had been discerned and duplicated almost as well as the original. The material didn’t appear to age or tear and would absorb colors well – as long as it was freshly manufactured. Getting the material to allow full color printing had required a composition alteration from the original formulation – none of the manuals they had received had more than one color other than black. They had been hard pressed to find a pen formulation that would write on the paper but they had finally gotten a pen from an American company who had printed on the side, “WRITES RIGHT ON EVERY PLANET.” Believe it or not – that translated pretty well into the Trade language – Standard or Trade for short. There were lots of knick-knacks. There were watches with hugely adjustable bands that could be set to any planet’s rotational period. Every manufacturer was trying to get into the market just to get the right to say they sold off planet.
 
   Brad and Ling were looking over the stock as Andrew was coming down the hall after their short flight from Earth. 
 
   “Look at this stuff. Flashlights with stocks of old-style power cells and solar chargers, radios in every configuration, and even perfumes.” Brad looked disgusted but Ling held back judgment and Andrew was ambivalent. 
 
   “We’ll see. Let’s not give up quite yet. Now that transport of merchandise to the moon is so inexpensive – we’ll have figure out the best items to get the highest rates of return. The power generators, stressed field generators, molecular disruptors, star maps, language trainers and manuals almost were worth Earth’s capital investment already – we will create new stress if a government facility starts making a profit. Where could that lead?” Andrew said with a laugh. “When does UmBllatt get here?”
 
   “He should get here in about eight hours. Why don’t you get your people settled in and grab some sleep. It always gets hectic when ships are in port,” Brad said. “Hopefully, it will be quieter this time with UmBllatt and crew.”
 
   Andrew grinned, nodded and wearily headed to his quarters. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt had the docking manual with him this time and he had made his crew study the other manuals as his ship approached the lunar base. They would not be caught unprepared this time. He would not let these little creatures...no, people...he must remind himself that they were people after the nice treatment they had given him the first trip here. Maybe they had been embarrassed by the pirate attack the last trip. They would not cheat him this time either and he would make profit. He turned to the navigator. “Take us down,” he commanded.
 
   The trip navigator was one of the ten original visitors, and he turned over the ship to the excellent landing system of the Earth moon. The ship landed rapidly with perfectly synchronized motions and an imperceptible touchdown. 
 
   “Good job, navigator. I think you are getting better at this. Best job you’ve ever done. That will show these beings how civilized beings perform,” the Captain said.
 
   The navigator grunted acknowledgement realizing that whatever system this planet used was superior to any port anywhere and he had been to several Central Worlds ports. None were as sophisticated as this system – this was better than the manuals but he took the praise and said nothing. Why dissuade the Captain as to his prowess? He wanted to be included in the crew that got to go to the base. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Colonel Kyger had trained with the Ullumff language cylinder and had practiced with Ling as much as possible as had several of the moon staff. All personnel were required to master Trade language training but many had had to use the second-rate language training that Andrew had originally made. They only had two Trade cylinders from the Washington incursion and for some reason couldn’t get them to work with any attempted training device clone, they, on Earth, had made. Now he’d get to see if his training was adequate. He ordered the gravity adjusted to 1.25 Earth normal since the Ullumff home world was 1.47 Earth gravity. He also ordered a light breeze and adjusted temperature to 31 Celsius and changed the lighting to the brighter spectrum designated in the Trade Habitat manual. Ling had an armload of yellow keytags for the crew.
 
   Captain UmBllatt emerged from his vessel and saw the two beings waiting for him. Humm – gravity, temperature and light seem ideal. He didn’t hesitate and went down the ramp without waiting for crew. There had been a minor riot until the Captain pointed to two of the crew who must stay aboard. The others lined up in order of seniority. 
 
   "I desire your trade here to be successful for all," Brad recited in Ullumff as best he could. 
 
   “Tank U. I study urr spek too. Your Ullumff is much better than my Englis,“ the Captain said.
 
   “Thank you,” Brad said in Ullumff. “You honor us. We also require more teaching machines and many more, language cylinders with Trade Standard.”
 
   Require...UmBllatt thought. Here is trade opportunity and he speaks it aloud at our first greeting. Obviously, he has little skill at trade. He noticed that the female? – the being with the utters had quietly spoken English into a device. 
 
   Ling approached the Captain and in her little squeaky voice – squeaky sounding to the Captain anyway – “Here are keytags for you and your crew. Again, you need only follow the yellow markings on the floor. Those pathways are safe for you and your crew. I will escort you to your accommodations where you can refresh yourselves. Do you wish to see your rooms before you eat and drink? The banquet will be ready whenever you are settled.”
 
   The Captain thought how much this would cost him – they will gnaw our oculars in charges for this service. Better not to show how this reception had unsettled him...a brave front. He was no miser but he could not keep from asking, “How much will these rooms and food cost?”
 
   Ling smelled a sulfurous scent coming from the Captain. She wrinkled her nose but kept he composure. They had misjudged these scents on their first meeting. She didn’t know what emotion this scent indicated but she was not going to be daunted by this one. “The first planetary rotation is complimentary. There is a nominal charge for any supplies you replace on your ship. There is no charge for docking under thirty planetary rotations.”
 
   Captain UmBllatt absorbed the stipulations with unease though it had lessened slightly. So... this is how they will gouge us – delaying us inordinately so they can hit us with hidden fees. Knowing the trap lessened his fear. Complimentary?
 
   Ling noticed the sulfur smell diminish and concluded that the Captain might be concerned about cost. Ling decided to explain, “Captain. There is no charge for you docking here 30 days or less. Complimentary means there is no cost for you the first day or during any trade negotiations. We want repeat business. The best way to get repeat business is to give repeat customers the best deals with many perks.”
 
   “What are perks?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Perks are bonuses or incentives for our best customers. Here are your rooms. This hall is reserved for your crew. Please explain to your crew to wear your keytags at all times and to only go where there are yellow floor lines,” Ling explained and noticed that the sulfur smell completely disappeared and a large acrid smell began to fill the corridor.
 
   The Captain turned and bellowed to his crew. He explained what he would do to anyone foolish enough to wander outside the corridors marked by the yellow lines and told them to meet him shortly in this room. He indicated his room and then told the crew that if they needed anything to say, computer and then ask any question in Trade to the yellow square on the wall. 
 
    
 
   He ordered the crew to return to his room, without fail, in the equivalent of two hours’ time. He told his navigator to share his room with him and the first officer. He ordered him to go explain how everything worked in each room to every crew member. He wanted to show off his familiarity of this station to his crew and knew it would take the navigator an hour or more to explain everything. The crew was dumbfounded by his speech because it verified rumors that had passed among the veteran crewmembers on their journey from their home world.
 
   Shortly, an enormous Earther came in carrying books of some sort. At least, he was big for these beings but not as large as an Ullumff by any means. He handed books to the Captain and crew of each room.
 
   The Captain turned to Ling. “What are these?” he asked as his oculars swung to focus on the petite being.
 
   “Sir, Captain. These are catalogs of merchandise we have in stock for trade. The section in the back is the intellectual property we have translated into Trade language for our session. The last section are generalized items or information we want, mediums of exchange and prohibited items,” Ling said and noticed the acrid smell was redoubled in the hallway as well as noticing many of the crew were expelling gas. It was getting so smelly that the air handlers were having trouble filtering out the volatile organics – whew. These boys were getting stinky, she thought...typical males.
 
   Captain UmBllatt was stunned. These catalogs were printed on Riz – the non-aging print medium but they were in color! There had been no color printing in many centuries. “lectual propty?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Oh. Sorry. Intellectual property is how something works -- like the Riz material in your manuals,” Ling said.
 
   “We did not show you how to make Riz,” the Captain stated.
 
   “Oh. I know but I’m sure you would have shown us if we had asked,” she said.
 
   I have no idea how to make the stuff, the Captain thought but he didn’t tell Ling that... he would not have shown her how if he did. It was huge that these beings would trade for knowledge like this – wouldn’t it put them out of business if others could duplicate their work? He turned from her without another word and proceeded into the room just in front of his first officer. The Captain expelled a huge amount of gas just before the door shut. 
 
    
 
   Ling returned to Andrew, Susan and Brad who were standing around looking at the viewscreens from the corridor. “Well. How’d I do?” she said as she bounced into the room. The 0.8 gravity in this section made her feel wonderful after the 1.25 gravity with the aliens’ section.
 
   Brad turned to Andrew. “Let’s dial down the gravity in the unoccupied sections outside of the yellow lined pathways. Remember the Captain’s meandering last time. Lunar gravity would make it difficult for any of them to get around.”
 
   “Afraid I agree with you. No use tempting fate again. I want pairs of guards in pressure suits just outside the ship and near their designated free areas – a little discomfort for a few of our people now means we don’t get into trouble later,” Andrew said. 
 
   Susan came sweeping into the room with a tray. “Jack Black -- neat for you, Brad,” and handed him the drink. “Frozen margaritas for the rest of us non-discriminating types,” she said raising her drink. “Uffa,” she said and when Andrew looked confused, she said, “You realize the Ullumff drink also...cheers,” she said and raised her drink again. They all chuckled and took sips.
 
   Ling turned to Susan, “Banquet? Ready as we can be for a no-bovine enzyme/vegan feast with plenty of strong beer and fruit juices. Already heard about your flatulent encounter – congratulations?”
 
   “I guess,” Ling said. “They seemed really smelly when the catalogs showed up. I think it blew them away. I just wish the air handlers had blown some of that smell away too. By the way Colonel,” Ling turned to Brad. “There was a distinct sulfur smell prior to the acrid smell. The acrid smell is excitement as is the flatulence but sulfur? I think it is caused by uneasiness or fear,” Ling said.
 
   “Will note that,” Brad said as he sipped his drink with a sigh. See you folks in a bit after I make sure our security is adequate.
 
   “He seems really uptight right now. Your thoughts?” Ling asked.
 
   “Let’s see. We were attacked the last time these folks were here and several of our people were killed. The Captain, there, went wandering and depressurized a section of the base, the diplomat was against us and ran away and there have been six trading incursions on Earth in the last year and we currently have moles in his organization and approaching illegal trader ships.”
 
   Ling laughed at that part, “Sorry I hadn’t forgotten that,” she said and Andrew continued.
 
   “...And – he is about to promoted to brigadier general...” he let the sentence die to build the suspense.
 
   “We knew that Andrew. Why isn’t he delegating more instead of doing stuff himself? Checking on the guards? That’s what a sergeant might do,” Susan asked. 
 
   “Good question. I have it from a good source, Tod, that he might not get to go on our little, upcoming expedition if they promote him beforehand.”
 
   Ling turned to them both. “Does Fran know? They’ve been together – ish – for six years considering the Enclosure time. Have they broken up...?” she asked as her voice trailed off.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Susan said. “I think he loves her but she’s planning on going and six months is too long apart. This would definitely be a long distance relationship.” She turned to Andrew and pulled him close. “You wouldn’t dare leave me for so long – would you?” she said. Better not think of it big boy...she thought and pulled him tight around the waist.
 
   He looked at her and grinned a lopsided grin. Wouldn’t think of it, he thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



Welcome Back
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt was again discomfited by these beings. This catalog was an utterly fabulous idea. This book alone would be worth the trip and they gave away seven.  Think what he could sell this for at home. I may have trouble getting them back from my crew since they saw how many were given out and they were to share profits. Complimentary. What a concept! How will they stay in business? I better trade with them as much as I can now, so they won’t be out of business the next time I come. These accommodations are even nicer than last time. No port fees for thirty planetary revolutions. He agreed with that concept. He had seen more than one trading post dry up because the port fees were too high. Nominal charges for supplies – that was water in the desert. Of course, nominal, might have other meanings here but he was beginning to doubt it. What a paradise, he had discovered. He was going to get even richer. He leaned over and grabbed the bowl of peanuts again as he drank his third little beer from the complimentary storage in the little refrigerated device. Heaven…His brother was such a fool to skip this...a lumbering fool.
 
    
 
   Colonel Brad Kyger was upset. He knew command wanted the upcoming expedition to succeed. Indeed. It was imperative that it succeeds. The opposition to funding the Regulatory Force was getting very vocal and strong. So much financial support had to be funneled into the ERF because of the needs of building in a short time within the Enclosure. Groups were forming to oppose alien contact and reports were leaking to the press about the incursions. It was as much a “we didn’t get to play” as anything else. Business groups griped that they weren’t allowed to profit from the trade and everyone thought they were experts themselves. Nothing is impossible if you know nothing, Brad thought. “Anything can be accomplished if you don’t have to do the work yourself” was another old saying that came to mind. The sale of newly designed power sources had literally paid for all their salaries and their research, this base and, of course, the Enclosure but the leaders forgot that fact. 
 
   Enormous monies had been paid to get to work in the Enclosure with its thirty times normal time within. A year outside the Enclosure was thirty years inside and the World Government made it more than thirty times more expensive to perform research within it. The new power supplies were being made in huge numbers.  The developed world had much of the radioactive wastes to process and retrieve the necessary catalysts for the new power systems. Independent of a power grid you could start a company anywhere. Vehicle manufacturers were converting some of their electric concept cars to production and no one wanted any of the old petrol driven engines. Why would you want that complicated, smelly, engine with only a 200,000 mile lifetime range (or only about 4,500 hours of operation at best) when you could get a clean, electrically powered vehicle with few moving parts that lasted twice as long or better. 
 
   Wait ‘til the stressed field flying belts with pressors hit the markets in a few years...so much for borders to countries or interstellar travel for the masses. Weapons and enforcement would be a big issue too so the World Government had better start geting stronger – or go down blazing. Too much expansion and success is just as destabilizing as the stagnation that can come from overregulation. The new power sources would make it possible for any group to travel to the stars within a few years and we had better learn as much as we can as soon as we can. New training aids could be prepared for anyone IF we could get the information we needed. Already, some corporations were launching experimental deep-space probes from leaked design information. It wouldn’t be long before the trickle became a flood. Brad’s job, my job – was to keep the treaty but I owed it to the human race to make sure I limited the damage to the race from such an exodus and lessen the harm done to the race because of this travel. 
 
   Brad keyed the file from Lieutenant General Randolph Sykes and opened it.  He sat up in his chair and listened to the man explain why he didn’t visit as planned. The last lines were particularly interesting. – “You are hereby commissioned as a Brigadier General assigned to the extraterrestrial section of the Earth Regulatory Force. You are to lead the expedition as soon as your team has completed the latest trade negotiations. Major General Watanabe will take over your current duties of this system’s Regulatory Force. I will still be your immediate supervisor until we’re a little larger but you will essentially be the first stage of our Expeditionary Forces. We’ve determined from simulations that we need to expand rapidly or be overwhelmed. I’ve sent you a little present – the packet in your desk explains our reasoning and fleshes out the details. Congratulations General. Good luck Brad. Sykes out.
 
   Brad was stunned as he pulled open the drawer. He had thought they were going to assign him to a desk on Earth. There was a virtual folder with a series of instructions and an actual small box. He manually keyed the virtual screen projection and the information scrolled for him as he read. It was half an hour before he finished. He touched confirm and the message disappeared and a schematic and virtual tabbed folder appeared named ODIN. He was overwhelmed. Odin was a ship. It could be called a cruiser, but it was five times the size of anything currently in the fleet. Brad opened the little box that contained insignia for duty and dress uniforms. Brad studied the material before returning it to the encryption folder. His aide came in to let him know the banquet was imminent. He handed the little box to his aide, Lieutenant Atassi, who opened it and took his collar stars out.
 
   Atassi looked at the insignia, smiled and said, “Congratulations, General. This is an honor.” 
 
   “Remember there is always a price to pay for any new responsibility,” Brad said, “but thank you. Let’s go chow, Lieutenant.”
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt had assembled his crew in his stateroom, where Ling met them again. She led them to the banquet room next to the kitchens. The room was lined with the latest viewscreens, which depicted animal documentaries from Earth in 3D with an advanced projection sound system. A lion would roar and the Ullumff would see the 3D attack lunge and they would cower. It was almost mundane for the humans. They had grown up with 3D and were used to it. To see the large Ullumff cower and then be enthralled was a sight to see. The sulfur, fear smell followed by the excitement acrid smell was putting off any eating so Brad ordered them to turn off the programs and show only pastoral scenes. The banquet then got underway.
 
   They had determined the last trip that the Ullumff had liked country music, reggae and jazz so those strains started playing quietly and the visitors started grazing through the food. They could glom food in enormous quantities. Andrew had arranged labels for all the different foods with the names phonetically spelled out in Trade for the traders. That way they would know what they were getting when they traded the next day; at least, with foodstuffs. The traders were trying to pronounce jalapeno peppers, ale, lager and malt among other things. They were almost through all the peppers already. The crew from the last visit would hand some of the hottest peppers to the new guys and when they bit – their ears flattened, eyes stretched out and they actually bleated before running to get vast quantities for beer – and returning to the line. Corn chips were almost as popular and the apple varieties were going down famously.
 
   Andrew approached Captain UmBllatt. “Welcome to Earth again, Captain,” Andrew said.
 
   “Gud fuud,” replied the Captain in his Pidgin English. “I like the way you arranged the labels. This will help with our selections,” he continued in Trade but continued sampling a little of everything.
 
   Andrew realized no flies on this guy – he picked up on the purpose of the labels and banquet pretty fast. Andrew knew he was mentally cataloging all the items. He was good.
 
   Captain UmBllatt turned to Andrew and indicated that he ought to meet with Andrew’s team to view trade items after a sleep period. They both agreed that they would bring samples of many items from the trade ship or from the catalogs to a large room with tables. The Captain then retrieved his crew and sent them back to their rooms. He told them when they would meet after the sleep period to plan the trading session. Ling again escorted them back to their rooms.
 
   The Captain went over to the wall console and said in Trade, “Computer. Do you monitor conversations in this room at all times?”
 
   “Yes,” the computer answered.
 
   “Are there any restrictions on our movement?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Specify restrictions?” the computer said.
 
   “Are exits monitored or guarded in any way?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” the computer answered.
 
   The Captain thought for a second. “Tell me the security precautions for this base.”
 
   “Information is unavailable except for your immediate surroundings. Would you like to know more?”
 
   “Yes,” the Captain replied. 
 
   “The hallways and exits are monitored at all times and there are security personnel at all exits,” the computer said.
 
   The Captain was pleased these beings had finally understood something about security after their last trading visit. He relaxed and went to the sleeping stand and told the computer to dim the lights and lower the temperature slightly...he liked this place...even if was on the edge of nowhere.
 
    
 
   The Captain sent four of his least senior crew back to the ship to bring back a sample of trade goods for the morning session. He also allowed the crew marooned on the ship to change places and visit the base. The two to be left behind on the ship, reluctantly gave up their keytags and brought out the catalog they had been given.
 
   “How was it?” one crewmember asked as he draped the key tag over his arm and gathered up the sample trade items.
 
   The crewmember required to stay behind held up the catalog and shook it at him. “You better hurry back here to relieve me. These beings are omnivores and little but they are smart and fast – you ought to see some of the carnivores that live on this planet – no wonder they are smart. I saw a lion as big as us with teeth this long.” He held up his hand. “The food is incredible...the quarters they have for us are better than the manuals...they have adjusted the gravity, light, and temperature for us. I won’t ever make fun of them again. They are determined to make us rich. They have a little one with utters on her front with black fur on the top of her head that speaks passable Ullumff and makes me laugh. Their computers listen and answer in Trade. You better quit standing there and get those goods to the Captain. Umpflaaf will show you how to get there. Quit jabbering and move.”
 
   The young crewman was taken aback since he had only spoken three words but he grunted assent and finished loading up the trade goods on a small cart. He surmised that the more senior crewman had had a good time as he lumbered down the ramp, following Umpflaaf with his crewmembers in tow.
 
    
 
   Andrew, Susan, Steve, Fran, Brad (of course), Ling, and Brad’s assistant, Lieutenant Atassi -- were representing Earth. Brad was greatly surprised that Lieutenant General Sykes had left him in charge of negotiations. He understood from his contacts in Geneva that there was an undercurrent of dissent that cut off when Diplomat Oshira had been implicated in the prior military attempt to take over the lunar base. Tod, Desiree, and Joel (had been suspiciously absent of late but were working in a lab on the far side of the lunar base). Personnel had outfitted a large conference room that looked like a trade show with mini-booths with different products displayed. Foodstuffs were grouped together as were spices. Nearby there were seed packets with instructions in Trade and listings of available quantities. Electronics were displayed and Steve was busily laying merchandise out on the open display tables. Intellectual property was listed on short displays with brief explanations in Trade.
 
   The aliens, led by Captain UmBllatt and his first officer, brought in a troop of the Ullumff pushing a cart piled high with things. The navigator and two other crewmen had several books and tubes that may have held charts or posters of some type. They began to lay out language teaching machines in several different styles and several books and charts plus some strange looking vegetables/fruits and some printed card stock.
 
   Andrew went up to Captain UmBllatt and indicated that he would lead him through the Earth items first. As the Captain started toward the tables, Andrew coughed to get the Captain’s attention and took a package from Ling. He handed a medium sized box to the Captain and explained in Trade, “Captain. It is customary on our planet to greet another culture, another friend with a present to show our respect and appreciation. Nothing is expected in return. It is a measure of our gratitude for you traveling this far to do business with us. We want you to always think favorably of us.”
 
   The captain took the package and opened it. It was a box filled with different apple seeds and instructions, in Trade on how to grow them. The captain was taken aback at first until he realized that this gift would obligate him to these beings...shrewd...a good ploy but one that could be accommodated. The Captain stanched his gas and acrid smell. He would not show his interest to these beings...this was negotiation. The Captain flattened his ears and grunted lightly at the navigator who brought over a tube and handed it to UmBllatt. The Captain made a big show of handing the tube to Andrew Williams.
 
   “This is an updated star chart of this area of the galactic arm. This is updated with annotations as to current trading planets that are not in conflict and which planets to avoid.”
 
   Andrew was floored. This was exactly what they had wanted...he blushed and even UmBllatt could see that he had made a hit. “You are a shrewd trader Captain UmBllatt,” Andrew said in Trade. “I want to talk with you privately after this session,” Andrew said in the practiced Ullumff he had learned from Ling. He had not taken the training session in Ullumff but he would when he had the time. The alien turned both eye-stalks toward him and considered the accent and the context.
 
   “Accept,” UmBllatt said in English and Andrew had to lean back and rethink how smart these people were. Wow. These Ullumff folks were SMART.
 
   UmBllatt went through the foodstocks; stopping and having his first officer take notes with the extra-large pens and notepads of the modified Riz. It had taken quite a bit of research, within the Enclosure, to come up for modifications of the original formulation so the medium would accept special roller ball ink. Andrew expected that UmBllatt would want a few cases of these pens too. He went through the foodstock like an experienced shopper looking for bargains. He only paused at the different types of peppers as he paused to sample each. Brad had glasses of ice water ready that were rejected but the ice cold, dark beer was a hit and UmBllatt downed it in heroic proportions.
 
   UmBllatt then came to the electronics section and Steve ambled over and spoke in decent Ullumff, “I am here to guide you through any questions you may have on any of these devices. You need only ask and I will answer to the best of my ability.”
 
   “We have not met before. What are you called?” UmBllatt asked.
 
   “I am called Steve or dude. I answer to anything. I am the electronics guru,” he said.
 
   “Do you just understand how to operate these devices or do you understand their operation and how they are manufactured?” he asked.
 
   Steve paused and realized this guy was no slouch. “I understand everything about these devices,” Steve said. “They are relatively simple but require an extensive infrastructure to manufacture.”
 
   “As I thought.  Thank you for your honesty,” UmBllatt said. “What are these?” UmBllatt said and picked up a small device with two white wires attached with wide curved ends. “What do they do?”
 
   Steve grinned and reached over and hooked the ends over the first officer’s ears. He then touched the front of the device. Reggae music poured out mini Rimloff ionization eartabs. The First officer jerked back and then Steve leaned forward and played the recording from the first Ullumff trade trip to the station when the crew had brought out instruments and started playing their own music.
 
    The first officer expelled gas and the acrid smell began to creep into the room.
 
   “Control yourself,” UmBllatt commanded the first officer. “Why do you act this uncontrolled?” The Captain bellowed.
 
   “Sir. They have music we, the crew, made during a party on our first trip. Look how small this device is. It would make us a...” 
 
   “Silence,” the Captain said. He then turned to Steve. “How many songs will this play? What is the cost? How long will it play? What is its energy source? How do you place songs on the device?”
 
   Steve took it all in and explained to the Captain like he’d explain to someone buying some new software. “These are fairly cheap to make and hold over 10,000 songs. The energy source will last about a month, one twelfth of our planet’s solar revolution. You can plug it in to the attached solar charging station and it will last for another 1/12 of a solar revolution on each charge. The devices next to it allow you to record live music or sound in most wavelengths. It will record any sounds played near the microphones. You can then transfer those songs to any of these devices. You do not need a recording station for each device. One recording device could add new songs to any of the players and you can charge to add new songs.” Steve moved to the next display. “You’ll like these,” he said and handed UmBllatt a small tube with one end that flared outward.
 
   “What are they? What does it do?” UmBllatt asked.
 
   “It is an ultracapacitor, LED flashlight,” he said and showed UmBllatt how to turn it on, spread or focus the beam and increase the intensity.
 
   “How long will it work at this intensity? What is the energy source? It weighs virtually nothing,” UmBllatt said.
 
   “It will work an Earth day at this intensity and about three Earth days at the lowest setting. It can be recharged in two minutes from this universal charger. It automatically adjusts to most electrical sources of alternating or direct current,” Steve said proudly because of the effort that went into the adaptable charger. A portion of the Enclosure was dedicated to turning out trade designs and he had helped on this design.
 
   UmBllatt understood the time it took for a planetary or solar revolution but he turned to the navigator for an explanation of minutes. When the navigator explained, the Captain leaned backward rapidly, exhaled and then said, “That is very fast. Is the technology for these ultracapacitors available to trade? We could use that...”
 
   “Of course Captain. It is one of many technologies we will gladly trade,” Steve said.
 
   “Thank you Duude,” UmBllatt said. “What is this next big box?” 
 
   “That is a microwave oven,” Steve said. “It can cook or heat food or liquids in a short space of time.”
 
   “Why not use induction heating? That is surely adequate.” UmBllatt said. “We would also need a special power source, would we not?”
 
   “No. This cooks quickly – fast – fast. Not slow, like a convection or induction oven. You do NOT put metal in these. This has one of the new power sources that will last, at least, twenty solar revolutions – 20 years. You like popcorn don’t you?” Steve asked and placed a small bag of popcorn, oil and salt into the microwave and touched the controls.
 
   The popcorn was popping in a few seconds and the smell began to assail everyone’s noses. They had started without any meal. Steve opened the microwave in 90 seconds and pulled apart the closure on the bag. The popcorn smelled delicious and he handed the opened bag to UmBllatt. The Captain stuck his paw into the bag, pulled out a handful, sniffed and munched. He let out an acrid smell himself and then passed the bag to the navigator who didn’t waste any time digging in. Soon the smell of popcorn was overcome by an acrid smell. 
 
   “Does this only cook popcorn?” the first officer asked and the Captain gave him a look that needed no translation. It was the shut up look.
 
   Steve took this as an indication to explain and started. “This heats the water molecules in any substance with electrical energy. You can heat a container of fluid in seconds. Here is a cup of chocolate.” Steve put it in the microwave, hit start and pulled it out a few seconds later. He handed it to UmBllatt. UmBllatt looked at it very suspiciously and handed the cup to the navigator.
 
   “No animal products?” the navigator asked.
 
   “No,” Steve said. “It is made from a powdered nut and plant oil and sugar.”
 
   The navigator sniffed suspiciously, took a sip, expelled gas and started gulping the fluid.
 
   The first officer jerked the cup from his grasp. “What are you doing? You are just supposed to test this fluid.“ The navigator reached for the cup but the first officer pushed him away.
 
   “It is...it is like nothing I have ever tasted. It is wonderful. I want more. Now. Give it to me.”
 
   The first officer cuffed the navigator across the head and tentatively took a sip, shuddered and handed the cup to the Captain.
 
   UmBllatt sniffed and took a sip himself. “His ears pressed back against his head and he pushed the cup away with reluctance and set it down next to the microwave.
 
   Brad stepped in at this point and said, “I believe we forgot to have something to eat. Breakfast is served in the next room.”
 
    
 
   The room next door had grape and other fruit juices, fruits, rice, sweet pastries and muffins with nuts. Hot teas and hot chocolate were also available with phonetic spellings of the menu in Trade.
 
   UmBllatt approached Andrew. “No animal products? Another display of your merchandise?”
 
   “No animal products and I think you want to know what you eat...correct?” Andrew reported.
 
   UmBllatt wasted no time and waved his crew forward. They devoured nearly all the food but they immediately consumed the grape juice and it was almost a riot getting enough hot chocolate. The bran walnut muffins were a hit too. All in all, it only took twenty minutes to deplete the larder. They belched and expelled gas and otherwise showed they appreciated the meal and then headed back to the trading floor. The first officer was taking copious notes throughout. The crewmembers were all traders and did not linger. 
 
   The 3D displays in various sizes were next on the agenda. They played the animal documentaries from Earth and 3D video recorders were part of the systems displayed. The first officer scanned the room on record, and then pressed the play button. The crew was displayed on the 3D viewscreen and they became quite noisy...and flatulent. It was hard for the crew to hide their excitement when they expelled gas every time they were excited.
 
   UmBllatt then moved to the intellectual property section. He turned to Andrew and said, “We have much to trade in this topic. We will both gain much. I am interested in your reformulation of Riz and color printing. I am also interested in this pen and ink that allow writing on Riz without heat. This is an advance. I too wish to talk with you privately at the end of negotiations today. When does complimentary end?”
 
   “There is no charge for the next two planetary revolutions...not while we are working together. Here is a list of the areas we are willing to trade,” he said as he handed UmBllatt a book of descriptions of technologies.
 
   “I will need to think on these so we will talk about these later.” The Captain asked the explanation of the products in front of him.
 
   Andrew picked up a bottle. “These are natural and artificial scents to enhance interaction but you might like some of them. You could, at least, see if there are any you like or would find valuable. UmBllatt seemed distracted by the book of technology items for trade so he indicated his first officer was to inspect the merchandise.
 
   Everything was going fine as the first officer sniffed perfumes and repeatedly jerked his head away in disgust. He picked up one that gave off a leafy smell his ears swiveled forward. He inhaled deeply and, visibly shaken, marked his pad. He seemed to recover rapidly and rejected the next three rapidly. He then took a tentative sniff of the next container and jerked his head back rapidly, grunted and sprayed a bit on his neck. His eyestalks began waving rapidly and the cinnamon scent from the perfume could be smelled. He then, literally, went mad and started smashing items on the table and bellowing. The Captain let out a shrill bleat and the other crew reacted, smashing the first officer with their heads and knocked him down. They then went a little mad themselves while the humans backed off rapidly and security came rushing into the room. Security used the ultraviolet laser, wireless shocking devices to stun the writhing mass of Ullumff crew.  
 
    
 
   The Captain had backed off rapidly and just stood back and watched as his crew was subdued. Brad ordered the room cleaned and there was surprising little damage. The crew recovered rapidly as the Captain approached Colonel Kyger and asked matter-of-factly what had been used to subdue his crew. Brad was taken aback by his question but decided to answer. They used a device that projects parallel ultraviolet beams of coherent light that ionizes the air and then uses that ionized air to carry a high voltage charge that locks the muscles.”
 
   “I want to trade for that technology. It only works in atmosphere then?” 
 
   “Yes. Aren’t you upset for the damage your crew caused?” Brad asked.
 
   “What did you expect when you introduced interest and then anger scents into the air? Hurry the cleanup so we can begin again after your disruption,” UmBllatt stated with the air of the aggrieved victim.
 
   Brad was discomfited but realized it would make sense. We can take a short break and then you show us what you have to trade.”
 
   UmBllatt snorted and, unperturbed, turned back to looking through the technology transfer materials.
 
   Brad turned to Fran because she was the best with chemistry. 
 
   Fran, trying to be comforting, laid her hand on Brad’s arm. She knew she could do not have a show of compassion because she knew he was wound up. She said, “...Makes sense I guess,” she paused and tilted her head a little. “Some perfumes use some unsaturated aldehydes to add transfer of the scent - (Z3)-hexenol (leaf alcohol) and (E2)- hexanal (leaf aldehyde), aka stinkbug lite. That might match the acrid smell we detect when these folks are really excited about something. The cinnamon smell that is released when they are mad might be from cinnamaldehyde, the cinnamon scent. Might be that we did this to ourselves. Did you forget they are not human?”
 
   “They keep reminding me,” Brad leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “You are sexy smart you know. Thanks. I guess I ought to get over being angry at them.”
 
   Brad had his aide supervise the rapid cleanup and paced until it was time to get the display of the trader’s wares. All decided to break to eat and Brad turned lunch over to Fran this time. She had staff bring out carts of alfalfa pellets, kale, clover, and bins of common grains and berries. Brad was so accustomed to processed foods that it came as a shock when the natural foods were so much of a hit.
 
   “Humrumff,” Captain UmBllatt said to Brad. “I see you have been holding out the best until last. I have not had this much good food since I was a cub. The variety is amazing. We have very little variety with us. This is a good change. Where is the...toilet...I think that is the word?”
 
   “There is a large one configured for you just over there,” Brad pointed to the end of the large room. He recognized the cinnamon smell of anger and UmBllatt marched off.
 
   The navigator noticed the interchange and ambled over to Brad. “You are puzzled why the Captain got mad,” he said while munching some hibiscus contentedly. He continued, “It is not accepted to point with a hand while discussing a delicate subject...like defecation. You notice we eat much which causes a large amount of the later,” the navigator said and expelled largely...to emphasize his point. “Beings just swivel their ocular stalks in a direction when discussing delicate subjects.” He did not wait for a reply and then just turned back to the bins of food.
 
   Brad was again discomfited. How are we to point then since we didn’t have eyestalks to swivel? I guess we could look in the direction we wish to indicate and nod. He’d tell everyone. He needed to stop attributing human characteristics to these non-humans.
 
   The Captain returned and didn’t seem worse for the wear, plus – he didn’t seem mad anymore and busily rounded up his crew and headed them back to the trade floor...after they all had a stop at the – facilities.
 
    
 
   “We will now show what we have to trade,” UmBllatt said. 
 
   The Captain and several of his crew followed Brad, Andrew and Fran as the moved down the line of trade goods from the Ullumff. It was funny because they acted like a new security guard watching potential teenage shoplifters.
 
   Brad and Andrew saw the three teaching devices and a rack of cylinders. “Would you describe these and their differences?” Andrew asked.
 
   “These are, of course, teaching devices. The smallest is the oldest and is therefore has more value. The next two sizes are later models and essentially, do the same thing. We have many with a large number of language cylinders. I apologize that many of the cylinders are only in Trade but we have some of the rare languages for you if you are interested.”
 
   Brad looked at Andrew and knew that he was thinking. Thank god, we’ll get more of the Trade cylinders. “Are there only language cylinders? Do you have other topics?” Brad asked.
 
   “We have a few cylinders with history of the trading in this sector – further in from the end of the spiral arm, of course – you are remote here. These are vintage – special,” UmBllatt thought he’d be happy to get rid of these old things. No one wanted them elsewhere – but here? Maybe... “We also have a few on manufacturing but they are not too detailed.” Cylinders for cubs...UmBllatt thought. “This one is for astronomers,” he said and held up the last one.
 
   Andrew didn’t want to show how badly he wanted these cylinders and teaching machines. They hadn’t been able to duplicate the damn things for some reason and needed them desperately. He moved to the next display, several books printed on that indestructible material, Riz.
 
   “These?” he said trying to display complete indifference. The first officer started to explain until the Captain grunted oddly and he shut up and stepped back abruptly.
 
   “This is the last edition of the Uoott Culture Guide. It has ratings for many of the star systems in this section of the spiral arm. I regret this edition is not the one that recently included Earth. It is a useful first book for traders.” UmBllatt was beginning to get a feel for readings these beings interest. He did not become a Master Trader with almost 200 years experience without getting good at trading. “You will find this book most interesting. This is the Trade Guild manual,” he didn’t mention it was his first one and hopelessly out-of-date now. This one even had a defect on the Riz because it was so old. It had an acid scar on several pages near the front and that was hard to do with Riz. 
 
   Brad and Andrew could hardly contain themselves. UmBllatt noted their agitation and knew he had them hooked. 
 
   “You will find these much more interesting. These are manufacturing and genetics manuals. This volume is for a large range of manufacturing processes. It includes chemical, biological and materials manufacturing. We only have one set with us since it is so expensive and rare,” UmBllatt said. “There are five genetics volumes that includes age stopping materials. I regret I do not have samples because we are not supposed to carry genetic modification samples. It is against ES rules and I would not want to be stopped with any aboard.”
 
   Brad glanced at Andrew and could see he was thinking about the genetic samples that had been recovered at the Washington state incursion.
 
   “Age stopping?” Andrew asked, not sure whether it was acceptable in any culture to ask the age of any being accept the very young.
 
   The navigator chimed in at this point and said, “Our Captain is the oldest trader in the Guild.”
 
   The smell of cinnamon rent the air and both the Captain and his first officer snorted at the navigator. The navigator released a miasma of sulfurous, noisome smell. He cringed and stepped rapidly back. The cinnamon smell dissipated rapidly and the Captain spoke.
 
   “I have lived 238 solar revolutions using your years.” He said to Andrew and Brad’s astonishment. “I expect another sixty revolutions with this technology.”
 
   Brad and Andrew both let their breath out slowly and moved to the next display rather than show how they felt. This portion of merchandise consisted of many long polymer tubes about 5 centimeters in diameter and a meter plus long.
 
   Captain UmBllatt picked up one tube; did something to the end and slide out a sheet of black Riz with white dots and numbers and lettering in Trade. “Star charts,” he said. “These are in different scales to about 1300 light years distance by our planets year.”
 
   “About 1870 light years according to your planet’s year,” stated the navigator again and though the Captain and first officer looked at him – they didn’t get mad this time because they knew this information would increase the value of the trade and was not sensitive or personal information. 
 
   The Captain tilted his eyestalks, reached for his old trade manual and handed it to Andrew. “This is for you – complimentary. We will study your catalogs and decide what we will trade for which items and quantities we desire.” He turned to go but was stopped by a call from Lieutenant Atassi.
 
   “Excuse me general. I have a last minute item,” the aide said and rushed up to Brad, whispered in his ear and handed him a tube, not unlike the tubular chart holders from the Ullumff.
 
   Brad handed it to Andrew and whispered in his ear.
 
   Captain UmBllatt said, “Why do you speak like that? It is not polite and I can hear you clearly anyway. What does uninstalled window displays mean? Why interrupt our deliberations?”
 
   Remember not to bet on these guys hearing something, Brad thought.  He nodded for Andrew to go ahead and explain.
 
   “This is a gift for you,” he said and handed the tube to UmBllatt.
 
   UmBllatt took it and when no more explanation appeared to be forthcoming, puzzled over the end for a second, pried off a plastic cap and slid out a white sheet of dull plastic. It had 2 centimeter plastic strips on the top and the bottom. “This is...?” UmBllatt asked and there was a smell like vinegar emanating from him...curiosity smell?
 
   “These were designed for use here on the station but were never installed. Let me show you how it works,” Andrew leaned forward and pushed the right bottom end of the strip.
 
   The plastic grew hazy for a second and then there was a 3D image of a tropical beach complete with palm trees waving in the breeze and gentle ocean waves on white sand.
 
   UmBllatt stared at the scene for a few seconds and then both eyes jerked away. “So much water makes me sick to look at it. How can you stand to look at that? Is this designed to make a being ill?”
 
   Andrew was taken aback but leaned forward and touched the top right strip a couple of times – going through various scenes. The scene then changed to an African savannah of waving grasses complete with animals grazing in the distance and 25 meter tall baobab trees. The Captain couldn’t keep his eyes from looking at this scene. He was attracted to this scene as much he was repulsed by the ocean scenes.
 
   “What is this? How is this possible? Does it use much power? How do these images move and seem to have depth? What is this for?” The Captain was incredulous...how could these beings do this?
 
   “Captain UmBllatt. This uses a memory cartridge that stores the images and powers the device. Each memory/power cartridge lasts for seven Earth years and there are five additional cartridges included with this model. It is standard for homes on Earth where there is no view of the outside or the view is not appealing. This was meant for installation here but we never got around to it. It is complimentary for you.” Andrew said and realized that English word was being bandied about a lot these days. “Each scene is several hours in duration and then it repeats in random order within one view.”
 
   By this time, the entire crew was looking over the Captain’s shoulder or around him to get a glimpse of the scenes.
 
   The Captain noticed the crew gathered all around him, tore his eyes off the view, pushed the button on the bottom right side of the device. He quickly rolled it up – reinserted it into its carrying tube and walked out of the room without another word.
 
   General Kyger and everyone watched the Ullumff troop out. They stood there looking at each other.
 
   Atassi said, “Sir. I’m sorry if I screwed up sir. We had these stuck against a back wall in a storage room and thought that they might be useful. I...”
 
   Brad tilted his head to the side a bit, looked pensive for a moment and then said, “You did fine lieutenant. I appreciate your initiative. I think...I think they really – really liked it. They just aren’t human and we’ve got to expect that they won’t have all our cultural norms. We can never forget that.” He paused. “Is the guard posted?”
 
   “Yes sir. New guards on post,” Atassi acknowledged.
 
   Kyger grunted assent and laughed realizing he sounded like the old Ullumff. “Guess we should all go study and plan what we intend to trade. I don’t know about you but I want every damn thing he showed us.”
 
   “Me too,” Andrew said and handed the trader manual to Brad. He looked it over a few seconds and then handed it to Atassi.
 
   “Lieutenant. Get this scanned in and tight beamed to General Sykes. I want this information in our system so we can all study it. Restrict it to access from our immediate teams.”
 
   “Sir. Scanned in with limited access to our teams here and tight beamed to Lieutenant General Sykes. Yes sir. Right away,” Atassi replied.
 
    
 
   
 
  



UmBllatt’s Knowledge
 
    
 
   The Earth crew sat down in an adjacent conference room to go over all the possible trades. They wanted everything they’d seen and much of the Earth material was out of date in the printed material. The genetics material might greatly speed their proposed aging research with the new biogerontologists they had hired for the Enclosure. The debates were heated and a bit drawn out but they finally planned some trading strategy. It was nice to have facts to base a trade on instead of theorizing what the aliens would bring. Andrew finally turned to Brad.
 
   “Do we still have that original star map here from the first trade we did with UmBllatt or did you send it down to Earth?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I kept it here since we sent all the scanned files down to Earth as soon as we got them,” Brad answered.
 
   “Do you also still have those crates of peanuts for our own use and the cold keg of rocket fuel – you call a stout dark ale that is 24 proof?”
 
   Brad nodded and raised his eyebrows. “Proposing...?”
 
   “Just proposing we drop by the Captain’s lodging and share some snacks and drinks,” Andrew said.
 
   “In that case we’ll need reinforcements,” he said and turned to his aide, Lieutenant Atassi. “Lieutenant. Would you be so kind as to bring an iced down keg of dark ale, tortilla chips for 10, jalapeno peppers and chunky salsa, plus about 25 kilos of peanuts?”
 
   “Sir. Bring a keg of ale, tortilla chips, peppers, chunky salsa, and 25 kilos of peanuts. Sir, yes sir. Plastic cups all right?”
 
   Brad nodded and Atassi hurried off.
 
   Andrew looked at the retreating figure of the lieutenant and back at Brad. “I need to try that with Susan.”
 
   “The moon is a cold and lonely place to be abandoned and rank doth has its privileges,” he stated.
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt’s first officer had just finished placing the un-scrolled window scene on the wall of his room with some sticky tabs he had taken out of a small bag. The Captain was admiring the beautiful scenes of flowing savannah. It made him long to be a cub tromping across the plain. A hard knocking came to the door of his suite. He expected one of his crew but instead saw three humans. He was ashamed to admit he couldn’t tell them apart but he thought two might be Captain Andrew Williams and General Brad Kyger but why were they pushing a cart with six large boxes and a long tube on it. The third human pushed one of the large round, silver containers with a pump on top that UmBllatt had come to know as a beer keg.
 
   This looked very promising to Captain UmBllatt so he turned to the third human and said, “Put that over there, Mack.” He had learned this honorific at his last trip here. 
 
   Brad and Andrew quickly unloaded the cart and asked UmBllatt, “Would you consider talking for a little while over some drink and snacks?”
 
   This looks very promising, thought the Captain. “This is a good thing. In my guild, we find that more is accomplished at an informal setting than having a room full of high officials,” he said.
 
   “It has been our experience also,” Brad said.  “Lieutenant. Thank you. I will call if I need you.”
 
   The lieutenant sighed and left with the empty cart. Good kid, Brad thought...lots of smarts and potential under the hood of that one. He turned and started opening the boxes and setting the contents around. UmBllatt and his two officers all came and pulled up seat props near them. The navigator pulled up a large prop and leaned against it.
 
   Andrew got up, pumped the keg and then drew out five ales with a light head – just right. “To good trade and long friendships. Uffa,” he said in poorly accented Ullumff.
 
   “To gud frens. Cheer,” UmBllatt said in English and then drained his cup. When it was refilled and he started drinking a little slower, he turned to Andrew and Brad. “What do you need?”
 
   Andrew knew this fellow was canny but he just reached over and pulled out the long tube. He drew out the old stellar chart. “We need advice from a fellow trader. Will you tell us where you are going after here and can you explain some of the customs?”
 
   “We have an old saying, I did not come here to raise cubs.” He grabbed a monstrous mitt full of peanuts and shoved him into his mouth.
 
   “We are planning our first trading trip and need your advice on where to go and where it is dangerous. We want to find out about where you go so we will not disrupt your trade,” Andrew said.
 
   “Okay,” UmBllatt. “Traders do this for traders all the time. Realize though that many areas are unsafe and there are raiders sometimes.”
 
   “We will have a military escort this trip,” Brad stated and UmBllatt looked thoughtful.
 
   “Gud. First. You show me your planned route and I will advise,” UmBllatt said and the first officer and navigator pulled up to the spread out map.
 
   Andrew noticed the chunky salsa was a hit as were the jalapenos and ale. The peanuts were disappearing fast also.
 
   Brad and Andrew laid out the route and would point to various stars and UmBllatt and the navigator might talk for a second or flip through one of their manuals. Andrew was having his MemDex record it all and had used a behind the ear camera receiver to get the best views.
 
   UmBllatt began to notice that Andrew could just point to a star and then could say the name and know a little about the system. Andrew was using the simple PointSpeak app to read and translate the words from Trade and give a phonetic pronunciation of proper names given on the star chart. UmBllatt released a vinegary smell.
 
   Andrew turned to UmBllatt. “You are curious how I know so much about this chart since you never gave us navigation learning cylinders – right? My MemDex has the chart in memory and can translate Trade into English and pronounce the names for me to repeat.” 
 
   “I understand MemDex but how do you know? How does it tell you?” UmBllatt asked because he did not hear any voice and did not see Andrew reading anything.
 
   “This is common technology here.”
 
   “I see we are going to have many more things to trade and I will need more ships,” UmBllatt said.
 
   “...Or a bigger ship,” Brad said, thinking about the Odin that was to take part in the expedition after its shakedown trials.
 
   “Here is where we have been thinking of going since you gave us the manual and we had your map. We are thinking of going as far as 250 light years, our years, from this planet. Where is the largest trading center near here? We think it is Bellatrix.” Andrew said and pointed at the star on the chart and then pronounced its name in Trade.”
 
   “Yes. That is a good trading port. That is a good, safe area to go. There are many ES patrols so make sure you follow procedures in the manuals. Will you make any stops on the way? There are a few places I recommend,” UmBllatt said.
 
   “We are thinking of going in this direction,” Brad indicated the route past Tau Ceti. We are going to do a return visit to the metal poor planet where we first met intelligent life. It had an eccentric orbit and would pass near the limits of the habitable zone around its G8 sun. It was moving from a cooler period to a warmer orbit for a thousand years at about 0.84 Astronomical Units (closer than Earth to Sol). 
 
   “We have never traded there as it was too marginal and this second system, you call Procyon 2, has never been fully explored. You will waste time looking for planets that do not hold intelligent life – they are too wild or dangerous. It takes too much time. You must get small explorer ships to chart them for you first. It is more efficient. This ale is good. Do you have more to trade? I like these containers it comes in too. They seem very effective,” UmBllatt said as he indicated to the first officer to refill his cup for the tenth time.
 
   “Yes. We can get more for you,” Andrew said. 
 
   “Where did you get our machines?” Brad asked in a shocked tone.
 
   “There are some on your planet that do not wish to limit trade through this base. There is limited communication with these beings. I can say no more on that topic. I know what is in the ES treaty. I know you can bar trade with a planet when representatives skip procedures. I realize that you are powerful though you are new. I have spoken to the ES Captain that initiated the original agreement with you and I suspect you are even stronger now.” UmBllatt said in a tone that sounded serious even in Trade.
 
   “We are much stronger now and beings should not try to test the limits of our resolve,” Brad said.
 
   “Let us get back to seriously drinking as traders should. This system,” he pointed to what was known as 68 Eridani, “...is dangerous but good to trade if you can get there and away safely. I usually do not bother but they sell weapons that are very good. Anyone can trade there if you have goods for goods. They do not trade for metals or knowledge. They want things for things. I think it is a very short-sighted attitude but I am a bit older than most and have a more conservative attitude,” the Captain said. “Ask my navigator. He has had some experience there.”
 
   They checked off names and jointly rejected twenty possibilities. They decided on ten possible candidates but two were too much out of their way. There were 140 G stars similar to the Sol within 100 light years of Earth alone. It was looking like about a 565 light year round trip. It would take four months just to travel that distance with little time for trade between stops.
 
   UmBllatt was very helpful and all the conversations were video recorded. They could replay their drinking binge later. Now they had to get back to their quarters and get out of this gravity. It had been lowered to 1.1 Earth’s gravity, for the length of their stay. Gravity was raised back to 1.25 Earth as soon as they left. Andrew and Brad both swallowed their anti-alc pills right before they left and wished UmBllatt and his officers a good evening. They promised to send complimentary carts of food for all UmBllatt’s crew as soon as they returned to their own quarters. They sobered rapidly as the anti-alc pills rendered the alcohol inactive.
 
   Lieutenant Atassi met General Kyger as soon as they were out of sight of the Ullumff lodging area. 
 
   “Trouble,” Kyger asked.
 
   “Probably, General...another incursion attempt in progress. We monitored that shadow with UmBllatt’s ship and lost the shadow somewhere near Jupiter. Sir. It seems your sealed orders had some effect.”
 
   Brad said, “Let’s head to the command center. Andrew. I think we’re close on what we want to do with this trade – get consensus with your team on the trade – do us proud and I’ll handle this breach.”
 
   “Will do, General...enjoyed the evening,” Andrew said and took his chart and findings back to his team.
 
    
 
   Andrew and his staff worked until late weighing the respective merits of trade goods. “We should offer a large screen, high definition 3D system with camera for recording and ten documentaries in Trade for every teaching machine and cylinder set. We will offer one 3D window simulators for every star chart. We can start there and start throwing in produce to sweeten the deal. We have 100 of those window simulators we never got around to putting up.”
 
   “What about the microwaves, flashlights and music players/recorders?” Susan asked. 
 
   “Steve, how about those manufacturing manuals? You looked them over didn’t you?”
 
   “We have to get teaching machines, the manuals and charts. Anything else is gravy. How about the way they reacted to our catalogs in color? We can trade them a few of those plus the formula to produce the writable Riz.” Steve expounded on the question. “That made them pass gas.”
 
   “Let’s get some rest,” Fran said. “Set your room regulator for 8 hours of sleep because it is only three hours until the meeting is due to start and we want to be fresh. They’ll be worn out without sleep and we’ll be fresh from our time in the stressed field environment. Let’s meet here in two hours normal.”
 
   All nodded wearily and Andrew turned to Fran, “I still can’t get used to sleeping for a full eight hours and waking up an hour or so later. It sure beats my early college days.”
 
    
 
   Brad needed eight hours sleep himself so he went to his quarters, turned down the temperature to hang meat, took a quick shower, set the gravity at 0.5 Earth normal and the relative time acceleration to ten. Ten times normal was the most these individualized habitats had been designed to perform. He’d spend about 50 minutes of local time to get eight hours of sleep. The alien quarters had the gravity, temperature, humidity, air speed and lighting adjustments but no time differential setup.
 
    
 
   The Earth team assembled to prepare for the trade negotiations and General Kyger returned to the control room a new man in a crisp uniform.
 
   Lieutenant Atassi had prepared some delicious coffee and received his summary briefing from his staff. It appeared that the shadow had been a second ship that had moved to positions blocked by Earth’s moon. The route of this second ship; had evidently been planned to follow a path blocked from the view of the sensor station on Mars and the two roving patrols. It wasn’t visible until those patrols changed their positions because of their sealed orders. The ship had been visible from the new unmanned, stealth sensors on the outskirts of the solar system. Brad was relieved by that fact, but he wouldn’t know until the ship stayed visible for over four hours. The unknown ship moved to a new heading and within an hour was undetectable by the Hermes but remained clearly visible to the second patrol ship and the outer system unmanned sensors. It was unerringly headed to Earth but was on too erratic a course to plot a landing zone.
 
   General Kyger was none too pleased. He had narrowed the leaks so far to the crew of the Hermes and those they contacted. Kyger had ordered the intelligence section to record all communications to and from the ships and communications centers. They were monitoring, discretely, the personnel at both ends of the communication pipeline. He watched the progress of the unknown ship as it moved toward Earth.  
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Andrew and team moved into the room where they had displayed all the trade goods. The aliens had arrived a bit earlier and were seeing how fast they could ingest the grape juice, fruits and breads. The station had provided more alfalfa pellets and soybeans that were being...appreciated in volume.
 
   The Earth team also joined the breakfast eating pastries with honey, another favorite of the aliens. They seemed to know what that was but they were bumping each other out of the way to get to the hot, sweetened cocoa. No animal products and few preservatives was a current trend on Earth so it wasn’t as hard to acquire, as it would have been decades before. Interestingly – all food becomes local when you have a super inexpensive distribution system. Gasoline and diesel engines were still used in third world countries but even there; cheap electricity was taking its place now that the ultra-expensive electrical grid need not be built or maintained. Power generation was becoming local too. The new technology caused layoffs of millions of workers in one industry, oil production and its offshoots, but there was still a large need for petrochemicals for the chemical industry. Laid off workers in one field became retrained in installation and maintenance of distributed generation devices as well as repowered and retooled electronics. The new, self powered microwaves were just the tip of the iceberg in new products that were being introduced.
 
   The teams finished eating and then the Earth team sat down across from the Ullumff on their props at a long conference table.
 
   “You have the most experience in trade Captain,” Andrew said to UmBllatt. “Please begin like you would anywhere else.”
 
   UmBllatt snorted. “You think this trade is like anywhere else. You are trying to be funny I think,” he said – snorted and expelled gas. His crew began snorting and passing gas too – it must be their equivalent of laughter. “Okay. I like this word okay. I will start.” He paused until the silence got uncomfortable. No one said anything and the room was deathly quiet. “We want all that we see. You obviously want all we have. We just need to decide what for what is good commerce for both. We have 100 translation devices with many cylinders. We want cameras and 3D viewing recording systems. We also have the history of trade and manufacturing cylinders,” he stated. 
 
   Andrew looked thoughtful. “We will give 50 of the 3D systems for those,” Andrew said.
 
   “You insult me. I know that you manufacture these in vast quantities. I want 200.”
 
   “The materials are costly and printing the control and manuals in Trade is costly...100,” Andrew said but realized these systems were dirt cheap to manufacture these days.
 
   “Okay. One hundred systems but we want fifty cases of apples, in different varieties. You are on a distant planet,” UmBllatt said.
 
   Andrew was quiet a long time like he was thinking it over and turned to Susan and Fran and spoke quietly. They nodded. Steve came over.
 
   Andrew turned back to the Captain. “Okay...One hundred 3D systems with cameras and manuals plus fifty bushels of apples in different varieties for 100 teaching machines and cylinders. What’s next?”
 
   “You say what you want this time,” UmBllatt said. “It is the custom.”
 
   “Okay. I want all your manuals. What do you want for them?” Andrew asked.
 
   The Captain turned to the first officer. They mumbled a few seconds and then turned back. “We want 100 window displays.” The Captain knew they would be a huge hit anywhere – even with that horrible water scene.
 
   “Okay. I think we have that many,” he said turned to look for Lieutenant Atassi, but it was Steve who gave him a thumbs up. Atassi had evidently slipped away to the communications center. “We have enough. Your turn,” Andrew said but it sounded a bit different in Trade.
 
   “We want the microwave ovens, flashlights and music player/recording systems,” UmBllatt said.
 
   “We will trade you 25 self-powered microwave ovens and 100 of the flashlights and 100 of the music systems for all your star charts,” Andrew said.
 
   “We want 100 of the microwave ovens and 200 each of the others” UmBllatt said.
 
   “We only have 25 of the microwaves but 200 of the others is acceptable. If you will spend a day explaining the charts to us we will give you fifty liters of grape juice and a large quantity of peppers, fruits and grains like we have been serving for meals.”
 
   “Including cocoa beverage and how to make Riz print in color then...okay,” the Captain said remembering the stunning catalogs. “How do you want to move the goods?”
 
   “We have empty warehouse space down the hall. I will show you,” and spoke briefly into his MemDex. Suddenly the wide green line down the corridor displayed another wide yellow stripe beside it. The lighting and gravity had been adjusted to allow the Ullumff access to the warehouse space. Andrew was already having teams of workers move the agreed on items to be placed on one side of the huge warehouse. UmBllatt seemed unperturbed by the large expanse and bleated at his crew. It was obvious that he had ordered his crew to offload the merchandise. Ling quietly confirmed what UmBllatt had said. Andrew realized that he didn’t need to whisper because Ullumff had such acute hearing it was wasted effort.
 
   Captain UmBllatt snorted when he heard the little Ling being, confirm to Andrew what he had told his crew. “What do you want to do about the outside the trade room trade?”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” Andrew asked.
 
   UmBllatt snorted again in obvious amusement. “Do you think my crew and your crew will not make private trades of their own? Is it forbidden?”
 
   Andrew was at a loss. He hadn’t thought of that but it would most certainly happen. “Tell them to remember the rules about banned items, animals and drugs. If they trade any of those I will have them shoved out the airlock – without a suit,” Andrew said trying to sound stern.
 
   “No need. I would do the same to my own...a good plan. I will tell my crew. Please send a sample of each trade item to my quarters,” UmBllatt said and walked away without waiting for a reply.
 
   Ling came up to Andrew. “I think he’s serious. You were just kidding about the out the airlock without a suit weren’t you?”
 
   “Not really. I was half joking but that could be a serious problem. I’ll talk it over with everyone. I want anyone who trades to let us know. They can keep the trade items IF they are safe. We might want similar items and don’t know what to ask traders to bring,” he said. “When you know nothing – everything becomes a learning experience.”
 
   Andrew had his staff come in and move a sample of each item from the Ullumff to a separate room. He ordered them to start scanning the available star charts and the manuals that were available. He decided he’d try the history cylinder from one of the learning machines and took it into his office. He set the do not disturb on the door and inserted the cylinder, turned his time variance to a factor of ten. Twenty minutes later he emerged after three relative hours with the device. He now had a more detailed knowledge of this spiral arm. He realized how provincial the culture of Earth was as he tried to wrap himself around all the new concepts – alien concepts in morality and motivation. He decided he was glad we had met traders who were essentially evolved herbivores. Some of the carnivore, omnivore traders were scary. The one documented cephalopod analog species was just plain creepy. How could a species, engineer a suit where they could move and manipulate eight tentacles and still function?
 
   Andrew was deep in thought and distracted as he walked toward the communications center. As he entered, he was amazed to see Tod Schroeder, Desiree Bardeen, and Joel Fredrickson talking with a group of officers around General Kyger. Tod, Desiree and Joel saw Andrew, Fran and Ling at about the same time and rushed over to greet them. There was a round of hugs, backslaps from all before anything much was said. “What have you folks been up to in that lab?” Andrew asked and then reconsidered. “How long was it for you over there? I haven’t seen you in almost three weeks?” Andrew realized the greeting was warmer than it should have been if only three weeks had gone by.
 
   “It’s been almost three years for us,” Tod said with a grin – waiting for the implications to sink in. 
 
   Andrew sputtered,”...but that’s impossible. We’ve never gotten better than an acceleration factor of thirty before. That would be double that...how?”
 
   Tod lifted up both palms and bowed slightly toward Joel. “Joel took Desiree and Fran’s idea of fields within field to a new level. We were working on a way to add shielding for Brad’s new ship, the Odin. It’s docked to the main base now. We...Joel...You tell him.”
 
   Joel was obviously proud of his work. “We used a feedback method using quantum entanglement on the entire surface of the Odin. Any molecular disruptor just transfers that power to the core power unit. Instead of disrupting the force that holds matter together, the shield now transfers the projected disruption field into fermionic particles – it’s in the lepton group and generates electromagnetic power. That’s what we call things now – anyway.”
 
   Andrew asked, ”Tod, do you really understand the principles behind these new abilities or are you just guessing?”
 
   “We think we do. Lots of it still fits the old standard model for electricity. We even took a short, shakedown trip and the theory works. It is gratifying when any of our theories even loosely fit reality. We had a minimal crew learning their new jobs and most everything worked okay. We had the usual glitches to work out but the Odin could almost be duplicated with all the spare parts we carry on board. We broke down a few times but squared it away,” Tod explained.
 
   “Brad, you didn’t say a word...traitor,” Andrew said and chuckled. “Go on Steve. You were explaining how the shield now produces energy from molecular disruptor fire...”
 
   Steve continued as if he had never paused, “The core could overheat with too much energy applied but we can now project energy through the field. We have to sync fields but we’ve also been able to fire weapons besides the laser through the shield. We used the field within fields like Fran suggested for her hydroponics. You need to see this thing. We need to retrofit your ship. With your permission, we can do that in a bit less than a week though I am going to farm it out. Do you mind if I snag Steve for a week?”
 
   Andrew laughed. “Fine, Joel. Tod? Brad? Steve? Mind if we tag along for a tour?”
 
   Brad nodded toward Lieutenant Atassi. “Let’s all do that. I think we can spare seven or eight minutes for a tour and lunch.”
 
   “A tour and lunch. How do we have...? Won’t we have to pull off the surface a bit?”
 
   Brad nodded. 
 
   “Desiree, what did you do in all that time?” Susan asked from the periphery of the group.
 
   “Ah. The crucial question...I helped Tod on the other projects and oh...we got married,” she said and held up a gorgeous ring.
 
   Tod held up his left hand and displayed a wide gold band on his hand too.
 
   Susan and Fran both grabbed Desiree...then hugged, kissed, and cried. They then turned around and mentioned something about men being insensitive beasts. It was more stunned than insensitive so soon the guys started congratulating Tod and Desiree. They started heading for a tour of the Odin. 
 
   
 
  










 
   The Odin
 
    
 
   They approached the ship in a group, talking and cavorting like a romp of otters. They all fell silent as they approached the large cargo lock to the ship. General Kyger approached the two large soldiers who snapped to presentation arms when he approached. 
 
   “At ease,” he said as the doors slide up and open. “Tod, up here just behind me – please. I want to know before I do anything foolish.”
 
   The group proceeded through the enormous airlock corridor. As the second set of doors slid out of the way, General Kyger stepped aboard the Odin to the sound of a shrill pipe that dropped in pitch as he stepped over the threshold. Kyger snapped to attention, faced the console where an World Government flag was displayed waving and said,” Permission to come aboard.”
 
   “Welcome aboard, General Kyger – or should I call you Admiral as an alternate designation in my records. Captain Xu is astern but will be here shortly,” said the pleasant and somewhat familiar voice. “Rear Admiral?”
 
   “First. What should I call you?” Brad asked the computer.
 
   “Call me Dee, General. It has become my nickname since my voice was tailored after Doctor Bardeen or Desiree. Dee for short sir,” said the computer. 
 
   “Thank you, Dee. That is a great name,” Kyger said. “Rear Admiral?”
 
   “Yes sir. As a new general in the Earth Regulatory Force, the military hierarchy is based on naval tradition. Hence, you are listed as an O7 – rear Admiral lower half currently until you command multiple ships of this class. This is the Earth Regulatory Force Odin – or ERF Odin.”
 
   Captain Xu and his XO appeared to welcome them aboard. Captain Xu was very tall with salt and pepper hair and hazel eyes. He was ramrod stiff and saluted Kyger and when Brad returned the salute, he broke into a big smile and came forward to welcome them aboard.
 
   “Welcome aboard, General. You’re going to like the ship. I’m not sure why you came in the large cargo port instead of the main entrance but you will get a better idea of the size of this ship. This is my XO, Commander Shuler,” Captain Xu said and Shuler came forward to shake the general’s hand.
 
   “Welcome aboard, sir. Who are you bringing us new for today?” Shuler said and moved to welcome all the personnel trooping aboard. 
 
   He would have been a good politician, Tod thought. General Kyger and Captain Xu went ahead as Tod, Desiree and Steve introduced the rest to the short and stocky XO. When he shook people’s hands, his hand felt like granite. Tod knew from watching him workout that this man may be short but he was stout. He’d also sparred with the man and he would give Brad a run for his money in a fight. He talked like a politician but fought like a warrior. 
 
   The cargo hold was enormous. They got some idea for the vastness of the ship just from looking across the vast space and seeing how small people looked on the far side.
 
   “How do you get around in a lifetime here?” Fran asked. “Certainly you don’t walk.”
 
   “We’ll have to walk today until you’re issued one of these,” he said while pointing to the rectangular box that passed first glance as a large buckle.
 
   “I know what that is...” Susan said. “I almost died on Tau Ceti when mine malfunctioned.”
 
   “M’am. Oh. You’re that...pardon me Doctor Siriluk. What should I call you?”
 
   “Call me Susan in private. Doctor Siriluk, Lieutenant Commander, or Mrs. Williams in groups,” she said.
 
   “Sorry. That’s the first thing anyone gets in training is your story before we ever turn one of these on. They’re a lot more robust now. We have corridors throughout the ships and we can tell our MemDex where we want to go and – woosh – we are there and protected while in route. The MemDexs route us around cargo or other personnel in transit. We’ll have to use a cargo pad this time. Other than a direct route – it’s much too far to walk.”
 
   “General Kyger may know all the dimensions of your ship, but I like to know stats,” Andrew said.
 
   “Length 320 meters with a beam of 100 meters...crew support for 160 with two large cargo holds and plenty of firepower. Weight – and this will surprise you – 25 kilotons,” Shuler said.
 
   “Environmental? Getting rid of waste? ...Plasma arc waste disposal and we use the syn gas and produce heat, oxygen and water. Nice hydroponic sections to show you Doctor Bergdal.”
 
   “Please drop the doctor Commander. Fran is just fine.”
 
   “Okay doctors...if you will just stand inside that yellow square – good. Everyone take a deep breath. You WILL get used to this...”
 
   Commander Shuler spoke into his MemDex and the disk shot across the room and the newcomers flexed knees and Susan and Steve let out like erk-k sounds as the platform holding then shot across the cargo bay, through and opening, up a floor into a room filled with machinery. The newcomers’ knees were wobbly and they were breathing fast. Tod, Desiree and Joel all chuckled. Commander Shuler showed no emotion.
 
   “Crikes,” Susan said. “You get used to that?”
 
   Tod spoke up. “We all could hardly walk after our first tries. Humans adapt pretty fast to damn near everything. You’ll appreciate it soon enough.”
 
   Joel started talking. “This here, this is my baby...one of two machine shops. We can use the laser fabricator that makes 3D parts by moving a laser to melt consecutive layers of powdered metals or polymers. We can build anything where we can get an electronic drawing of it. We have a small IC chip production facility next door. We have special welding machines for stir welding, molecular bonding using a fine disruptor field to old arc welding. We have a chemical lab and three biological labs on this level of the ship as well as two electronics labs, a communications lab, three generic labs, two astronomical labs, main and secondary galley, observation decks, main and secondary sickbays, two armories, bridge and secondary control. Floor below is power generation and main weapons and floors below that and above us are cargo bays.”
 
   “Thank you, Mister Fredrickson – you are ruining my reputation as a tour guide but you get the gist. Please feel free to ask any questions,” Shuler said.
 
   Ling, who hadn’t said a word this whole time, finally spoke up. “How long have you been aboard this ship without shore leave?” She seemed much more interested in the officer than the ship but he beamed when he answered.
 
   “Does it show that bad,” he said. 
 
   “Not at all, Commander. Call me Ling,” she said and steadily walked over to him. “I’m afraid I’m a little shaky. You don’t mind do you?” she said and took the Commander’s arm.
 
   Susan smiled at Andrew and took his arm. Andrew chuckled and hugged Susan’s arm tightly to his side. They then proceeded on the tour and ended at the bridge. 
 
   Fran noticed that Brad was already wearing one of the field generator-transport devices. She pointed at his belt and gave him a discreet, thumbs-up. He smiled. 
 
   “Shall we move to the observation deck for lunch?” the captain asked.
 
   “Do you really have outside viewing ports there?” Susan asked.
 
   “No,” Captain Xu responded. “We have cameras built in near the hull that give us our views or we have the computer simulation of the outside in three dimensions. It is quite impressive and it is in advance of the sensor system your team originally developed. Besides...we need to talk about this trip.”
 
   They all were transported to the observation lounge with their individual systems or the pallet system for cargo with Commander Shuler. Lunch was exquisite with lobster bisque and a light mixed salad.
 
   “All of this was produced on the ship. The lobster and salads...we are doing pretty good now,” Xu said. “Do we have our route yet?”
 
   “We think so. Captain UmBllatt will give us his advice on any route we plan. Right now, it looks like we will try to go to Bellatrix and back with various stops along the way. If we break down we will, at least, have two ships now. We have to realize that whether we are 5 light years away or 500 – either one would have been a death sentence,” Andrew continued. “What are the capabilities? Tod mentioned he had new ways to up time acceleration in a gravity well.”
 
   “Better let Tod explain. Tod,” Xu said.
 
   Tod looked around. “We’ve had some real revelations these last two years. We can now comfortably accelerate up to sixty times normal on a planet or moon. We can achieve around 1,400 times light speed, theoretically. We’ve had spurts to 420 lights, in our first ship – which we are updating. We now have a new way around communication. It has worked at short distances. We don’t know how far it will work but it is only affected by the delta – the difference in time rates. We use quantum entanglement. Change the message on one side and matched pairs on the other end change. It takes the person on the more normal end longer to react of course but as near as we can tell, the message is transmitted instantaneously.” Tod paused and anticipated the question about what was considered a short distance. “We have tested from here to our outpost on Mars. Needless to say, this is very recent so it isn’t incorporated into our sensor drones. Also – since they weren’t actively protected – we didn’t want this capability falling into other hands until we have the measure of its capabilities.”
 
   “How big are these devices?” Susan asked.
 
   “Surprisingly small...they’re about the size of a microwave,” chimed in Joel, unabashedly. He started to say more but a hard look from Captain Xu shut him up.
 
   Commander Shuler suddenly cocked his head to the side as he listened to a message through his MemDex ear-tab. “Captain, General,” he looked around assessing whether the assemblage should be privy to his communication. He decided the others had earned the right since it involved them too. “We’ve tracked down one information leak at the Enclosure. Seems when the communication from the Hermes was transmitted to the Enclosure – a male research assistant was, friends, with a communications officer. The trail leads to bank accounts, scrupulously hidden that lead to Phillips.”
 
   “Phillips again. Hidden? How solid?” Brad asked obviously angry.
 
   “Too many cutouts to show in court but there have been recurring payments. We are looking for similar patterns for all concerned but so far, we’ve drawn a blank. Do you want us to arrest him General?” Shuler asked.
 
   General Kyger looked at Andrew and said, “No. Let’s use him while looking for the others. Better to know the leak and exploit it than to close it down. Have the Hermes send us messages screened through the lunar base first since the Odin can’t communicate with them in real time since they aren’t communications paired. What’s the status of our interloper sneaking to trade on Earth?” the General asked Shuler.
 
   Shuler tilted his head slightly as Shuler’s MemDex retrieved the information from the context of the conversation; noted ranks of those involved and made the correlations. “Sir. There is a 32% probability that the ship will head to western India. There has been one known incursion there before where they traded for spices. It could make it there in eight to ten hours normal. Your orders?” Shuler asked the General since it was not really within Captain’s Xu’s purview to be the one to respond.
 
   “Place a ten to one field around us but not the alien ship and their section of the base. I don’t want them to suspect anything. Andrew. I believe you earned a briefing by Captain UmBllatt. Try to get that finished before we have to intercede with this interloper. Captain Xu. I want you to stop that ship before it enters atmosphere. Don’t let it enter atmosphere. Cripple it if you can. Destroy it if you have to. We have samples of several more language training cylinders. Commander Shuler. Get with Doctors Bardeen and Tanaka here – Desiree and Ling – and absorb as many languages as you can between yourself and crew, as you deem appropriate. Ling. Get Shuler up to speed on his Ullumff and Tros. Any questions?”
 
   They all shook heads in unison but Kyger had them repeat back his commands to make sure they had received the message clearly. 
 
   “Captain Xu, thank you for the tour and meal. I will fast learn schematics and operations manuals shortly but I haven’t gotten very far in normal time study yet,” Brad stated.
 
   “Don’t bother, General. I just dispatched a message for a crewman to bring you the latest we have. Everything gets out of date very fast around here but we made a recording last week in your time. Everything you have is about a normal-time year out of date.”
 
   A Master Chief Petty Officer came rushing up with a small box. He saluted and presented the box.
 
   Captain Xu returned his salute with a grin and handed the box to General Kyger. “This should get you up to speed fast. Treat it nice as it’s hot off the presses.” Xu said and then turned to the ramrod stiff officer. “Master Chief. Haven’t seen you move that fast in a month of Sundays. Thank you. That will be all.”
 
   The Master Chief disappeared as fast as he arrived.
 
   Captain Xu leaned forward conspiratorially. “I imagine the fact that I’m having lunch with the General – the Rear Admiral as it were – isn’t lost on my people – which is why a Seaman didn’t show up with that I’ll bet.”
 
   Brad chuckled. “Thank you Captain. You set an excellent table. We will see you again about 1800 hours normal then.”
 
   “Fine sir,” Captain Xu shook hands once more all around and Commander Shuler was to escort the party to the main personnel gateway. He obviously favored Doctor Tanaka – Ling and the attraction was mutual.
 
   Andrew and Susan noticed the attraction and grinned at each other.
 
   Shuler had them all stand on a transport platform and the movement to the port was still unsettling. 
 
   Shuler and the assemblage made their farewells and you could see that Ling – lingered a bit. 
 
   How cute, Susan thought, as they left the Odin. There was a slight tingle showing there was a differentiated time passage here in operation. Tod and the rest went with them.
 
   “You take that training after the General finishes because you’ll need it for your own ship upgrades. I’m afraid our old ship is going to look pretty small compared to the Odin. When are you supposed to meet Captain UmBllatt?” Tod said to Andrew.
 
   Andrew listened to his MemDex and said,” About ten hours from now.
 
   “In that case,” Tod said. “Let’s go over to our old ship, look at what we’ve changed and what we’re planning.”
 
   “Fine,” Andrew said. “I hate you calling it our old ship and I refuse to call it Starship One like that documentary.”
 
   Susan leaned next to them. “Why don’t we christen it the Odin Junior? Junior for short...”
 
   Tod and Andrew both laughed. “Sounds like a plan then...on to the Junior. Susan. Would you see what bureaucracy we’d have to go through to actually get that done?”
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt showed up at the appointed time the next normal day with his navigator and a selection of charts. Everyone was watching via computer controlled cameras though only Andrew and Brad were in the room. This was to be an extension of the earlier drinking session interview with the trader captain. The view and sound was like a movie because the computer used a slight latency to edit and project a view of whoever was speaking from the best angles. It was like having a film produced for a presentation except it was done on the fly from the many cameras and microphones. The computer picked the best angles, close ups, and sound and with a latency of a second or two – presented that view to the assembled. The computer would zoom to where they were pointing and translate a Trade name or notes into English. The viewers could pose questions through the eartabs of Andrew and Brad but there was not a gaggle of people in the room to distract. 
 
   “I must ask you a few questions before I start?” UmBllatt said. “Where do you want to go? How far from this planet will you go this trip? Will you have weapons? How many trade goods? What type? You have decided more after our last talk?”
 
   “We are still interested in anything within 300 of your lightyears away from our planet. Please point out places you would recommend and avoid. We also need to know why. Would you do that for us?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Okay,” UmBllatt said as the navigator touched the chart with a finger and drew an approximate circle. “The best place to start in this whole area is still this system,” UmBllatt said pointing to a solar system the charts computer translated to as Bellatrix. “This sun is about seven times the size of your sun. It is a blue-white giant and has seven large planets. The fifth planet supports intelligent life and many trading bases viewable from orbit. It has good navigation beacons though not as good as yours. You have a good chance to find anything you want there.”
 
   “How do we start? How...” Brad said but was cut off by UmBllatt.
 
   “You will be tested everywhere you go. You need to be strong and rude like a parent with a rich son.”
 
   Brad and Andrew both laughed. That was a good analogy. “We understand. What should we bring to trade?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Bring some of the same things you trade with me except do not show how to make things. Use little quantities at first. This where you should go,” UmBllatt said and pointed at the chart.
 
   “What are other places nearly as good or have items you like but rarely go there?” Andrew said.
 
   “Now you are thinking like a trader. Gud. Always consider two trades later. I can get this for that and trade it for other things. Always study the manuals you got when you signed the treaty also. Never carry things not allowed. You are a self enforcing member of the Confederation...am I right?”
 
   “Yes,” Brad said.
 
   “Never let ES inspect your ship. Again, I say this. You can allow them on board but never for inspection...it is not in the regulations though they will say it is. Also never give in to pirates or your ships will always be prey for them. Rumor is very fast on that topic,” UmBllatt said.
 
   “How can we make enough profit trading to pay for larger fleet and enforcement?” Brad said.
 
   “Ah. You now ask the crucial question on where a cub is formed. You have pressure from your government to pay for this,” UmBllatt said and pointed around the room.
 
   Brad paused but realized an honest answer was called for...”Yes. Exactly. How is it done?”
 
   UmBllatt snorted and expelled a little gas. “You need to study histories. I think you,” he indicated Andrew. “...gamble you have already used history cylinder.”
 
   Andrew blushed because he had done it when the first opportunity had given him a few minutes. “Yes,” Andrew said and Brad looked a little surprised.
 
   “Study the histories,” UmBllatt said. “You must have multiple trading bases on your planet. One base has never worked in the past for anyone. You build this one and can build others. You must build others. The government always tries to control all the trade but you must allow all to trade. Give them training or certification. I am a Master Trader. I gave you an old trader manual. Learn and teach like that. Make your own certification. Tax business, make them report cargo (though they all will lie), and scan for harmful animal or plant life, bacteria could be a problem, and heavily patrol your own system. You are too easy on those trading on Earth. It can be dangerous and you are losing much in finances.”
 
   “We will talk to you more on this topic after I have learned from your histories. Would you please point out other places we should visit and why? We also need to know dangers,” Brad stated.
 
   “Okay. I like this word...much meaning and saves many other words. Here are places you should go when you have more ships,” UmBllatt said and quickly pointed out twenty points they should visit.
 
   “We are going to go to Bellatrix then. Where should we stop along the way?”
 
   Captain UmBllatt pointed to three stars in rapid succession and the computer translated their names from Trade into English for the viewers and through the eartabs of Brad and Andrew. Sirius 2, 68 Eridani, and Vega – “these three offer some opportunity,” he said but the navigator chimed in.
 
   “This one,” he said indicating that 68 Eridani is good trade but dangerous. “They have good weapons and biologicals for trade plus some electrical devices almost as good as yours. There are many pirate ships near there and there is slavery for non-payment. Everything is something for something – nothing for knowledge. They want payment quickly too. The weather changes rapidly there too. Make sure you have a strong suit to wear. Body armor is a good idea,” the navigator finally wound down.
 
   When UmBllatt saw Andrew was shocked – he was beginning to read these beings – he said, “He is mostly correct. He had a bad time there once but my first officer and other crew members returned him safely to the ship and only had to slay a few.”
 
   “Slay a few?” Andrew said.
 
   “Now I can travel there more easily since they know I can provide my own security.”
 
   “You broke no laws?” Brad asked.
 
   “It was only a matter of a business misunderstanding. The tavern owner, who turned him in, thought the jewels in trade were fake emerald. They were of high quality. When he was presented with proof, at weaponpoint, he decided their quality was genuine,” UmBllatt said.
 
   This tale gave them an eye opening insight into the trader’s mores. It was not very reassuring. 
 
   “What do you trade for here? What is it like?” quizzed Andrew and they went on like that for several hours until Andrew simply was too frazzled to continue. “Shall we stop to eat?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. I am curious,” UmBllatt asked with a slight vinegary smell emanating from him. “You both never repeated a question at any star and you often stopped like you were listening. Why?” he asked and smell got a little stronger. “Is this more of your computer aid?”
 
   Brad didn’t want to give away all but he said. “Remember the camera system we traded you? We had cameras recording the whole session and staff watching us. They would ask questions and we would hear them through these,” he said and indicated the eartabs they wore behind the ear.
 
   “I have seen ear speakers before. I am widely traveled but I did not hear anything and Ullumff have excellent hearing in this atmosphere,” he stated.
 
   Not to mention you are smart and observant as hell, Andrew thought.
 
   “The device uses bone conduction – the bones vibrating near the ear to transmit sound,” he said, “yet leaves the opening of the ear clear so the eartab does not block local sound.”
 
   “Do you have a device I could have in trade? This would be particularly useful on my planet and would give me an advantage,” UmBllatt asked and pulled out a small bag. “I have personal items I can use to trade that do not have to be split with my crew.” He opened the bag and lifted out the most beautiful diamond and ruby necklace they had both ever seen.
 
   “I think we can arrange that,” Brad said quickly before Andrew could say the same thing.
 
   “I have two,” he said and pulled out a duplicate. 
 
   Brad ordered two small eartab systems and extra power sources for them as well as ordering dinner. He thought it would be a good idea if they had some wine with dinner so he ordered several bottles of that too.
 
   They sat and had a large vegan dinner. The navigator pulled out some brownish orbs. The navigator pulled a knife out of somewhere and started pealing off the brown skin. He then placed one each on their plates. The flesh of whatever it was pinkish orange with red streaks. “What is this?” they asked.
 
   “It is kavv. It is what you would call a fruit. I think you can eat it safely,” he said.
 
   “You think it is safe, to eat? How reassuring?” Brad said. “...in for a penny in for a pound...” he said with some archaic saying.
 
   Andrew held his kavv suspiciously waiting for Brad’s reaction. This way both of them wouldn’t die on the spot.
 
   Brad bit into the object, “My God!” he exclaimed. “This is delicious.” He rapidly disposed of the remainder leaving a large seed. “Do you have more of this?”
 
   Andrew tentatively bit into his. It was exactly as described. “This is great. Sweet. Tart. Spicy.”
 
   UmBllatt spoke up. “We thought you would like it but you should never eat more than one until you are used to it. It contains a light intoxicant. I can handle many but you should not eat more now.” 
 
   Sure enough, both Brad and Andrew began experiencing a very mild buzz. This stuff was wild. Yumm. He was certainly ready for dinner now. He was starving.
 
   The dinner arrived with several bottles of chilled German white wine. The tomato sandwiches were a hit as was the fried eggplant. The aliens looked dubious at the green bottle of wine. Brad twisted off the top and poured two hefty glasses for his guests. “This is a German Kabinett wine. The lowest quality wine made from the grapes you like so much. This is fermented grape juice. You like the grape juice so much we thought you’d like the fermented juice as well. This is what they call the lowest quality wine made from grapes that are selected later in the season when the natural sugar sweetening has begun to take place. Let me know how you like it. It is under 13% alcohol,” realizing that Ullumff had direct correlations of percentage and alcohol. 
 
   UmBllatt and the navigator both gave off that acrid smell as they obviously enjoyed the wine. UmBllatt held up his glass for the third refill from the second bottle and said, “It think we have something to trade for the kavv do we not. Kabinett is what I think you said. We are DEFINITELY going to be repeat customers. Cheer,” he said and raised his glass.
 
   Andrew raised he glass and said, “Uffa,” in the ancient Ullumff toast.
 
   UmBllatt and the navigator began snorting and farting in obvious merriment at the toast. The aliens both gulped down another glass. They were the through the fourth bottle before Andrew and Brad could take an anti-alc pill or they would never have been able to keep up.
 
   UmBllatt showed up the next day ready for the questioning over the charts but was curious when no charts were evident. The sulfur smell began in earnest. Brad walked up the large white table they had been using and reached under the edge. Suddenly a star chart was displayed one the table in its farthest, zoomed out resolution showing the widest view of stars.
 
   UmBllatt asked. “What is this? Do you already have charts like we gave you?” he felt his pride sinking.
 
   “No, Captain. This is a scanned copy of your chart. Watch. Point to a sector where you had another map showing greater detail. Point to a star and tap the surface twice,” Brad said.
 
   UmBllatt cautiously tapped the surface twice. Nothing happened.
 
   “Faster,” Brad said.
 
   UmBllatt tapped the surface in rapid succession. The field of view zoomed in. The acrid smell filled the room.
 
   “Again,” Brad said. “Somewhere else.”
 
   UmBllatt double tapped somewhere else. He tapped again and zoomed in further. “How is this possible? Some of this is not on my charts.”
 
   “We have blended our astronomical data with what you gave us. We scanned your charts and made electronic copies. The computer overlapped your data with ours. We now have copies of everything you brought us. You will always have trade here with charts of different areas of space and we will pay you handsomely for them. We will trade for personal knowledge of any areas we do not have. You will always have favored status with us,” Brad said.
 
   Andrew was thinking – Don’t let your mouth write checks your body can’t cash Brad. Andrew was thinking about UmBllatt response to the merchants on 68 Eridani. UmBllatt was not all spice and all things nice, Andrew thought. UmBllatt had recommended some odd places to stop but he insisted they were profitable and educational – why had he said educational?
 
   They questioning went well and UmBllatt and the station staff had a huge going away party. There were quite a few of those unauthorized trades. Andrew saw a crewman coming down the corridor playing a very odd wind instrument. “What is that and what did you trade for it?”
 
   “Sir, I traded a copy of a katana sword I had for it. I also got this too and pulled out a square of crystalline material that cleared up in a few seconds and starting displaying pictures of alien landscapes.”
 
   “How long will that thing work?” Andrew asked.
 
   “It’s powered by body heat. The guy I traded with said it’d last as long as you had body heat warmer than the outside temperature. The sword was a good copy - sharp as hell. He really liked it. Sir,” The crewman added.
 
   “Carry on,” Andrew said and kept walking.  He had a box of those kavv and it was hard not to eat them all at one sitting. Susan had felt the same way. They were not addictive but they were damn good. They had saved the seeds as the Captain said they would germinate if given light and good soil.
 
    
 
   The entire on-duty, station staff came to see the Ullumff off. Again, the station personnel gave them going away presents of various knickknacks, spices and foods. A few of the Ullumff left kavv and other trinkets and crystals and art work behind. It was a very emotional parting.
 
   UmBllatt, the navigator and first officer met with Susan and Andrew, Brad, Fran and Ling. Everyone else hung back to see them off.
 
   “Captain UmBllatt, we never learned where you were going next or when you’d be back,” Andrew said. 
 
   “Bellatrix as you call it and back within two of your years if I live. I am getting old. I will be back or you will see others. Make sure you heed my warnings about freeing up the commerce with multiple trading ports on your planet. It is the only way to make the finances you need even though you have the right to stop anyone from landing. Be hard or they will go around you,” UmBllatt said. “Your planned trade route will harvest great wealth and experience...much experience.”
 
   “We will listen to your advice. We look forward to your return. Good commerce friend,” Brad said realizing that the alien Captain’s assessment was probably correct.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   UmBlatt’s ship closed up and left port quietly. 
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Atassi approached General Kyger and whispered in his ear. “How long ‘til they enter atmosphere. Get the Ares over close and offer a challenge. I understand the Odin just left dock. Good. Keep me informed. I don’t want any more interlopers on Earth ‘til we are prepared to handle the influx.”
 
   Brad realized that the chances for invasive species of insects, plants or animals was higher with multiple ports in the future but it looked like that was how it would have to be. The lunar port was not drawing in the trade needed to sustain it or the cost of construction but the ripples from the last trading session were already being felt. Lieutenant General Sykes had already called to congratulate him on the data he had collected. The Riz was fantastic and the genetics information might end a plethora of diseases and arrest aging. Most of the new, teaching machines had been transported to Earth and were being used 24X7 in accelerated time differentials to get as many through the process as possible. Already thousands had been through the process in days. It was being run on a very tight schedule in a small enclosure.
 
   Three ships in the same class as the Odin were under construction. Sykes had given Kyger orders to expand the trade and see where the closest trading alliances could be established. The World Council was a bit slow on the uptake but when they saw some of the trading materials, they too pushed for trade expansion. They were talking seriously about licensing trading concessions – takers would have to pay heavily for them of course. Sykes had had experts who saw Tod and Steve’s quantum communication system as a way to put transponders on all Earth ships. That way we would have better control and know friend from foe. Development of the transponder units and trade certification were given top priority. All alien technical procedures and designs were licensed for manufacture through the World Government. There was an outcry from commercial interests but few had the clout to make their complaints stick.
 
   The comm center was filling as senior staff came in to view the interception. The Ares had already moved to position and the Odin had left the lunar base and was almost ready to intercept. There had been no replies to the hails from the ERF Ares. 
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Captain UmUff, UmBllatt’s brother saw the small ship blocking his path. So far the information he had purchased to avoid the Earth patrols had been accurate. This should not have happened. He did know that he was not going to stop after coming this far. His brother should not restrict himself to the sole trading station on this world’s moon. How silly to have one trading station when there was a world to exploit. So far, the blocking ship had just transmitted the challenges outlined in the manuals. Big deal...they hadn’t done anything to stop him. All the other traders had said they had just rushed in and ran them off. He expected the same.
 
   As he prepared to order his navigator to move around the ship blocking their path, a grunt attracted his attention. His crew at the sensor station said, “Captain. There is a large ship approaching us very fast. It looks much larger than the Earth ship in front of us.”
 
   “Where did it come from? What is it doing?” Captain UmUff asked.
 
   The communications officer spoke up. “Captain, the vessel has identified itself as the Earth Regulatory Force Odin. It did not issue the challenges. It has skipped to Stage 3 of the manual warnings and says it is prepared to fire.”
 
   “How large is this vessel?” Captain UmUff said releasing the sulfurous smell of fear.
 
   “It is four times our size, at least...it also appears to be a military vessel. It is continuing the warning in Trade.”
 
   “Communications, respond in Tros and say we did not understand. I want them to think we are some species that doesn’t know Trade. Navigator. Hold our position over the planet. Weapons. Prepare to fire,” the Captain ordered. The sulfurous smell of fear was growing stronger. 
 
   “Captain, they have responded with the same warning in Tros,” the communications officer reported.
 
   “Change to Ullumff. Tell them we thought they were Tros. Have they hardened their shields?” he asked.
 
   “Captain, they Odin has moved in front of us and the smaller ship is moving to our rear,” the sensor station reported.
 
   “Captain, they have responded in Ullumff. They are telling us to drop shields and prepare to be boarded,” the communications officer reported.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Captain Xu looked at Commander Shuler across the bridge of the Odin and then ordered the weapons officer, “Take out the rear of their ship,” he ordered. 
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   “Weapons. All weapons fire,” the Captain UmUff ordered and the smell of sulfur reeked in the bridge. The ship rocked. “What effect?”
 
   “No effect,” stated the weapons officer.
 
   “Captain,” the first officer spoke up. “We have damage reports aft. We can not contact anyone rear of cargo deck two,” he said, and paused as he listened to his intercom feed. “We are venting atmosphere.”
 
   “Respond in Ullumff. Tell them we are traders looking for the lunar base because our navigation controls are out. Tell them we have too much damage to safely allow boarders. Tell them we thought they were pirates,” UmUff ordered.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Captain Xu listened to explanation from Commander Shuler. Shuler was the only one on board that had taken the Ullumff language training. “Does he think we fell off a load of pumpkins? Commander?” Captain Xu said.
 
   “Sir, we have another vessel headed this way – fast. It is hailing the alien ship. Sir – it is Captain UmBllatt’s ship,” said the tactical officer.
 
   “What now?” Xu said. “What’s it saying?” he asked.
 
   Commander Shuler touched his eartab and said, “You won’t believe this sir, but UmBllatt is telling the other ship and calling it’s commander by name – sir, he is saying it is his brother...a Captain UmUff. He’s hailing us now. Let me put him on speaker,” Shuler said.
 
   “Earth ship. Please back off. I will handle my brother. Please. Famlee,” UmBllatt said in Trade with the last two words in English.
 
   Shuler raised his eyebrows...up to Captain Xu now.
 
   “Helm. Back us off a couple of klicks. Shields on max,” Xu ordered.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   The smell of fear was fading on Captain UmUff’s bridge. His brother had always rescued him. He had warned him that his trip might interfere with trade with Earth – a supreme threat to a Master Trader. His brother had been a Master Trader too long. We will get out of this now. Brother – we will still make trades. “Drop shields. My brother is coming,” UmUff said and sighed just like a human would in a similar situation.
 
    
 
   Captain UmBllatt stopped his ship a few klicks off the flank of his brother’s ship. A sweet, syrupy smell began to fill the bridge. The other officers on the bridge knew what this meant and the smell permeated the room. He raised his arm and let out a small grunt.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   “Captain,” Commander Shuler said in shock. “UmBllatt’s ship has just fired...fired everything...” but before Captain Xu could order a response, he said, “ Sir. Not at us. He fired on his brother’s ship and is continuing fire...sir. It’s gone. There isn’t even much wreckage,” Shuler paused. “UmBllatt is leaving sir.” Shuler looked shaken. “He’s contacting us again.”
 
   “Why?” Captain Xu asked and that one word had many questions wrapped up in it.
 
   “Sir, let me put it back on speaker,” Shuler said.
 
   “Famlee take care famlee. There will be more incidents like this until you open other trading ports. One trade station is not enough. Your fault,” UmBllatt said and signed off.
 
   “Our fault...” Captain Xu said and shook his head. “We better remember that motivations are not human ones...” Xu said and there were nods in agreement around his bridge. “Helm. Back to the lunar base.”
 
   “Aye, sir. Back to lunar base,” said the helmsman.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   The sweet smell of profound sorrow was being rapidly replaced with the acrid smell of excitement. The first officer turned to Captain UmBllatt waiting to be enlightened. 
 
   The Captain decided to share his thoughts with the crew. They had done a good job. “My brother would never learn and he was endangering our trade,” UmBllatt said. “This will help us. We will spread this tale and fewer others will try to get around the lunar trading base. It will make us stronger in oculars of Earthers. The Earthers will have good tale to tell politicians. More trading posts will be more likely on our next trip. We will be in a strong position on all trade in this sector. Earthers will avoid our routes except on a couple of planets in this sector where I directed them. I did not tell them the danger on some they are going to visit. They will learn or they will not survive. Good way for them to learn. This has been a fortunate event for us.” Captain UmBllatt finished and the acrid smell of excitement was growing as the ship rapidly moved away from Earth. A good event, the Captain thought.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   General Kyger was astounded by the news from the Odin. “They did what? Destroyed his brother’s ship and said it was our fault! How did they come up with that rationale?” Brad paused. “How did the ship perform? We couldn’t get a good read from here. There was weapons fire on you? Good. Good. I’ll tell them. Kyger. Over and out,” he said and turned toward the room. “The interloper fired on our ship with a strong molecular disruptor and a fairly powerful laser. We had no damage. Their fire barely added any charge to the power core on Odin. Their ship was damaged by our first shot and UmBllatt’s ship totally destroyed all trace of the ship when they dropped what was left of their shields. Doctor Schroeder...Doctor Fredrickson. Good work on your shield system. Progress on the individual ones.”
 
   Joel spoke up...as he was wont to do on most occasions...”We’ve upgraded the powered suits with disruptor shields. Get someone to shoot you if you are running low on power. Their shots will recharge your power core. We are using the electrostatic, powered cloth that is designed to contract like muscles to give us added strength and the quantum entanglement armor that should be proof against all energy weapons. We now have a surface, nanotech camouflage system. It shows what is on the opposite side of the suit. It works okay but there’s a bit of latency when it’s moving. We had a hard time blending potential background when one suit occludes the one behind it. It would not be good to show the outline of the guy behind you so we had to smarten the suit. The MemDexs we have now are plenty capable of that feat. Of course, we still have the hardened field units integrated into the battle suits so they can fly as well as your old suits,” he quickly stopped and turned toward Susan. “...They have lots better control now and are a lot more stable.”
 
   It was obvious he would have kept explaining so Brad cut him off, “Thank you for the diatribe, Joel. A simple – we’ve got the battle suits almost up to snuff...would have sufficed. Will we have enough – soon enough...that’s what I want to know,” Brad Kyger asked.
 
   “Yes, General,” a chastised Joel responded.
 
   “Thanks, Joel,” Brad said with a grin. “Andrew. What do you think about UmBllatt’s little display?”
 
   “I think he’s not human and he is totally motivated by profit...killing your own brother and a lot of your own species to secure a trade route. That trade manual he left is a gold mine of information and that is what it is all about. I’ve spent a few accelerated hours with it. I recommend everyone read it before we leave. It’ll give a lot of insight. I’ve also had some thought about our route. I think UmBllatt downplayed the threats and some of the potential for trade. We will learn a lot if we survive. May I talk with you? Brad...privately? Tod...you too,” Andrew said.
 
   Both nodded and they walked away from the rest toward Brad’s stateroom.
 
   Tod and Brad sat down in the comfortable stateroom and Andrew finally let them know what was on his mind. “I’m worried about Eugene Bradley Philips,” Andrew said and Tod started to speak up but Andrew cut him off. “He’s implicated in this incursion business. He’s launched drones and reviewing the sensor files...that ship we just destroyed knew our patrol schedule and a lot about our security. I think Phillips has a drone swapping our security information for something. He’s planted at least one mole in the Enclosure. I hate going away and leaving him rooting around without accountability.”
 
   Brad leaned forward and ran a hand through his short hair. “We have some people targeting him. He may have a hand in your new biogerontologists. Doctor Demi Harrison has had some unusual money transfers just before taking the job in the Enclosure.”
 
   “That’s interesting. I wondered why she was so eager to burn her life in a time accelerated research project. Getting paid from two sources would make the prospect a lot more palatable I guess,” Andrew said.
 
   “Oh. She’s not burning up anything. She rarely goes in there. She has her assistants come out regularly and report to her. Her assistants are aging thirty times faster than her but she still directs the program every week or so of their time. She has gone in a few times but only stayed a few days and came out as quickly as she could. She is trying to arrest aging,” Brad said.
 
   “Slow it down you mean?” Tod asked.
 
   “No,” Brad said. “She’s already made a fortune making products that slow down aging. She manufactures them and charges exorbitant rates so only the wealthy can afford them. She, like Phillips, wants to keep that money for a long time. She wants to stop aging, reverse it somewhat.”
 
   “That line of research would be as disruptive as our new power sources have been...maybe more so. It will only be the richest or most ruthless that get the treatments,” Tod paused, looking contemplative and then said, “We had better perfect this star travel while we still can. We need to disburse humanity so we’ll have a chance at survival. There’s never been a good way to stuff the genie back in the bottle. I’m afraid UmBllatt was right about us needing multiple trading posts too. The sooner the better...”
 
   They all sat saying nothing more for a long time. Brad said, ”Tod, see what you can do about upgrading Andrew’s ship...the Junior,” he smiled at the silly name. They had considered another military ship but this was the only privately financed one...primarily from consulting over the power supplies and stressed space fields. “I’ll talk with Lieutenant General Sykes. He’s heading up the investigation on Earth. I need to fill him in more in any event. See you in three hours normal. Get a good night’s sleep and not in normal time – too much to do.”
 
   They nodded and left quietly in a contemplative mood.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 Comm Entanglement
 
    
 
   Andrew was still upset about Phillips and what he might do while they were gone. Sykes plan to set up a quantum entanglement code for every Earth ship definitely made sense. You could query Earth in real time about a ship and the other ship could do the same. Unfortunately, you could not get the transponder code from the other ship directly unless you had entangled pairs of photons to begin with...at least, we couldn’t right now. It was also inordinately hard to tap into the communications and you could have communications in real time though with very low bandwidth currently. You could communicate but you couldn’t send audio or video – yet. The communications system and the transponder was one of the first things added to the newly rechristened Odin Junior – Earth’s first interstellar vessel.
 
   The supplies and trade goods were being harnessed securely in the cargo bays, as were spare parts for both ships. All that could was to be stored in the enormous cargo holds of the Odin. They would have to trade away a huge array of goods just to make room for new goods. There were ingots of iron and copper and some gold and silver. There was brass and many chemicals. Several whole sections were reserved for food stocks. There was also an enormous number of intellectual property files to trade. They could print vast quantities of materials from computer files and bind them into pamphlets or books on Riz. That took up the least space but might turn out to be the most valuable. They also had catalogs that could be printed on demand in any configuration also. All crew were required to study copies of the trader’s manual, star charts, and all officers were to undertake using the sector history cylinders. All crew were required to learn Trade and use it when on duty. This soon evolved into some melding of the Trade and English so more concepts could be incorporated.
 
   The crew of the Odin had been given the new battle armor and was practicing in a variety of environments from the weightless vacuum of space to a 2.5 gravity simulation. They practiced in simulated rain, hail, lightning, dust and water. They practiced in sub-zero almost up to the melting temperature of lead (327.5 degrees C). They practiced with high power lasers, molecular disruptors, kinetic weapons (M25Ds, M806 .50, and the venerable M4-Ds using cased telescoped ammo), and stunners (ultraviolet lasers that would ionize atmosphere and carry a high voltage charge on two paths to temporarily paralyze muscles). They even had a few small hand weapons. The Earth Regulatory Force ground troops (Airborne troops?) also practiced with knives and swords (the weirder the better), staffs, bolos, throwing stars. They had to learn to make explosives from household chemicals and survive in the wild (or as wild as places on earth get). They would rest by learning different alien languages.
 
   Andrew’s ship got battle armor lite suits without the camouflage aspects and with lighter armor and articulated strength. They were quite stunning looking and kept the gold tinted faceplates. A massive new cargo section and workout area was added to the junior and additional weaponry and shielding was added.
 
   Andrew’s old crew was having lunch with the new medical staff assigned to the Odin Junior. The medical bay had been enlarged and refurbished but it was nothing compared to the size and sophistication of the Odin’s two medical facilities. “What can’t we do that they can do on the Odin?” Andrew asked Dr. Patel – the new surgeon and chief medical officer aboard the Junior. She ran her team like a football coach and they snapped when she told them to snap.
 
   “Captain,” she said. “We can’t do the biological or chemical assessments they can on the Odin. Well – actually we could – just not nearly as fast. They have room for better bioreactors to create new medicines or vaccines. They have more MRIs and other imaging and simulation capabilities. We can do the same surgeries though they have more sophisticated microsurgery facilities. Ours aren’t as extensive. We can do most of what they can do but not as much of it. Of course, we have the better doctors,” she said with a grin.
 
   Fran spoke up. “Doc, I looked at some of your research on waste treatment for your synthesist degree and where you did your residency at the All India Institute in Delhi. Would you and staff look at our waste recycling and plasma arc waste disposal system? We have to generate our own water and deuterium if we have to produce or own atmosphere for years. It’s not like we can just bottle what we need.”
 
   “Will do...Joey, Khalid, Hui...Let’s do this...Captain. If you’ll excuse us,” she said and the group headed off to brainstorm environmental systems.
 
    
 
   Andrew met with Tod and General Kyger. They felt like they had to call him General whenever he was in uniform and after he had talked with Sykes on Earth...he was in a foul mood.
 
   “What’s up? Finances again or do you need to bring us more rousing speeches from your boss?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Nothing so nice,” Brad said as he poured some iced tea in a glass after offering the men some and put the cool glass against his forehead. I have word that there are legal proceedings trying to put a halt on our operations.”
 
   “Here at the base?” Tod asked.
 
   “Hell no...” Brad said fuming. “Corporate lawyers intend to shut down the entire Earth Regulatory Force...the World Government Council is being pressured by special interests to shut it all down. They say government transponder regulations are too invasive and a single trading base is interfering with free trade...too many regulations – too many attempts to cut into expanding business. Besides...you are involved in this too. There are accusations that the power source designs you put out over the Net were stolen from a corporate energy research facility near Arizona...a facility run by one Eugene Bradley Phillips. He says he has patents covering these devices. He said he sponsored your research and you were working for him on everything your team developed later. He is also saying – How can we let a thief be the sole representative of Earth?”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. We can prove we got the information originally from Rett...when he first came to Earth,” Andrew said.
 
   “So now you’ll bring in the only alien on Earth as your character witness to explain how you stole the technology from him. It would be a long, drawn-out battle,” Kyger explained.
 
   “What’s he after?” Tod asked.
 
   “Now that is the right question,” Brad said thoughtfully. “I think he wants to be put in control of all the new technology. It fits with his probable corruption of the anti-aging research. Sykes says that Phillips knows all about the battle armor and the flying belts and since that is a spin-off of research while you were working for him – it’s a work for hire situation and he owns it.”
 
   “That’s nuts. I have a non-disclosure we made him sign when we first demoed the first power generator. Weren't you the one pushing everyone to open multiple trading sites? Everyone would have to listen to you wouldn’t they?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I haven’t told you everything yet. Phillips wants Rett turned over to a responsible research agency and not some hodge podge of research in isolation. Phillips wants control of Rett and the Enclosure,” Brad said still boiling mad.
 
   “You can straighten this out General,” Andrew said and Brad got visibly quieter and the anger faded out of his eyes. His face turned, emotionally, stone cold. Andrew hadn’t seen him like this and Brad looked downright scary.
 
   “Phillips has concocted some story that we ambushed a recent trader trying to establish friendly relations. He says we destroyed his ship, under my orders and I had sought no higher authority. He portrays me as a ruthless, ambitious murderer. Phillips is wrangling to get me subpoenaed next Monday to testify prior to a court-martial. Gentlemen. I think I have a solution but it all depends on the next 24 hours. I’m going to contact Lieutenant General Sykes. Tod. You will put the base under the highest time differential field that you can. I know you did a smaller one at 60 times normal. Set it up with your immediate staff first. We have to leave in 24 normal hours,” the General said calmly.
 
   Andrew and Tod just looked at him and he was radiating confidence. “Leave for where in 24 hours?” they asked.
 
   “I think Sirius was our first stop wasn’t it,” he said and their jaws dropped open.
 
   “But they’ll call us back and we can’t get ready in a day,” Andrew said.
 
   General Kyger knew they’d put it all together shortly. “This will work out fine. Use any resources you need and the base is on communications lockdown with imprisonment for anyone who tries to violate the order. We can get a month of prep time if we can keep this quiet for 24 hours normal. All hell will break loose after that but it won’t matter and it will be all cleared up by the time we get back.”
 
   “How will you do that?” Tod asked. He was skeptical but knew Brad was sharp. He trusted his judgment and it seemed – so did Andrew. They left to dive into it.
 
   Brad contacted General Sykes and there was a conversation, heated at a couple of points and then a chuckle from Sykes. 
 
   “We are both going to rot in hell even if we get away with this...” Sykes said.
 
   Brad was thinking of the old adage that its better reign in hell than to serve in heaven wasn’t quite apropos for this plan...it better to be carried by six than judged by twelve...damn that’s backwards...ah... Ho Shih commenting on Sun Tzu explains it well: "When the enemy has made a plan of attack against us, we must anticipate him by delivering our own attack first." Damn a bunch of whining, defensive moves. Brad called his aide, Lieutenant Atassi and Captain Xu of the Odin. Odin was also called the Norse God of War among other things. Appropriate.
 
    
 
   
 
  



The Shuttles
 
    
 
   The new smelling shuttle, Albert landed softly, next to the Enclosure. A lone woman in civilian dress got out and confirmed her position. She walked into the Enclosure showing the proper credentials to the guards and automated devices. She walked swiftly to building A110. She entered the appropriate codes and passed within. The layout wasn’t like the diagram and she had to open three doors before she knew she was in the right lab.
 
   “Rett, I require your attention,” she said in Tros.
 
   The alien, Rett, swiveled his ears toward this female human. “What do you want? Why do you disturb my work?”
 
   “Susan and CaptainAndrewWilliams require you to come with me right now,” she said in the way Captain Williams had had her practice. She didn’t see the sense of it but smiled as big as she could at the gray being. “My name is Joey Hernandez,” said the petite brunette a strong stance and ready to fight. She had years of sparring experience but she knew from Susan’s coaching that these beings could be beaten if you knew where to hit – she did have a stun gun.
 
   Rett was repulsed by the being with utters telling him her name...disgusting...but they don’t know better – still. He was considering trying to smash her against the wall and calling for help when she smiled. Barring those fangs – colleagues – what I put up with...”Where are we going?”
 
   “Bellatrix,” she said.
 
   Rett knew the human name for the star because Andrew had promised to take him there. It is time, he thought and quickly scanned the room, took a black fabric bag off the desk and placed a few items in it. He then picked up a heavy-looking, larger bag and started walking toward the door without saying anything.
 
   He followed the human as they walked toward a large maintenance port of the enclosure wall. She reached into her pocket, pulled out a small device, held it against the maintenance door control and turned it on.
 
   “Stand close to me,” she said. “This only works once,” she said hoping that it would work. She was beginning to doubt it when she heard a soft – snick and the door popped open an inch. She pulled it wide and it was barely large enough to let Rett crawl through on hands and knees?
 
   “I do not want to crawl,” Rett said. “I want humans to show me the respect I deserve and I am not doing it by crawling.”
 
   “I will show you how much respect you deserve after I kick your old gray ass through that opening. Move it,” she grinned widely and pulled the stun gun out of her boot.
 
   Rett heard the weapon hum and he felt a stinging shock to his rear.
 
   Hernandez smiled. “That is lowest setting. Should I set your show of respect higher,” she said.
 
   Rett tossed the bags through the opening and scampered through -- pretty damn well for a friggin’ rhino, Hernandez thought.
 
   They walked about 60 meters and then Hernandez’s MemDex vibrated. She walked forward as a rectangular opening appeared. Rett saw six large beings in some sort of battle armor and wasn’t so sure of his decision to follow this human out of the Enclosure. The beings were large as Rett and their dull black armor looked quite...quite practical.
 
   Hernandez said, “Sit down.”
 
   When Rett didn’t immediately comply, Hernandez nodded to one of the suited figures and the being reached out with blinding speed and pulled him to a seated position. The being’s grip was crushing. Rett did not feel comforted. 
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   The Victoria shuttle, of the Albert and Victoria pair from the Odin, hovered in the woods outside the large mansion. The nanotech camouflage on the surface of the craft showed only trees. The rear door dropped briefly and six commandos in nanotech-camouflaged armor flew out of the craft. They flew toward the residence and hovered near the second story patio and the door suddenly opened...seemingly of its own accord. 
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips was scanning summaries from his lawyers when his patio door blew open and he was in the process of getting up to shut it when he saw a blur and felt a sting in his neck. A light was turned on in his bathroom and the door was closed. The unconscious form of Phillips was draped with a fabric meta-material and the doors to the patio were pulled shut.
 
   The door to Phillips room opened and Ramon, his aide stepped in very quietly. Ramon noticed the light on in the bathroom and considered that since Phillips was ninety – he’d need to go a lot. He certainly did at 75. He quietly backed out and looked forward to his day off the next day.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Susan came up to Andrew and put her arms around him. She pulled him close, and he leaned back in her arms looking at her questioningly. “What’s up?” he asked.
 
   “You’re an interesting guy,” she said with a huge smile and laid her head on his shoulder.
 
   “What’s this about?” he asked.
 
   “I never thought I’d be doing all this when I first joined the synthesist team in Arizona. It’s been a wild ride,” she said grinning.
 
   “Well, I find you just as exciting as when you’d visit me in my room at U of A. This isn’t what I pictured for myself in middle age either. Now we’re kidnapping corporate execs and planning an interstellar expedition while carrying an alien back home,” he replied while looking down into her eyes. They kissed passionately in the way both appreciated after years of marriage. Andrew felt his desire and love for this woman. “I’m glad we can go together.”
 
   “I’m scared, Andrew. What will we do when we get back? What about Phillips? He’s being kept in a time normal segment. He just woke from sedation and it’s been ten days for us but only six hours for him. We can’t do that when we’re traveling. He’ll have to experience the entire six months if he goes with us. We can’t leave him here can we,” she said. “I’m scared.”
 
   “You scared? The first human to meet an extraterrestrial is scared,” he smiled down at her. “I bet you’re excited too.”
 
   “Of course,” she admitted. “I’m excited too. It is all so much to think about.”
 
   “We leave in four days – just 5 hours normal,” he said. “We’re going to be fine. This will all work out and it’ll be fun,” Andrew said and laughed. “What will our kids say about all this?” 
 
   Susan shoved him. “No fair. Okay. I’m distracted. Kids?” she said. “You never said you wanted children.”
 
   “How about a couple when we get back?” he said. “Prisons are pretty liberal about conjugal visits these days. I’m sure that won’t change by the time we get back.”
 
   She laughed in spite of her tension. “Okay. I’m distracted but I plan to practice while we’re away.”
 
   “Deal,” he said and pulled her close for another passionate kiss.
 
    
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips wasn’t used to being treated like this. He was being marched to meet someone. The three LARGE soldiers escorted him down the brightly lit corridor...one in front and two behind. With a physical appearance of 65 but a chronological age of 90, he wasn’t about to tempt fate. His lawyers would have him out of this in no time. No one could do this to him. They marched him into a room and two stayed outside. The soldier in the room indicated a chair and he sat down in the modestly appointed room. The chair was comfortable and he put on his air of barely tolerant impatience. It was almost an hour before another soldier came in -- General Brad Kyger. Well – well – Phillips thought... I’ll have this guy’s guts for garters. 
 
   Phillips started to demand...General Brad Kyger swung his open palm mightily and slapped Phillips completely out of his chair. “Shut up. Don’t say a word. You make decisions every day. Go with us and give me some reason every day to keep you alive or not. I have no qualms, at all, of tossing you out into space without a suit. Give me one reason and I’ll do it in a heartbeat.” Phillips clouded up and started to...Kyger slapped him again...hard. “I don’t want to hear how we can’t do this to you. We are interfering with your trade. You have been studying the wrong law. You demand the intellectual property rights for the power supplies YOUR corporations invented...right. Those students never worked for you. You have communicated with aliens in violation of the ES treaty signed April 11th – three and a half years ago, I believe. Now. I ask you. Why should I keep you alive today?”
 
   Phillips had fabricated a case against this man being a megalomaniac and there may have been truth to the report. Phillips was looking around the room for something he could use as a weapon. He looked to the uniformed officer standing at rest near the door...no support there. The man looked interested, alert and dangerous...nothing more...no compassion...no sense of outrage.
 
   “You wanted access to new technologies, Phillips. We gave you some. You have hundreds of nanotech implants that should be nestled in your medulla right now. One frequency – one tone and they dissolve the nerves controlling respiration. You will just die like a fish out of water with no marks. Then they dissolve themselves and are undetectable.  We would put a miniature MemDex on you, more new tech, firmly attached to your wrist -- monitors everything you say and gives no access to anything I don’t allow. I’m waiting and I have a busy schedule,” Brad said with no compassion for this man at all.
 
   “I can tell you were we’ve sent drones to contact aliens wishing to trade with Earth,” Phillips said, shaken by physical violence he had often ordered but never experienced.
 
   “I know where they are and we will remove them shortly,” Brad said and nodded for the escort to...
 
   “I will tell you who we contacted and what they traded,” he said wanting to gain concessions so he could figure out a way to escape.
 
   “Yes you will, Eugene. The Chief will take you to a comfortable room and feed you and I will have Dr. Desiree Bardeen listen to you. You remember her don’t you? She’s Dr. Schroeder’s wife. I believe you know she questioned some of your employees a few years ago – used a lamp cord I think. I wonder if she remembers about all the people you sent to kill us all so you could steal that technology.”
 
   “You will tell her everything and anything she asks or... I understand repeated loss of oxygen will destroy your mind. Once you tell us everything we will see about letting you live the next day. 
 
   “What’s to keep you from killing me after I talk...no deal. Nanotech Kyger. I know everything you are doing here and at the Enclosure. You haven’t put anything in me...cutting off my oxygen with Nannites – what a lame excuse for a threat. Nannites...come on,” Phillips said getting up from the floor.
 
   General Kyger nodded. “Chief, if you’d do the honors – not too long or intense...” Brad said sitting comfortably with both arms on the padded leather chair.
 
   The Chief stepped out of the door and suddenly Phillips felt like the air was being crushed out of his lungs. He was gulping for air and could hardly breathe. He fell down on his hands and knees and he couldn’t catch his breath. He waved one hand feebly at General Kyger who sat perfectly still in the chair – just looking at Phillips. Kyger didn’t order them to stop or do anything but look. The older soldier came back into the room and suddenly Phillips could breathe again. He was gulping air. General Brad Kyger just sat there watching him recover. 
 
   When he could talk again, Phillips said, “I’m not going to tell you anything. You might as well kill me now.”
 
   General Kyger turned to the soldier by the door. “Just take the shuttle and send his body toward the sun. Drop him out the airlock conscious if you can – unconscious if he gives you any trouble.”
 
   “Out the airlock and body toward the sun. Yes sir,” the soldier said and grabbed Phillips suddenly sagging body because his knees were weak.
 
   “Wait...wait...you can’t do this...Brad...I can be helpful. I’ll tell Desiree everything. I’m a great negotiator. I am good at predicting impacts of new technology and I’m good at planning new ventures and trading. Don’t do this,” Phillips pleaded.
 
   The soldier was pulling Phillips along since he was trying to hold on to chairs, the wall, and the door frame. If it hadn’t been so pathetic, it would have been amusing. It was like taking a big dog to a bath with the vet. 
 
   General Kyger ordered, “Belay that order, Chief. It is my standing order that you will complete that order if he is anything but cooperative in any way while he is on this ship. Get him some broth to drink now. Take him to Doc Bardeen. Leave a guard and install his wrist MemDex. Take him to dinner and assign him quarters and issue him clothes if Dr. Bardeen says he has been fully cooperative.”
 
   “Dump him out in vacuum if he is ever uncooperative. Have him questioned by Dr. Bardeen...Broth...MemDex...Food, quarters and clothing if he’s cooperative. Yes sir,” the soldier said and marched Phillips off.
 
   Atassi came into Brad’s office from a side room where he had been monitoring. 
 
   “Tough old bastard, isn’t he?” Atassi said. “I thought turning up the gravity and evacuating the air was a good demo. Would you really have him tossed out the airlock?”
 
   Brad sat there a minute looking at the young officer. “Let me set this straight for you. Yes. I still will toss him out if he’s uncooperative in any way. He is tough and smart. He put Earth in jeopardy with his actions and he violated the ES Treaty but he may still be valuable. I have the authority from the Confederation to summarily execute anyone that violates the treaty. We have the power and authority to quarantine or depopulate a world under certain conditions. Everyone out there,” he indicated away from Earth. “They’re not all nice. They aren’t human. They don’t think or act like humans. UmBllatt killed his brother and a whole crew because he was interfering in his brother’s trade. I will still toss him out unless he does a 180 degree shift in his thinking. He can be charming as many sociopaths are. I am currently keeping him alive because he has information and skills and may only be a borderline sociopath. Be careful with him. Watch him and realize he is a huge threat. You stop him if he even looks like he is suborning anyone.”
 
   Atassi was rocked by these revelations. He realized Kyger was way smart and competent, but he had never really realized how his boss’s mind worked. The insight was illuminating to say the least. He didn’t feel as much empathy for Phillips any more...dangerous but possibly useful. Don’t leave your rear undefended...Sun Tzu...smart. “Shall I send in Rett now? He has asked to see you more than once.”
 
   Brad nodded and hoped this young officer would realize how much of a threat Phillips had represented if left on Earth with them gone. Phillips had been the linchpin of the operations against the Earth Regulatory Force.  Brad stood up as Rett walked in and sat down on a large padded stool or ottoman without asking for permission. Brad went to a small refrigerator and pulled out two bottles of grape juice. He handed one to Rett and unscrewed the cap on one for himself. Brad knew that grape juice was Rett’s favorite beverage.
 
   Rett took a large swallow, made a humming sound that would be a satisfied ah-h-h with a human and said, “You did not give me payment. I have worked with humans for many of your years and now I have no lab, no computer access and no gain. You will abandon me at Bellatrix...with no way to travel.”
 
   “We will take you to Bellatrix but we have several stops to make first. You have discussed this with CaptainandrewWilliams,” Brad said in Tros – one of the three alien languages he could speak.
 
   “We have discussed it. How will you repay me?” Rett asked.
 
   “We are setting up your quarters like you prefer – it will take us another day to do so. We are preparing a lab for you next to your room. Let me know what trade materials you want as payment. You will have enough trade materials from us to buy passage or we will get you the materials you need to build your own ship. Our shuttles use your ship design as a start. We have added more capabilities as you saw when they picked you up,” Brad said.
 
   “I will need the lab near a cargo bay so I can build my own ship. I will need materials, trade goods, basic weapons and a large supply of grape juice,” Rett said.
 
   “Agreed,” General Kyger said and then turned to Atassi who had stayed quietly near the entrance. “Did you get all that?” Brad asked.
 
   “Yes sir. I speak Tros,” Atassi said and he had to rush to catch up with the departing alien. “We’ll have to move his quarters to accommodate the ship building effort. On it sir.”
 
   Rett got up and left. Brad would never get used to the way the Tros and Ullumff often leave – without a word – like an alley cat.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Preparations to leave had reached a crescendo, days before, and all was in readiness. Brad met with Desiree and she enjoyed the 3D view of the beach that had been put up along the wall of the observation deck. They had finally put up some of the window displays they had been trading away and they were pretty impressive. It looked like there was a row of windows overlooking a real beach on the Gulf Coast.
 
   Desiree was enjoying a strong cup of Darjeeling tea when Brad came in and sat down. 
 
   “Smells good,” he said and motioned to the steward to bring another of the same. “So. How did Phillips do?”
 
   “Whew,” she said. “You were so right. He was...is...much too dangerous and devious to leave on Earth. I think your idea about throwing him out the airlock might do the human race a service though. I haven’t told anyone else yet. Here’s the transcript,” she said and touched MemDexs together to transfer files. “It’s volumes. He talked for hours. I’d admire the bastard if he weren’t so scary. Did you feel that for him too?”
 
   “Yes. He may prove useful. He has put lives in jeopardy. Can you summarize for me?”
 
   “He has two large drones near the orbit of Jupiter. He’s been feeding alien crews schedule information and collecting rare metals from them as payment. There have been a few contacts – the latest was UmBllatt’s brother, UmUff. There were two others, all Ullumff – probably relatives. Still don’t know how he contacted them but I’ll dig that out. He tried to have us killed early on – then decided he’d just plant moles to ferret out information. We know about the one in the Enclosure but there are three others there besides. There is one here but he says he doesn’t know who it is because he was obtained through a cutout,” she said – exasperated by the admission of failure on that point. “I certainly don’t want another snake with us.”
 
   “There is always that risk. Untrustworthy people are likes weeds – they pop up unannounced. We shouldn’t be surprised when they are around,” General Kyger said. “What else was he up to?”
 
   “He suborned several World Council members and detailed how he tricked them into financial or sexual dalliances. Pretty creative there but that is like low hanging fruit in politics. He has done the same with some of the judges of the courts he has been approaching with these potential injunctions. He controls the anti-aging research team we just hired at the Enclosure. He’s detailed a lot of actions to secure our technology and sell it to unaligned nations,” she said.
 
   “Do you think he’s worth keeping around? I’m serious about out the airlock and I guess he finally realized I wasn’t bluffing.”
 
   Desiree paused, finished the last of her tea and gently wiped her mouth. “He knows a lot about setting up production. He is incredibly knowledgeable though he only has a business undergraduate degree. Don’t judge him by that – he has taken Tros and Trade and knows a lot from the original manuals we obtained when we signed the treaty. What now?” she asked.
 
   “Thanks with this...have you talked it over with Tod or Andrew?”
 
   “I confirmed to Tod that Phillips had hired people to have us killed but haven’t told him more. Men are such babies in some areas. I remember those men he sent to kill us years ago and I, for one, will never trust or forgive him. I will not lose a wink of sleep if we have to toss him...so I don’t plan to tell them more than I have to...” she said.
 
   “Did anyone visit or try to visit Phillips after he was brought on board?” Brad asked. “Did you put the recording MemDex on him?”
 
   “First thing, it’s also built into the ID card tag we gave him. It recorded the whole interview,” Desiree said. “Oh. Captain Xu came by just as we finished. He went with Phillip’s escort on the way to his quarters.”
 
   Brad sighed heavily. “Thanks Desiree. I wasn’t about to let one man threaten Earth’s future because he wants more power – legal or not. Some people have distorted views on how to survive as a species. We have some rough times ahead and we better get out there and face it before it all comes to Earth. I’ll send this to Sykes and he can work on it from his end. This should save him miles of legwork. Unknotting a cord is easier to do if you can see the knots. Thanks again,” he said and got up as she left the table. He called his aide to join him and Atassi was there in a couple of minutes. “Lieutenant, I want all communications screened by you personally. No one is allowed to contact friends or relatives and I want all attempts investigated.”
 
   “Communications screened by me. All attempts investigated. Yes sir. Should I inform higher authority on the Odin or surreptitiously?” Atassi asked.
 
   “No need for all that I think. Let Commander Shuler in on it, tell him why. I sent you Phillip’s transcript. Study it. He’s admitted planning several murders, blackmail – you name it. No communication from this ship or base, at all, except to General Sykes until further orders from me – not even the Captain. I’m planning to meet with Captain Xu now and get him up to speed.”
 
   “No communication from base or ship to anyone other than Sykes. Understood,” Atassi said. The general indicated he was dismissed – so he saluted and got out of there fast. This was getting deep...admitting murders...humm...Phillips was not a nice guy.
 
   Captain Xu appeared a few minutes later a little out of breath and in a huff. “Sir, you sent for me?”
 
   “Captain, would you step over here please?” General Kyger walked over to a small conference room off the observation deck and turned on the security scrambler. Brad sat down but Captain Xu remained standing.
 
   “May I speak freely sir?” Xu said.
 
   Brad indicated to go for it.
 
   “You’ve been undermining my command since you got here. There is only one Captain on a ship and you haven’t been keeping me informed. I just now get a summons right when we are getting ready to get under weigh. Then I find out you’ve restricted all communications – even mine. I was not allowed to communicate with my family before I left. I won’t have it,” he said.
 
   “Is that it? Let me explain something. I am also Admiral Kyger. I don’t have time to inform you of everything. I summoned you here to get you up to speed.  Are you saying you wish to be relieved of command?” Brad said and before the Captain could close his mouth, he continued. “Are you saying you question my orders or I have to seek your approval before I issue any orders?”
 
   “No sir but...” Captain Xu said. 
 
   “There is one, maybe more, traitors on this ship. They intend to stop us or get us to delay so Phillip’s people can disband the Regulatory Force and take over trade themselves. I don’t intend to let that happen. I’m sorry I didn’t have the luxury of getting your input first. Will you follow my orders without reservation?” General Kyger asked.
 
   “Sir, you ordered some of my crew and my shuttle to kidnap a civilian and then, from all reports, you tortured a confession out of a highly influential business man. I won’t stand...” Captain Xu said.
 
   Brad Kyger stood up. “You will not stand for...that’s it. I was bringing you in here to brief you on what was happening and my reasoning.” Brad keyed his MemDex.
 
   Two minutes later, Commander Shuler, Lieutenant Commander Watanabe, Lieutenant Atassi, Master Chief Mayerchak and two ratings came running to the door and stood just outside as Captain Xu stood there fuming.  
 
   “Master Chief. Were your people the ones escorting Phillips to his quarters after talking with Dr. Bardeen?” Kyger asked.
 
   “Yes sir,” the Chief answered.
 
   “Did Mister Phillips have a conversation with anyone after speaking with Doctor Bardeen?”
 
   “Just Captain Xu sir,” the chief answered.
 
   “Did that seem unusual? Could you hear what they said?” Brad asked.
 
   “Sir, he is the Captain. They just talked a few seconds. No sir. We couldn’t hear what they said,” the Chief answered.
 
   “Why was that Chief? Weren’t you close enough?” Brad asked.
 
   “Sir, the Captain asked us to give him a second alone with him to calm him down. He said Phillips wasn’t going to attack anyone. He said the guy was 90 – what was he going to do?”
 
   “Thank you, Chief. Please give a statement to that effect to Lieutenant Atassi later today,” Brad said and didn’t give him time to acknowledge the order but turned to Commander Shuler.
 
   “Commander Shuler, who am I?” Brad asked.
 
   “General Brad Kyger, sir?” Shuler said with trepidation. What had happened? What was going on? He thought...Lord. Xu looks pissed off.
 
   “Lieutenant Atassi, my naval rank and assignment in the Regulatory Force?” 
 
   Atassi thought he had guessed what was coming. Xu must have really screwed up, he thought. “Rear Admiral Bradley Kyger, sir. You are in charge of all Earth ships and in command of all ships outside of geostationary orbit.”
 
   “Captain Xu is relieved of command and is under arrest. He is temporarily to be quartered at the lunar base until his new assignment is confirmed. He is to be kept incommunicado. Make sure you study a copy of Phillip’s transcript. Commander Shuler,” Kyger said addressing Shuler directly. “You are now, acting Captain of the Odin until I can make it permanent,” Brad turned to the others. “Chief, have your people escort Captain Xu to the brig at the base. I want him off this ship in five minutes.” 
 
   Captain Xu had turned beet red. He looked like he was about to explode. This man couldn’t do this to him. He had traded a cozy position on a real US Naval Cruiser three years before for this...this. He was not going to be treated this way. “You cannot get away with this Kyger. I have friends. I have friends in high places. Do you think that just anybody could get this job? I’ll have your job as...”
 
   “Chief, if he says one more word to anyone – I want him sedated and carried to the brig at the station. Escort him to the brig immediately. Have someone gather his things and get them off this ship.”
 
   “Captain Xu, you are formally relieved of all command. The charge is treason. Chief, place him in the brig on the station. He is not allowed to contact anyone until authorized by General Sykes.”
 
   “Carried to the brig and sedated if he says another word...Escorted to the brig. Belongings sent to the station. No communication until authorized by General Sykes. Aye sir,” he said to Admiral Kyger. 
 
   “Captain...if you’d come this way sir,” the Chief said to the jaw-clamped Captain Xu.
 
   “Acting Captain Shuler,” Brad ordered. “Come with me to communications. We have a lengthy report for Lieutenant General Sykes. Atassi, get me a copy of all communications Mister Phillips has had since leaving Dr. Bardeen.”
 
    
 
   Shuler and Kyger went to communications. Kyger ordered the two crewmen there to get General Sykes on the horn, and then wait outside. Shuler remotely transferred the files from the miniature MemDex worn by Phillips to his and General...Admiral Kyger’s MemDexs. The file contained only twelve seconds of audio that was obviously Captain Xu doing the talking. 
 
   Shuler played the file after it was confirmed Sykes was coming on line and the two crewmen had stepped outside. The audio file began to play -- “Gene, don’t blame me. Kyger is a lunatic and didn’t let me know what he was planning. He’s toast now. I’ll get you out of this so he won’t screw up our plans.”
 
   “You better Raymond,” Phillips voice played.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for sharing that with me, sir. I was...quite uncomfortable taking over his ship,” Shuler said as General Sykes face appeared on the screen.
 
   “Your ship...”Brad said and turned back to the screen and began to relate all that had happened to Sykes.
 
   Sykes listened patiently and asking clarifying questions occasionally. Sykes sat there a minute absorbing it all. 
 
   “Sir, orders?” Brad said wondering just what the scarred intelligence officer would do. “I suspected him and this just puts another nail in his coffin.”
 
   “We don’t have time to get anyone else that knows the Odin, Commander Shuler,” Sykes said with the few seconds of delay due to the latency between the moon and Earth. “You are hereby promoted to Captain of the Odin with all its responsibilities and privileges. Don’t disappoint me, young man.”
 
   “No sir. I won’t sir,” Shuler said. 
 
   “That will be all, Captain,” Sykes said and Shuler saluted and exited.
 
   “Sir?” Brad said to Sykes in a very weary tone.
 
   “Welcome to the fun of command. The admin and politics is the hard part. You just had a taste of what it’s been like down here. My people have only had a few minutes to look at that interview of Phillips. His collusion with Captain Xu will be a real eye opener for those people here that thought we should just plead in court. Now we have leverage over the same segments of the Council that backed Phillips. This isn’t going to be easy because there are a lot of people, like Phillips, that are bucking any regulations. The unaligned nations are getting ready to field ships too so you’ll need to watch your back. The next trading bases should be in operation by the time you get back. You do realize there may be other plants on your ships?” Sykes said.
 
   Brad nodded and waited for the delay.
 
   “Keep Phillips with you. I agree he’d be too dangerous on Earth. Give him a military tribunal if he acts up and toss him if you have to...I’ll take care Captain Xu at the lunar base. He’s being held incommunicado isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes sir, but he may be able to get around that with the leaks we are discovering from Phillips,” Brad said.
 
   “Fine, Admiral. Send us the Chief’s statement and then get going. Pick up Phillip’s rogue drones by Jupiter on your way. Make sure they’re not booby trapped,” Sykes ordered. “Keep in touch as long as you can. Good luck. Sykes out.”
 
   Brad acknowledged and signed off. He had the commo crew return and asked Captain Williams (Andrew), and newly minted Captain Shuler to prepare for departure and to meet him in two hours normal. 
 
   
 
  



The Departure
 
    
 
   The meeting with Shuler and Williams was mainly to put them on alert to what had been happening. The rumors had been flying around the Odin, Junior and the base. They set up courses for the two drones Phillips had told them about. They also set up the planned communications experiments to test the range and maximum bandwidth of the quantum entanglement. The two shuttles, Victoria and Albert had both had the comm system upgraded and knew that the system worked when one end was fixed and the other was the one-third of an AU or about 50 million kilometers. Communications was still frozen by order of General – make that Rear Admiral Kyger. 
 
   The time arrived to seal off both ships and move a ways from the lunar station. Captain Shuler and Williams communicated once and both set course for the orbit of Jupiter where the first Phillips drone was supposed to be located. Tod and Desiree sat strapped in at departure on the Odin. They were holding hands – not in fear – just mutual admiration. They were two of the few civilians aboard the ship. Their cabin aboard the Odin was larger than the Odin but they had gotten used to the Junior.
 
   The departure was anticlimactic. There was no fanfare, no cheering – it was with a somber mood that both crews left Earth. The Odin surged ahead. There was no felt acceleration or inertia felt. Suddenly they were at the max speed for their microwave detection was about 1/8th light speed so they expected it to take about four and a half hours with all the asteroids. Small ones wouldn’t be a problem but there were too many unknowns to risk collisions in case there was a total power failure.
 
   Desiree was contacted by the Engineering Tech – one of the explosives experts responsible for rendering this drone safe to approach. “Any special codes we need to use, Doctor?”
 
   “Yes...what do I call you?” she asked.
 
   “Tech First Class Seward, ma’am.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Tech. Contact the drone with three one second pulses at 137.37MHz as you approach. Do not position any closer than 2 klicks until you get a single continuous tone return at 121.5 MHz. Use three one second pulses at 137.37 MHz as you leave to reset it and trigger communication with Earth,” Desiree explained.
 
   “Anything else, Doc?” he asked. “It could be important.”
 
   “No. I was very clear and Phillips said he didn’t want to start a war. The drone has security protocols to keep from losing everything but I sent you that information already. Is it enough?” she asked. 
 
   “Guess I’ll see soon enough, ma’am,” the tech answered.
 
    
 
   The shuttle approached the drone and it was big – not quite as big as the shuttle but jet black, like a propane tank – a really big propane tank – a bit larger than double the dimensions of a railroad tank car. The pulses did the trick and a large door opened on the side. This was the part that would be tricky as the Tech was supposed to enter a special code on a panel inside and the whole system would disarm. There was a long time – about seven minutes that felt like hours and then the tech called.
 
   “Victoria...this is tripwire one. We’re in. You’re not going to believe this...Master Sergeant Craig says there’s a lot of valuable metals here.”
 
   “Details Tripwire? Over.”
 
   “Stand by...Victoria...List follows in order by atomic number: Yttrium 39, Technetium 43, Indium 49, Tellurium 52, Lanthanum 57, Cerium 58, Neodymium 60 (lots of that), Europium 63, Terbium 65, Dysprosium 66, Erbium 68, -- not sure I’m pronouncing these right – and a lot of Tantalum 73 – plus what looks like a few kilotons of gold and platinum. It’s all listed here by atomic number and there are instructions for getting printouts of schedules in Trade. Tripwire over.”
 
   “Tripwire. Can you move the whole thing? Is it inert? Over.”
 
   “Victoria. We can tow it. All the explosives have been removed. Over.”
 
   “Tripwire. Good work Tripwire. Over.”
 
   “Victoria, we were not the ones who removed the explosives. Someone did an expert job before we got here. Over.”
 
   “Understood Tripwire. We’ll be there shortly to tow. Victoria out.”
 
   “Tripwire over and out.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle Victoria towed the drone near the Odin where it was carefully inspected again and all containers, lockers, and panels were opened and scanned. The drone was carefully moved into the aft cargo bay of the Odin and secured. The metals were evaluated and they were worth the cost of one hundred drones. Phillips had been right about this piece of trading. Metals were ripe for trade and easy to obtain. This was profitable and Brad had to give Phillips his due. All unauthorized trades were the property of the ES fleet – in this case the Earth Regulatory Forces. General Kyger called Rett to meet him in the aft cargo hold.
 
   Kyger called Rett over to meet with him when he arrived at the cargo bay. Tod was also present. “Greetings. I have a proposal for you. I promised you a ship or enough money for passage. We recovered this drone with many rare metals in it. I propose to give you this shell to build your ship. This has its own power and propulsion system. It has a lot of room for a small ship. You need to adapt the controls, add some armament and an environmental system and you will have your own spacecraft. We will stock it with many profitable trade goods. This human will work with you on it. Will this be acceptable?” Brad asked.
 
   Rett said nothing for the better part of two hours as he prowled all over the ship and inspected every facet. “It is acceptable. I can have it ready by the time we reach Bellatrix. This human will not be necessary. I will give you my design changes before I leave in case you want to improve your own ships.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kyger said to the alien’s retreating back. “You’re welcome,” he said softly to Tod. “He can hardly contain himself. I can tell. He’s blown away by our generosity isn’t he Tod?”
 
   Tod laughed. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the gray ghastly didn’t come up with some new twists we might use. What kind of armament?”
 
   Kyger looked thoughtful. “Let him build whatever he can power into that thing and take notes. He never ceases to amaze me. We’d still be squirting hot exhaust gases out the back if it hadn’t been for him.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on him boss. How often do you want briefings on him? I’ll keep him monitored.”
 
   “Thanks, Tod. What do you think of these materials that were collected?”
 
   “I think Phillips knows what to ask for...Tantallum...that’s the best stuff we’ve found for manufacturing touch screens. That stuff is worth much more than it’s weight in gold and so are most of the other materials. We’ve paid for the expedition even giving some of this to Rett.”
 
   “Good. Would you put that in a report to me and I’ll send it to Sykes? We still have to find the other drone though it’s not quite where it’s supposed to be.”
 
   It may have been fate but General Kyger’s MemDex indicated a high priority message. “The second drone has been found. The shuttle Albert is almost to it.”
 
    
 
   The crew of the Albert sent the three one second bursts but nothing happened. There was no answering tone. Phillips had admitted in further questioning that this one had been sent first and no response had been received from this one. It was an early design without as many safeguards though it was supposed to have the same amount of explosive that was adapted for an airless environment.
 
   A lone Tech with a portable molecular disruptor approached the drone only to find the cargo door wasn’t wide open – the whole side of the probe was gone. He cautiously approached and lighted the interior and then returned to the Albert. The Albert headed back to the Odin.
 
   General Kyger met the Albert’s crew as the disembarked from the shuttle. “Well?” Kyger asked.
 
   “It’s been completely looted sir. Anything that could have been removed has been removed sir. There were no controls, no power source, no explosives, no propulsion system – everything was completely ripped out. I imagine the shell would have been taken too if they, whoever they were, had had room for it. Sir.”
 
   “Carry on. Send Lieutenant Atassi the vids of the interior,” Brad said.
 
   “Sending vids as we speak sir...Done. Will that be all, sir?” the tech asked.
 
    “That is all. Bet that was creepy on approach,” Brad said considered approaching a huge potential bomb in the blackness of space by your lonesome.”
 
   “As hell, sir,” answered the Tech.
 
   “What’s your name, soldier? Background?” Kyger asked.
 
   “Peters, sir. Former air force master sergeant stationed at Vandenberg... Didn’t have enough college to rate higher but I’m studying up?”
 
   “Keep at it, Peters,” Kyger said.
 
    
 
   The second drone had been as disappointing as the first had been encouraging but they were now ready to fulfill their primary mission to map out a trading route to the trading port around Bellatrix. Their first mission was to test communications and sensors after they left the solar system.
 
    
 
   General Kyger and Captain Shuler contacted Captain Williams aboard the Odin Junior and set up the test. The first stage was to test communications while moving. There were going to slowly move past the Oort Cloud at between 42 and 50 AU (Astronomical Units) and stop when they lost contact and attempt to locate the other ship with it’s stressed space field sensors. Their system had originally been shown to have a maximum detection range of a 5 parsec diameter area but that did not take into account any latency or delay in the sensor image and the actual ship. That detection was only at a dead stop and was nearly spherical. The detection was reduced as they were moving with the least detection range rearward in an ever narrowing ellipse at higher and higher speeds.
 
   The Odin Junior seemed packed to the gills since every available space carried supplies for the journey. The ship was a bit larger having Tod, Desiree and Joel temporarily aboard the Odin. Their first destination was to be Sirius 2, an A1 star about 8.6 light years distant. The progress through the Oort Cloud was disappointing in its sparsely located bodies. They were able to send text messages at a fairly high rate while moving up to 10 times light speed. Moving to 200 lights cut off communications completely and the Junior was forced to stop and try its sensor systems.
 
   Andrew asked Steve to lower the lighting and display the 3D grid. The room suddenly looked like the middle of space with nothing around but stars. The computer enhanced the image as if in space itself. “Computer. Display our position and show a stand off of half AU. Show our position.” A green dot appeared in the center of the display. “What is the greatest distance you can discern a stellar mass?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “I can detect planetary masses out to 6 parsecs – almost 20 light years.”
 
   “Can you detect the Odin? Is there another ship within five light years of us that you can detect?”
 
   The computer displayed a red dot moving away from them. “There is a high probability that this is the Odin. It is now stationary.” 
 
   Andrew asked. “Computer. What is the distance to the Odin?”
 
   “It is 0.4 light years distant,” said the computer. “We have received a message from the Odin.”
 
   “Please read it to me,” Andrew said.
 
   Navigation and communications work well until a threshold of about 100 lights. You dropped off communications at that point. Sensor system works to 6 parsecs at stop. Moving greatly reduces range. Some latency. Meet at coordinates ½ light year from Sirius 2. Confirm.”
 
   Computer. Send them the following message. “Confirm coordinates...½ light year. Similar communication drop out but at 75 lights, not 100...Sensor range similar with some latency...Can detect movement at 1.2 light years. Meet you at the rendezvous. Williams out.”
 
   “Computer. Any movement of ships detected in the Sirius system?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “Undetermined,” said the computer.
 
   “Computer. What does undetermined mean as you have used it?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I cannot determine if any sensor data is a ship,” said the computer. 
 
   “Computer. Return us to course at 80% maximum speed,” Andrew said.
 
   “On course. 380 lights Captain.”
 
    
 
   Andrew said. “Steve, you’re on watch. Ling will replace you at 2200. I’m going to do some research.”
 
   “Computer. Maintain sensor contact with Odin. Adjust speed up to 90% maximum to get us within 1 AU if possible. Notify me of any major changes or other ships besides the Odin are detected,” Steve said. He was proud of the Junior, as he had designed many of the systems.
 
    
 
   The days flew by swiftly. The Junior arrived at the rally point to find the Odin on sensors as soon as they stopped. They moved closer. A shuttle collected Captain Andrew Williams and Susan. They were escorted to a conference room to join Captain Shuler, Admiral-General Brad Kyger, Tod, Desiree and a grizzled hulk of a Combat Senior Chief Traci Warrington. 
 
   Captain Shuler led the introductions and welcome and then turned on the 3D display from the latest sensor sweeps of the area. Brad took over.
 
   “We started sensor sweeps when we got close. Captain UmBllatt had said there was a large manufacturing complex here and we could get a wide variety of products or technical support here. He said it was little visited because of ES regulations. Rett has never heard of it.” Brad paused and let Shuler take over.
 
   “We’ve located a large stressed space field enclosure on the third planet. There was one ship leaving just as we arrived. I doubt they saw us. The planet is at about 4.3 AU because Sirius A is a binary A1 white star. The second star appears to be a much smaller...a remnant. Sirius 3 – we don’t have a name for the planet on UmBllatt’s chart. It appears to be young planet with little atmosphere, lots of ultraviolet with shallow seas if our spectral analysis is correct. We know nothing of the services or defenses or procedures,” Shuler said. “I intend to move closer using the binary star and debris field to shield us from sensors. I propose Senior Chief Warrington make a recon of the facility. Senior Chief. You have the proposed flight plans. How long do you need?” Shuler said.
 
   “72 hours actual should do it Captain. I wouldn’t want my people to be in suits much longer than that no matter how much I like the design,” Warrington said.
 
   “How long before you can begin Senior Chief?” Admiral Kyger asked.
 
   “One hour normal, Admiral. We’ve been planning and laying probable scenarios out for the last 24 sir,” Warrington said. 
 
   “No communications unless it’s an emergency. No contact unless it’s an emergency. Hightail it back here if you run into anything...how will you get close?” Captain Shuler asked.
 
   “No comm, no contact. Run and hide. Understood sir. That nanotech surface hides visual optical frequencies and the meta-materials mask the infrared and microwave frequencies. We can’t mask the drive field but we’ll use pressors when we get close. Our simulations show they have a very low sensor signature,” the Senior Chief finished.
 
   “Good hunting,” Captain Shuler said and the Senior Chief saluted and exited. “Folks, let’s plan a few contingencies including a go to hell plan,” he said. 
 
   Susan said, “A what?”
 
   Shuler grinned. “A go to hell plan is one starting right now. What do we do and where do we go if it all goes bad and we have to run and fight. Let’s rally at this these coordinates – he transmitted the coordinates to all their respective MemDexs. We recover the shuttle and run if faced with more than two ships larger than the Junior or any ship that out-masses or outclasses us.”
 
   “How will we determine outclasses us?” Andrew asked Shuler.
 
   “If they can approach us stealthily or can manipulate our fields or appear technologically superior and challenge us – to put it succinctly – we bail,” Shuler said and the group agreed.
 
   Admiral General Kyger was letting Shuler get his feet wet on active combat planning. He didn’t intend to step in unless he needed to add suggestions. The plan was to take the recon and then have the Junior - hail and try to trade. The Odin would stand by on overwatch and a shuttle full of battle suits would stand by...in the event...  Andrew would be in the battle armor lite with Desiree as linguist. She had been stocking up on the plethora of language training cylinders that Captain UmBllatt had left. He had left seventeen different varieties besides Trade.
 
   The preparation and tension was palpable on both ships as they waited for them to return. The Albert returned to the dock 71 hours after it left. Andrew hoped Senior Chief Warrington was as competent as he was punctual.
 
   The Chief saw that the ship was retrofitted and all suits were brought up to snuff and gear prepared before he came to the conference room. Everyone had been assembled and waiting for 15 minutes.
 
   Shuler ushered the Chief into the room and ordered him to relax for the debriefing.
 
   The Chief tapped his MemDex and turned down the lights to display the videos. “It’s a huge complex sirs.” The image panned around the entire perimeter and showed one ship on a flat surface near a body of water with lots of amino acids but no microbes of any kind – no bacteria or surface life that we can detect at all. It’s bright sirs...white light with a lot of ultraviolet. They don’t seem to have any active detection system. They had no electromagnetic transmissions of any type. The field completely covers the complex and the obvious landing field is near the largest of four entrances. They are guarded by beings in suits and carrying weapons that may be molecular disruptors I’ve seen pictured in the trade manual that went online a few months ago.”
 
   “I’ve seen the one I think you mean,” Tod said. “Your suits should render it ineffective but it’d take your head off without a helmet. Sorry to butt in.”
 
   “Quite all right, Doctor. Confirms my opinion,” Warrington said. “There are about a 100,000 beings inside.”
 
   “Whoa,” Admiral Kyger spoke up. “How do you know that, Senior Chief?”
 
   “We followed some vehicles inside after they delivered supplies to the ship on the field outside. No one saw us. Those suits work great. The guards weren’t looking for anyone coming in. Here’s the video,” he said and everyone stared at the video.
 
   Desiree inhaled sharply when she saw the guards. “Are they tripeds?” she asked.
 
   “Not really, Doctor,” Chief Warrington explained and started a running commentary of the bustling complex. “The third appendage appears to be like a kangaroo tail for fighting. See how they slap each other with them. That’s the closest we could tell at first until we saw some without pressure suits. Here it comes,” he said and the view changed to a group of aliens and one with the third appendage that looked like a cross between a kangaroo tail with a flat tip that was used for balance. The alien was VERY male from its clothing.”
 
   “What are those colored collars they are wearing? Even the guards have them. Are they communications gear or like ID cards of some kind?” Susan asked.
 
   “Good guess, Doctor Siriluk,” he said to Susan. “We couldn’t detect any radio transmissions and the atmosphere inside was an oxygen nitrogen mix with a little higher oxygen and carbon dioxide content. We mapped out the facility as best we could. We thought we’d be pushing our luck since everyone coming in or out of a building had to stop for a moment until there was a tone. We saw seven different species but most were speaking in Trade.”
 
   “You got close enough for that and you thought it was too dangerous to go inside...” Brad chuckled. No one would fault these folks had guts.
 
   The Chief displayed the computer enhanced diagrams of the buildings. There were quite a few dotted lines to indicate no information or views were blocked. More videos of the different species were then displaying as they moved crates and boxes from one building to others. “Here is the piece de resistance coming up,” the Chief said.
 
   The people in the room leaned toward the display. A squat biped was pushing a cart when one of the kangaroo types came up to him and started yelling about production quotas. He – definitely a he – reached into a box and pulled out a teaching cylinder. He started yelling at the squat being in a strange language. He then reached into another box and pulled out another one. He started yelling some more.
 
   “Look at the color band. Go back,” Desiree exclaimed and the Chief backed up ‘til the being was seen holding up two cylinders. “Hold it there. Zoom in a bit. That’s it. Look. Those are different colors. Maybe they represent different languages. Chief. Zoom in on the manager and then the squat being. See. Those are different colors too and not the same. Go back to where we saw the group of different species walking. Yeah. There. That’s it. No. That can’t be right. They are all wearing the same color neckbands and there are four different species. Chief. Did you catch any of their conversation?” Desiree asked.
 
   “I think so ma’am but it’s very faint. Computer. Amplify audio 300% and filter,” the Chief said and played the audio. It was barely recognizable Trade but no one could discern the topic.
 
   Andrew spoke up. “Why don’t we get Rett up here and show him. Maybe he can shed some life on this?”
 
   Captain Shuler touched his MemDex and indicated he needed Rett to join them as soon as possible.
 
    
 
   The sergeant approached Rett as he worked on the conversion of the drone. “The Captain wants to talk with you now,” he said.
 
   Rett looked at the man and said nothing. He went back to work.
 
   “Now,” said the man.
 
   Rett looked at the man and saw he was not smiling or showing his teeth. He released a sigh that would have done a debutante proud and left his tools and started walking away from the ship. At least the man was being polite by not showing his teeth.
 
    
 
   The door to the conference room opened and Rett was ushered through. He stood there saying nothing. 
 
   Captain Shuler repeated the video of the exterior view of the manufacturing enclosure, the guards, the groups of aliens, and the supervisor holding up the two cylinders.
 
   “What can you tell me about this video?” Shuler asked.
 
   “Where did you get this?” Rett asked.
 
   “A planet near us? Anything you can tell us would be useful?” Shuler said.
 
   “Very important...Very dangerous. This is a learning machine recording facility,” Rett said.
 
   “...For languages?” Desiree asked.
 
   “Languages,” Rett answered. “Technical cylinders, history, mathematics, all sciences. Very important and very illegal.”
 
   “Why?” Brad asked.
 
   “Slaves,” Rett answered.
 
   “Slaves?” Andrew asked. “...and slavery is illegal.”
 
   Rett snorted. “No...slavery is legal. These beings, probably these,” he said pointing to the kangaroo tailed ones – “probably from the system you call Aldebaran. They like binary stars. They are known for not being trustworthy but good business beings. Illegal because they violate ES charter for improper extension of contracts and collars.”
 
   “Tell us about the collars,” Brad said. 
 
   “They have a small explosive that severs the spine if the owner is displeased. They are color coded by specialty. Location of this facility is a big secret,” Rett said shocked that these beings had found a facility that many had sought but never found. They would make good trade here.
 
   “I think we ought to skip it,” Shuler said. “Is it worth it?” Shuler said asking the group.
 
   Rett thought they were asking him. “You will make a huge profit and they will give you good rates so you will not tell their secret. You must be strong. It is not good to appear weak to these beings.”
 
   Shuler and Kyger seemed taken aback a little at Rett’s utterance but they saw the truth of it. Shuler touched his MemDex and a crewman appeared to take Rett back to his work. He turned and left without a word.
 
   “That was interesting,” Brad said. “Folks, moral dilemmas 101...we have to make a huge profit on this expedition. We are out here to learn the ropes,” Brad chuckled. He had to explain his thoughts when everyone looked at him oddly when he laughed. “UmBllatt had said this would be profitable and educational. I imagine he has set us a wild ride.” Many in the room found that funny. “We do this – here’s what I’m thinking. Chime in if you have ideas.” 
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  









Be Sirius
 
    
 
   They had used all the language cylinders and studied as many as they could. They spent two weeks on planning and rehearsing their visit. They only had one language cylinder from Aldebaran. Desiree had spent hours of time with the cylinders, with sparring practice, and making love with Tod. Andrew and Desiree were the two that were going to approach with a large embedded force in camouflaged battle armor. The shuttles’ weapons were tested and the Odin approached, invisibly, in orbit over the complex. The shuttles landed, disembarked their troops who began to infiltrate the complex and take up positions.
 
   The Junior came down silently through the tenuous near atmosphere and hovered for a moment and then moved over and settled on the landing field. The ramp lowered briefly as two biped figures in glaringly white suits with golden tinted helmets got out. The electrostatic repulsion garments felt to them like they were wearing nothing at all. They were very formfitting. The MemDexs were set for maximum alerts and assistance. The molecular disruption and kinetic armor were almost equal to the military versions but they did not have the camouflage capabilities. Also...the fabric muscle enhancement was not as stout as the military versions. They had set their fields on one third power so they could still walk. Their MemDex could also follow a few simple mental commands, thanks to Steve’s recent improvements – nothing but two syllable or single thought commands, but that could be impressive. They were here to impress. Though they could fly – they did not want to reveal all their capabilities.
 
    
 
   The two guards at the gate had finally perceived the ship hovering outside their gate and landing on the field. They alerted their own security and stood watching as two bipeds in white suits walked slowly across the plain to the enclosure entrance. The taller biped walked up to one guard and said in Trade, “We wish to trade. Take me to your leader.” 
 
   Andrew said and thought how he had always wanted to say that. He heard Desiree chortle through the suit radio. 
 
   The guard in his bulky suit just stood there and then pointed his disruptor at Andrew. In a lightning, muscle enhanced movement; Andrew snatched the weapon out of the guards hands...looked at it like he was curious and then snapped it in half. He had examined it because he didn’t want to break it where it would rupture its power cell and explode. That would have been awkward. The second guard motioned with his weapon – decided to lower his when Desiree turned to him. He motioned with his free hand and they all started walking toward a building that was obviously a bit fancier than the rest. 
 
   Other guards came running up and though they started to point their weapons – the two guards following were not pointing their weapons. On second observation, they noticed that one guard had shouldered his weapon with his sling and the second guard held the two pieces up to show onrushing newcomers. They too, lowered their weapons and soon there was a small horde of guards following the two strangers in white.
 
   They paused at the entrance and it soon became obvious that only three or four guards were allowed in the building. Those four guards entered and Andrew and Desiree’s visors lightened but their faces were still not visible to the guards.
 
   Four beings in massive pressurized armor appeared, spoke with the guards and then formed a square around the two and went down a long corridor into a large office complete with a carpeting like surface and several comfortable looking stools. A being from Aldebaran was behind a large desk though he looked like he was sitting on his...tail...or tail and prop combo. Desiree thought he looked cute – reminiscent of a kangaroo.
 
   Andrew and Desiree stood there a long time using the rule that he who speaks first...loses. The being behind the desk finally couldn’t take it any longer. “So you are here to trade. Who are you? What race are you? Where are you from?”
 
   Andrew waited until the silence was awkward and then said, “Take me to your leader. We do not speak with minions.”
 
   The being sputtered and leaned forward on the desk and barred its teeth...a definite omnivore. 
 
   “You wear a collar. We do not speak to minions.” Andrew said. 
 
   The being behind the desk nodded to one of the guards in battle armor and he reached out to grab Desiree’s arm. Desiree broke the grip with a smooth Aikido release and twisted the guard’s arm with her enhanced strength. It was still difficult but the leverage had been enough and the guard’s arm snapped sickeningly.
 
   The second guard aimed a molecular disruptor and fired it at Desiree. Their shot made a cool pyrotechnic display. Desiree looked at Andrew and Andrew nodded. She lifted her arm, turned on her molecular disruptor and starting at the head, disassociated the being down to his boots. She thought leaving his boots and tail tip would be a good object lesson.
 
   “Take us to the leader. We don’t wish to waste more time. We just want to trade and this is unprofitable,” Desiree said in her best, Aldebaran speech. Rett had suggested that last line and as often has it – he was right. The gray ghastly was like family – a weird distance cousin...but family. The being touched an intercom and spoke into it rapidly. Desiree only caught a word here and there but he was summarizing what had happened to someone. The being calmed and indicated they should come after him.
 
   Two other suited guards joined the two guards already following them. They were ushered into a large, resplendent office and even Desiree was impressed.
 
   An older being of the same species but with light gray streaks was sitting (propped?) behind his desk. It was some material like wood and it was lovely. Andrew would have liked one just like it but that was neither here nor there. They waited again until the being finally spoke.
 
   “I understand you speak our language. May I inquire how you learned it? I have many questions for you. I am offended that you damaged or destroyed two of my best staff. Personnel are very costly,” the being said. “I am the administrator here.”
 
   “We prefer to use standard Trade language and we wish to trade.” Andrew said and reached into a leg pouch and brought out a thin catalog printed on Riz in color. He placed it on the desk facing the administrator. He didn’t want to use Aldebaran again because this facility might have been the ones that produced the cylinder. They might be able to tell when and where it was produced – putting UmBllatt at risk.
 
   The administrator flipped through the catalog and was obviously impressed because he could not keep from stopping and looking at some of the photos, schematics and descriptions.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked. “You already owe me two staff.”
 
   “I am prepared to owe you all your guards in the same manner,” Andrew said and cleared his visor.
 
   “You are from Earth. I know about you. Two traders have told me about your planet. You speak High Tros and other languages. Your Trade is recent. What do you want?”
 
   “We want two devices to produce our own recordings and a technician to help us produce our own Earth cylinders. We also want a large selection of your cylinders.” Andrew said.
 
   “Do I look like I would cut my own throat? What do you have that would make it worth my efforts?” the administrator asked.
 
   “I will trade you one of our recording devices and recordings of many technical subjects from Earth. I will give you Earth recordings of technology so you could manufacture many of the items in that catalog. I will give you training on how to advertise and double your sales. I will give you quantities of all the devices you will learn how to build. You need not build them yourself but selling the knowledge on how to do it is much more valuable – as you must know.”
 
   “That is hardly a fair trade. I will trade you what you ask for if you will leave me two of your technicians for...say two revolutions of our binary here,” the administrator said and Andrew laughed.
 
   The administrator pushed a button and a creature walked in. It was obviously feline and feminine and incredibly...disturbing. She had a coating of light dappled fur where the skin showed through the clothing (harness?). She came up to the administrator and then walked up to Andrew and started rubbing him down his back and around his waist. It was very unexpected and disturbing. The tail wrapped around him and pulled him toward her and around his legs. She then backed off and Andrew let out a long slow breath.
 
   She then walked back to the administrator and put her arm around his waist. Her tail gently swishing around behind his neck and ears.
 
   She then began talking to the administrator in another language and Desiree had to turn up amplification to hear them. It was in Lyrian. She was telling him that she had never seen suits like they were wearing but didn’t think they could absorb much in the way of kinetic weaponry or absorb multiple blasts from molecular disruptors. Desiree told Andrew sotto voce and that they had spoken in Lyrian.
 
   “This is LeiLei...one of my best scientists and a...companion. I think two binary revolutions will be about right. You two will do nicely,” he said and pulled two collars out of his lovely desk and placed them on his desk. “Foolish of you to come here alone. You are new to trading are you not,” He said and touched a control on his desk.
 
   Andrew said quietly, ”Execute, execute, execute, Bravo.”
 
   “Praying? Are you beings that pray to Gods like some races do?” He said. “How amusing.” 
 
   “You might like to pray yourself, if you think it will help. Who said we came here alone?” Andrew said and the two local guards behind them were rapidly disassociated. There was a distortion in the air and two large figures in black battle armor appeared in the room.
 
   The administrator pushed other buttons. “You four will not get away,” he said.
 
   “Four,” Andrew asked. “I think I now owe you four of your men.” Andrew paused and tilted his head to the side. “Now I owe you eleven...now sixteen of your guards. We can stop this any time you agree. Eighteen, nineteen...ah oh...now I owe you twenty-three...”
 
   The administrator savagely jabbed the comm and spoke to terrified subordinates who were screaming for support. They didn’t know what was happening but their guards were dissolving and blurs in the air were smashing them to the ground or just pulling them apart. There was a piercing scream that made Andrew flinch and the line went quiet. 
 
   The administrator said, “You will do what I say or I will destroy every life on this base. It will be your...” he said as he opened a touch pad on his desk. The upper half of his body disappeared as Desiree swept her disruptor over where he had stood. The bloody remainder of the administrator’s body fell over on the floor.
 
   “Can you operate his intercom and tell his troops to surrender?” Desiree asked LeiLei in Lyrian. “It might save some lives of his security troops?” 
 
   “Why spoil it?” LeiLei said. “We need to get these collars off soon. They have a failsafe that will kill us all anyway if we don’t get them off,” she said and kicked the administrator’s body out of the way. She spoke into the intercom. It seemed that most of the guards wore collars too. “I really do not care if we save the guards. You would not either if you knew what they did to us. Let us go down to my lab and we will start getting these horrors off us,” she turned and walked right past the two armored soldiers.  
 
   Andrew and Desiree shrugged, indicated for the Earth soldiers to follow and followed her furriness back to her lab. 
 
   It didn’t take her two minutes to put together a tool that deactivated the collar and it sprang open. She took it off and threw it across the room. “I’ve worn that dreaded thing for a long time – I’ve lost count how long. I made this tool the first period I was here but they would have just killed me if I had tried it with others. We were monitored too closely. It will take a few minutes and I will show you how to remove collars with it. We will not be able to get many people before they all explode.”
 
   “Tell us the frequency and sequence and we will broadcast from our ship,” Andrew said. “Desiree. Would you escort one of our soldiers and see how many you can release while I try from the ship?”
 
   Desiree worked the controls and flew out of the room followed by one of the soldiers.
 
   “LeiLei, wrap yourself around me and we will go to my ship.” He said and motioned for the soldier to accompany them. LeiLei came behind him and effectively wrapped herself around him. They flew out of the building, slowly through the facility gateway, and back to the ship. He landed inside, took her hand and led her to one of the labs. Tell me the frequency and code. She told him the frequency and told him the numerical code in binary that would release the collars.
 
   He used the pulse generator in the software defined radio to make a portable unit. She asked him to try it and then monitored the waveform. She indicated that the waveform looked correct. He could see she was enthralled by some of the equipment. 
 
   “We need to place it on the interior of the facility,” she said. “The signal should cover all inside.”
 
   He told her to wrap herself around him again and she hopped on with vigor. His knees almost buckled until he turned up his field and flew out of the ship and through the entranceway. His skin tingled as he flew through – too fast, and they landed in the center of the complex. They turned on the transmitter and collars popped loose on the beings within view. They threw them away as far as they could. There was a lot of joyous yelling and then the sound of hundreds of firecrackers going off.
 
   “I guess the guard frequency or code was different from the others. My mistake,” LeiLei said and began earnestly rubbing Andrew around...everywhere. “You are male aren’t you? I think very male. Ah yes. Very male...large male...Did I tell you I like large males?”
 
   Andrew disentangled himself from her as Desiree came up. 
 
   LeiLei looked at the approaching figure. “Your mate?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Andrew said thankful for the momentary reprieve. “Mate of a friend,” he said. “We need to get this place organized. Is there someone that could organize this facility so you could run it yourselves? That ship used to belong to the administrator did it not?” he asked while pointing at the craft beside the Earth ship.
 
   “I know who could do this. I will explain to him. You need several transcribe machines and all the disks that we make. You will leave an Earth learning machine and samples of your technology. When will you come back to train the beings still here? You are from Earth. We heard you have a big party every time you leave. I think that is a fine tradition. All the people will want to meet you and the mate of your friend. Good to have a party. We have experts in many fields.  Many will go home after the party and remember you. I will go with you to teach your people to use the transcribing machines. You will become very rich selling some of your technology. People here who go will become very wealthy as well as those who stay.” LeiLei said.
 
   “I heard the tail end of that conversation. She is coming with us? Do you know what that sex kitten – her furriness will do to the male crew?” she said. “You thought 100,000 slaves were a problem...”
 
   Andrew sighed. “I didn’t do anything. I was hoping to introduce her to Joel – he’s half-animal already. It’s a match made in...Sirius. You didn’t want to be a slave here for 100 years. That’s how long the admin dude was planning on us working for him as slaves. I’m not going to lose a bit of sleep over the rotten slaver...you?”
 
   “Nope. I’m still wondering how Susan is going to like her furriness here.”
 
   “We’ll see but we’ve got a party to put together. The soldiers in the landing force were given leave to participate but the Odin hung overhead and the shuttle, Albert, was manned with other soldiers who had drawn the short straws. The transcribers, blank cylinders by the hundred and boxes of product were ferried up to the Odin in four trips. They decided not to waste any Earth trade food. There wasn’t nearly enough and they weren’t going to waste it on one big party. Food was trundled from the storage at the Sirius base. There was a lot of food in storage – enough to feed the population here many times over. It made for a great party and new food was introduced and taken to the Odin and the Junior. 
 
   There was no whining by those beings remaining. An old Tros had been put in charge and he was straightening it all out nicely. He had work crews cleaning up, inventoring everything. They were beginning to record the division of the spoils by the second day. Joel met LeiLei and it may not have been love at first fur but they became a thing for a while. LeiLei was quite accomplished scientifically and transcriber learning theory jumped decades the day she walked on board. The pair were soon putting out history cylinders for practice and moved on from there to mathematics and manufacturing. Circuit theory was tougher and they got through that and went into circuits II, basic computers and transistors, through field effect transistors. They then produced training cylinders on rudimentary integrated circuit design, manufacture, and computer programming. It was decided that 1995 computer technology was as up to date as we wanted to go at first. LED, LCD technologies were next to last. Building the hand calculators and analog cellular phones wound up the offerings. We would have copies to send back to Earth too. We began studying why we couldn’t just copy the disks instead of making each one from a live subject.
 
   LeiLei and Joel were in the lab as Andrew came up. General Kyger wouldn’t allow LeiLei on the Odin – too disruptive Andrew presumed. Joel had told him she seemed so smart because she had absorbed an enormous number of training disks and that also explained her attraction to other species. Her species were very sexually expressive but the many learning cylinders were why she had no prejudices about other species. Joel had told her they were going to Procyon 2 next and she got excited. She said that was where people in this sector got lamlees. She could explain lamlees but said they were essential to make training machines. She said they were the reason the learning machines were so costly. When he had explained how our learning machines worked – she appeared incredulous. She thought Joel was making fun of her and wouldn’t sleep with him for two days. LeiLei then turned her affections on other male members of the crew and we were all relieved when they made up. There is no virtue without temptation. I was very virtuous.
 
    
 
   
 
  



Procyon
 
    
 
   The trip to Procyon was uneventful and fast. We could see a ship above the planet and an enclosure on the surface. LeiLei said her people had never developed the time acceleration effects on a planetary surface and couldn’t travel as fast as we could. She nearly swooned when we showed her the 3D sensor display. I thought she just liked men. She fell in love with the sensor system and wanted to know everything about how it worked. We hadn’t planned to show her so much but she was so appreciative and eager. Men will do damn near anything when they are struggling to be virtuous. We were struggling. She even made friends with a lot of women and we caught them laughing at the men – a gender thing that crosses species I guess.
 
   She said the best she had ever seen was about 300 times light speed. We even got her a MemDex. Joel, later, said the Crown jewels wouldn’t have done any more for him...he was exhausted but very content. It wasn’t long before LeiLei was coming up with creative solutions to problems we had never thought of before. She was damn smart...way smart. Tod had come over from the Odin when were parked off Procyon planning our approach plan. LeiLei said that Procyon had had an old civilization on it and prospectors had found the lamlees several hundred years ago. People found them whenever they found remnants of the Ylee. They must have been an earlier civilization but they were all over the galaxy. She said we’d see what she meant when we got there and, of course, I said, ”Show me one of these damn lamlees you have been talking about.” Guess I pissed her off because she shunned me for a while until I apologized, profusely, and she said they were in all teaching machines. 
 
   I said we’d never seen them, and she said that was why we never got our teaching machines to do better than we did. So – we went and got a teaching machine and opened it up. She points to a junction with five wires attached to it and we say, “That’s just a junction. It doesn’t do anything,” and she looks at us in that way that says – you male – you not understand. It is totally demoralizing when she then goes on to show us why all our effort – not part of it -- all of it, has been wasted – because we didn’t see this thing right there in front of us. I grabbed her and apologized. She starts rubbing me and I barely escape with my wife...that is...I started being very virtuous again. Lord that female is... ...disturbing ...okay ...back to the story. We take out that junction and examine it under an electron microscope. Shit. I think that’s the appropriate word. That...lamlee...is some type of DNA construct that figured out what the hell the goofy teaching machine circuitry was TRYING to do and adapted itself. It is so far ahead of us I’m surprised we could detect the damn thing. I show LeiLei and she starts rubbing me again. Lord. I’m not sure I can take this...she is so soft and smells yummy and I’m being virtuous.
 
   I call Joel and Steve and thankfully, LeiLei and Joel disappear but Steve is ecstatic. I am very happy he is male because he gets as excited as LeiLei. He says you know what this means? I say...sort of...and he lets out an exasperated sigh and put on his talking to the retarded tone of voice. 
 
   “We can design a circuit and one of these will figure out what we’re trying to do and make it work,” Steve says.
 
   “I say...really?” and he looks at me like I’m retarded.
 
   “Duh,” he says. 
 
   I didn’t have a good comeback for that so I said, “We need to get some more of these.”
 
   He said, “Duh. You think...”
 
   I went back to planning our expedition. I didn’t know how the other ship we detected would take us looking for lamlees but LeiLei said not to worry. Actually, she said we ought to cut open their guts and piss in them while they were still alive but you get my drift. I like that girl. It wasn’t a real plan but I told it to Admiral Kyger and he said he was glad LeiLei was on our ship and not his because there would be a riot to be with her. He liked her and the Admiral hadn’t talked to her for two minutes since Sirius.
 
   The sensor sweeps showed Procyon 3, at 1.6 AU, was the only habitable possibility here. It had a meager atmosphere. It was a desert world with little water. What water there was -- was centered near the poles. The other ship was centered about 2,500 kilometers from us. Steve and Tod had developed a simulation and showed the lifespan of the planet based on the status of the debris fields and the second sun remnant that was 1/2000th as powerful as Sol – our sun. This was an old world where there had been life in the distant past but it was now gone. The simulation showed that where should have been massive amounts of water eons past and marked the edges of those spots. That is where we’d look for lamlees – not where the other ship was hovering. Geologically there never would have been large bodies of water where the other ship was searching. We concluded the other ship was full of dumb shits. LeiLei liked our simulations...had to be virtuous again. 
 
   The ultraviolet was pretty strong but we had the shuttles use ground penetrating radar and this excited LeiLei again. She had never seen ground penetrating radar and that made her excited. Pour some cold water over me... that girl gets excited at the drop of a hat. The indications were pretty strong that there had been an inland sea near our search coordinates and we started scanning for the geological indicators at that point. Whoa... How could we do that? LeiLei had suggested the types of places lamlees had been found before.
 
   The indications from the shuttle scans finally settled on an area north of the equator that had been on the edge of the small inland sea. It had clearly been inhabited eons past. This is when Joel and LeiLei come up with a focused field device that reduces the surface gravity to zilch and when you aim it at something, a projected electrostatic charge makes the lighter elements go flying off into the atmosphere. So here, we are, with two of these devices aboard the shuttles, leaving a 20 km high plume of sand into the atmosphere. We soon hit a settlement – shit – its not a settlement – it’s a huge city buried under the sand. Both shuttles start hovering over the area and releasing a huge column of sand that is shot into the upper atmosphere. The city is being uncovered and it’s large. It looks like a million beings had lived here before and there are twenty story buildings and landing pads for whatever and the like. We uncover some of it and soon it is a vision of lovely crystal buildings made of who knows what. We land and start exploring. There are engravings on buildings and the walls that look similar to Trade language so we, kind of, know what the engravings say. 
 
   LeiLei says the lamlees are always found in low buildings of a certain shape. We find a couple of those and enter only to find piles of lamlees. We are rejoicing at what we find when another ship enters atmosphere and demands for us to drop our shields on the shuttles.
 
   We call the Odin and Junior and they are with us in a few seconds.
 
   The alien ship places itself in orbit over the site and demands that we drop shields. They send some type of shuttle down near us. Communication is established with the alien ship. We demand they back off or face destruction and name ourselves. There is a long pause and they back off. We offer to give them specifications of the device that removes sand. They fire at the surface and destroy a building with molecular disruptors – are you kidding? Those only work if someone is unshielded. We move close to the opposing ship and they look kind of desperate. We offer some of the lamlees to them – we really did hit the mother lode of the damn things. Those rooms were chock full of them...it must have been a transshipment point for them. 
 
   The other ship refuses and says we need to turn over all finds to them since they were here first. We explain they can have any more they can find on the planet after we leave. They open fire. We take our lasers and burn through their ship – cutting off the rear 5% of it as an object lesson. They friggin’ attack again. We simply slice their ship’s propulsion unit off next. They demand we turn over all proceeds from the planet. Reminds me of an ancient video where some knight is standing up against King Arthur in his quest for the holy grail – the King keeps slicing off appendages and his assailant won’t give up. It’d be funny if it weren’t such a pathetic. They fire on us again and their shuttle dumps a passenger and fires on us too. We zap the overhead ship again and finally hit something that doesn’t jive with terawatts of laser energy. Their ship becomes a scattering of dust in the upper atmosphere. The scattering of debris makes a gorgeous light show in the bright Procyon sun with many colors. It’s a shame the beings on it were so desperate or hard-headed they had to die but the universe is not a safe place to be. 
 
   Their shuttle stops firing and plows into the pavement we had uncovered at the edge of the city. It hits really hard. The Albert approaches as the Victoria shuttle provides an overwatch as we approach. Two of our guys approach in battle armor. Damn if the side of their ship doesn’t open up and out races a four legged being about three meters tall. It fires on our guys and they cut it in half longwise. They cover the being with weapons as they cautiously move forward. It is inert so they move up to the alien shuttle and check it out. Nothing in it but packed with organic-electronic goo-gear. Much of it had been organic but now, much of that gear was snot colored goo all over the interior. There was a section aft that looked like it was for a creature but it was about the size of an economy Tokyo hotel room – small.
 
    
 
   The guys are scoping out the interior when they get a call that some type of being is approaching from their flank. They beat a hasty retreat and set up to cover approach vectors. This fantastic creature approaches...stops...pulls out a small section of fallen device/creature from inside the shuttle and eats it. It then flicks its antennae – turns to one of our guys in battle armor and says, in quite understandable Trade. “I am Shiv. I doubt you can pronounce my real name and title. You have destroyed my transport.”
 
   The being had four legs and two arms(?) ...with grasping pincers and looked closest to a one and a half meter long praying mantis. It had a triangular head and was dun colored – like the sand. Its head was triangular with two multifaceted eyes. It spoke through a box on its chest. 
 
   “Will you come with us?” one soldier asked. His partner transmitted their video feed to the Odin and the Junior. 
 
   “What will you give me to do so?” said Shiv.
 
   LeiLei was watching and leaned backward and gasped when she saw the image of Shiv. “It’s a Vicvic,” she said.
 
   Everyone turned to her to get her to explain more.
 
   “They are carnivores that will eat any animal. They are aggressive and smart with technology. Their name isn’t one you could pronounce. Their name comes from the sound they make when they talk to other Vivvic.”
 
   “They were with another race that seems half robotic,” Andrew said.
 
   “Show me,” LeiLei said and Andrew backtracked to the views of the robotic creature. “Dubi...Those are Dubi. What are they doing here and why would they be with a Vicvic? Dubi should not be in this sector.”
 
   “Good questions. Did you get that Brad?” he asked with the link to the Odin.
 
   “Let’s question the Vicvic on board the Odin,” Brad said.
 
   LeiLei spoke up. “Do not do that!” she said. “You must get a promise of no harm to your ships or crew before you do anything. They always honor a promise but you must trade them for anything they do. They will only do what they promise and never will do anything for nothing. Forcing them to do anything puts you in their debt and they will take back what you owe – in any way they see fit.”
 
   “Thank you LeiLei. Shuler to ground...name?” said Shuler and the name displayed under the image on the screen. “Peters...Hold what you got. Do not talk or threaten the alien in any way. Hold one.”
 
   “Holding sir,” Peters said and lowered his weapon, as did his partner. 
 
   “Peters...I want you to set your comm to talk through to external. Out,” Shuler said and turned to LeiLei’s image on board the Junior – on mute to below. “Would you do us the honors? I do not want a hostile alien on board. Can you word it so we will not have to burn him into a greasy puddle?” 
 
   LeiLei laughed. “I will have Steve show me how to link,” she said and ran her tail around Steve’s neck. He was quick to show her how, just to get her to stop petting him. It was disturbing. “Do you wish passage with us?” said LeiLei’s voice through Peter’s external comm speaker.
 
   Shiv was quite curious that this beings voice had changed – not changed...it had been linked with higher authority viewing the scene. The speaker did not vibrate like a normal speaker and had quite a dynamic range. Interesting technologies. “I wish passage,” Shiv said.
 
   “What assurances do we get from you and what service will you provide for us if we do so?” said the voice.
 
   Obviously, they know of my race to word a question so. “I will give the standard assurances that I will not harm anyone or anything on board your vessel and I will obey all orders that do not change my obligation. I will provide technical service with technology with which I am familiar. I have my own food source on board the Dubi shuttle.”
 
   “Accepted,” LeiLei said after getting the okay from Captain Shuler on the conferencing video feed.
 
   “Why are you with the Dubi? What is their mission? All the details?” LeiLei asked.
 
   “For technical details of your speaker system?” Shiv said.
 
   LeiLei looked to Andrew who nodded – she looked doubtful until he said okay – a very popular word. She said, “Accepted.”
 
   Shiv went into the Dubi shuttle, with Peter’s/LeiLei’s permission, and quickly disconnected a tall, extremely heavy looking device that Shiv operated briefly. It produced small orange grub-like things which Shiv ate. The beings watching Shiv did not flinch or make sound – interesting – Shiv thought they must be carnivores or at least, omnivores.
 
   Shiv stopped, tilted his head from side to side and then asked Peters, ”What about other valuables aboard the Dubi ship?”
 
   LeiLei heard this and started literally hopping around like she had won a game show quiz. She said, to the people around her on the Junior, but not to ground, “I know this. I know this. I thought I would never get to use it. Can I say it?” they all looked at her and explained. The others on the conference – indicated okay. “Peters,” LeiLei said on a separate band that circumvented the outside Rimloff speaker. “Do this toward Shiv and say these words...yourself,” she said and made sure he knew the words and the gestures.
 
   Peters said, “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yes,” LeiLei said.
 
   Peters slung his rifle out of the way and went up fairly close to the alien.
 
   Shiv thought this was highly unusual. Most beings are much too afraid to come very close since Vicvic forward arms had extremely sharp hooks on the ends and Vicvic mandibles could cut through the neck of almost any creature. The being’s head was hidden from view but as it approached its helmet of gold disappeared and Shiv could see it’s flat face. There was intelligence or foolishness behind that face but Shiv was curious to ascertain which. The front of the being’s clear helmet slid up and the being reached out and touched its hands to the Vivvic forward claws – in the Rite of Kinship. How could it know the Rite of Kinship when the Vicvic had never heard of this species before? “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?” the being said in clearly understandable Trade.
 
   Shiv was staggered. The Rite of Kinship had never before happened like this between such dissimilar species. Was it acceptable in Trade? It must be and Shiv repeated the required phrases – in the Vivvic language – not through the translator.
 
   The alien speech was shrill and did sound like vic-vic vic – screech. It was worse than listening to chalk on a blackboard – whatever a blackboard was supposed to be but LeiLei seemed thrilled.
 
   “The Vivvic has accepted. I knew it. I knew it. Tell it this...”she related a couple of phrases to Peters.
 
   Peters turned to Shiv and said, “What now kin - brother? Tell us how to increase our profit.”
 
   Shuler ordered the Victoria to pick up their people and Shiv rocked back on his two back feet in surprise when an Earth shuttle appeared near them. It used a camouflage system even better than the Vicvic ability to blend with surroundings. Shiv realized that the right decision had been made. When mentioned, the alien soldiers should strip the ship of any goods and valuables. They aided in removing a small container of lamlee and data modules and other equipment. Shiv felt more convinced than ever that the decision to join them had been correctly decided. Shiv was further astounded when their shuttle already had a huge supply of lamlee. Shiv knew it had been acquired before the pact had been made but realized it was more likely now to get to keep a share of the Dubi material.
 
   Shiv asked the name of the being and it said its name was Peters. Shiv asked what species and the being said it was human – from Earth. Shiv did not want to insult the beings since the Vivvic had never heard of them. Shiv asked if the main Dubi ship was giving them trouble. They replied that they had tried to save it but the Dubi had kept attacking and they had been forced to destroy it. Shiv indicated that had been a good idea. Shiv asked Peters how they had found an uncovered city full of lamlee. Peters told him they had simulated the evolution of the planet that indicated where there had been large bodies of water in the extreme past, used ground penetrating radar to confirm the location and then a device that removed all the sand.
 
   Shiv asked how long had they toiled at removing the sand and the Peters being made a funny repetitive noise that was – laughter – it was humor. These beings knew the wonders of irony...how wonderful. The being, Peters, said it had only taken them a few time periods to uncover the whole city and it had been completely covered until then...how marvelous. This was going to be a fascinating trip. The beings never pointed their weapons after the kinship rite and allowed Shiv to recover weapons, spare pressure cylinders and anything else Shiv wanted. It was incredible. One moment Shiv was thrown out of the Dubi vessel – which violated their pact with Shiv – to be left on a barren planet. The next moment, Shiv makes a kinship pact with a totally alien species. Shiv must get home to record experiences...this was incredible.
 
   LeiLei had told them all she knew and they had pulled up all the pertinent information they had on the Vicvic. It was scant little. They were from a distant part of this spiral arm toward the Core Worlds. They were listed as ferocious warriors and technologically adepts. Not much was known about culture or habits except they were listed as fair traders who constantly searched for profit. The manuals said that if you made a bargain with them you had better keep it.
 
   The Dubi came out a lot worse in the histories. They were warlike and aggressive hybrids who used technology to offset their inferior forms. They were listed as users of others technology and thought the universe owed them rights because they had made it into space with stolen technology. We couldn’t say much about that since it had taken Rett’s technology before we ever got into space.
 
   The Albert docked and unloaded before the Victoria docked. Captain Shuler made a huge concession and had LeiLei transferred from the Junior to the Odin – temporarily. Susan and Desiree went with her as a screening force and having three new females on the Odin turned many a head. The crew knew about LeiLei and they were curious. Her animal attraction really turned heads so the females flew to the conference room as fast as possible. Admiral Kyger and Captain Shuler were already there. They welcomed the females aboard the Odin and then got down to business. 
 
   “LeiLei, what did we get ourselves into with this kinship business?” he asked.
 
   “I learned a lot at the Procyon facility as chief training machine consultant. An old being there, I don’t even know his species, took a liking to me,” she said and the men here understood that. “He told me about meeting this race called the Vicvic, when he was trying to find out about the teaching machines. He said they knew something about the origin of lamlee and he said he had learned of this ritual from an old Vicvic who owed him many obligations. He said it was used between equals and insured that neither side had to bargain with the other. If your kin needed something – you gave it to them willingly. When you are kin and profit is made – all get a share of the profit. You will fight to defend your kin and they will do the same for you. You will do nothing to knowingly hurt your kin. On a journey – your kin can freely leave at any time they wish.”
 
   “How far does this kinship go? Do we feed it? Does it excrete? What dangers do we have aboard our ship?” he asked.
 
   “Shiv will perceive all goods we trade as part hers.” LeiLei said.
 
   “Hers?” Shulman said.
 
   “Yes,” LeiLei said. “Shiv is a female as she is the larger. I doubt she will molt any more since she appears at a mature size and I doubt she will hatch a new brood of young. She will do what we ask and will give and receive information freely. She will be an ideal crew member that brings her own food and cleans up after herself. She doesn’t drink or excrete poisons like some species do. She is extremely strong – almost as strong as your battle armor I expect. She will help with any technical problem you assign her. You will honor her if you invite her to a meal with you. She may wish to try some of your animal food if you allow it – it would honor her that you share your food.”
 
   “Great. Right now – I’ll get her settled and get her a tour of the ship. She seems to hit it off with Peters and I’ll just keep that arrangement for now. I’ll invite everyone over for a meal before we arrive at Tau Ceti. We can stop and scan when we are near system and make sure we’re not running into anything unplanned. I’ll keep her aboard ship here and let you folk get back to work. I want to button up here and head out by 1830 hours.”
 
   Susan said, “Will do, Captain.” The females headed to transfer back to the Junior.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shiv found the ship quite big. The cargo bays had two shuttles and another strange small vessel with a Tros working on it. How fascinating? It showed not the slightest interest in them but the beings aboard this vessel were only slightly larger than her, when she saw them without their exoskeleton. They appeared weak and meaty. Maybe it was this vulnerability that made them develop their obvious thinking ability...probably so. It had been very difficult for her race to develop and it was vulnerability that had caused her species to rise to intelligence. These humans breathed through orifices in their heads instead of their abdomens but her planet had had similar arrangements in some of its creatures.
 
   The creature, Peters had an interesting gait and did not seem afraid of her at all while others, smaller, some female – shrieked when they met in the corridors unexpectedly. Peters made that repetitive sound – laughing – and Shiv actually liked him – very like some Vicvic. Peters took her to her quarters and it was very large. When she said it was large; he had told her that she could put anything in it she liked – she was surprised but didn’t think he meant she should use it to ovulate and raise a brood. He asked her if she liked the color of the walls and asked her if she wanted another color – how considerate. The walls were a difficult – unnatural color and her body would try to match but it would be a strain. He showed her how to adjust the color to a pleasant greenish yellow and she felt more at home. He also asked her if she would like to change the light spectrum, temperature, air flow patterns, humidity, or gravity. She thought he was making cruel fun with her like her brood mates but he was being pleasant, unlike most Vicvic males. She made it warmer, adjusted the light spectrum to a bit brighter, added a random airflow and turned down the gravity. She felt wonderful. How pleasant these beings were? Then, this male helped her set up her food machine. Other males had delivered it outside her door. Incredible. She asked him if he wanted to share some grubs but he said he had already eaten. 
 
   He showed her more as she ate her munched her grubs. He demonstrated the screen and how to access general information about the ship. They had already granted her limited access to their knowledge. She asked if she could have a bar to cling to for dormant periods in the dark. Her species were diurnal and he explained his were too but did work sometimes at night when necessary... More and more similarities... He showed her how she could design simple things on the computer by telling it what she wanted in Trade and then they could build it for her. Her own furniture in her own design...She had always wanted her own furniture... maybe she should hatch a brood...not yet – it wasn’t good manners. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ships rendezvoused at their coordinates and scanned the Tau Ceti system for any stressed fields on the systems four planets. The planet the humans had visited on their first voyage had a slightly eccentric orbit. It was moving from a cooler period where there was only vegetation near the equator to a period when there was vegetation that would spread across the planet. Tau Ceti and its system’s planet were metal poor compared to Earth with only about 60% of the mineral wealth. The planet’s gravity was a bit less than Earth with a thinner atmosphere. The orbital period varied from 240 days to 231 days. The planet’s inhabitants were bipedal humanoids with technology saved from the previous warm period. They had libraries with printed books and had some metal working. Susan had encountered one male on her last voyage by accident when her flight control unit in her suit had malfunctioned. They were planning on going back since they had promised.
 
   The scans of the system showed no other ships or fields and the Odin and Junior moved several times to complete scans of all four planets, their moons and larger asteroids. Captain Shuler had promised Shiv that she could join him for dinner so they could talk about her contribution to the expedition. The Captain’s table was set and a prop was set to his right for the guest of honor. All the captain’s other guests had been warned about the dinner and were still prepared to come.
 
   They put small U-shaped barriers up around each table spot and everyone moved to their seat. Shiv entered and Captain Shuler indicated the prop next to him. “Please move here as our honored guest. Let me know if the seat – the prop – is suitable for you. We sit when we eat.”
 
   “As do we,” said Shiv’s translator. “This prop is just right. Your computer copied the one from my room.”
 
   “That is correct. I understand you don’t drink alcoholic beverages like we do but I propose a toast. It is one of our traditions. We lift glasses, praise our friends and partners and then drink a little to show we all agree. I hope your drink is suitable. It was suggested by a new member of our crew,” the Captain said and they all raised their glasses of red wine.
 
   Shiv looked at her glasses. She had two shallow glasses with wide brims. One held water but the other looked like their red wine and alcohol would not be good for her to drink. She lifted the red liquid to her lips, smelled it...incredible. Whatever type of animal blood it was...delicious.
 
   The Captain said in his toast, “May you all have many favorable trades and long lives!” The phrase had been one suggested in UmBllatt’s old traders manual.
 
   Shiv lifted the glass and tasted more of the liquid. It was wonderful but she knew she shouldn’t have too much fluid. It was enough that the humidity in her room could be adjusted so she almost never needed to drink.
 
   The next courses came with a small metal dome over their meals. The Vegans ate their fruits and veggies and the Captain ate a steak. Shiv was brought a plate and it contained several small furry animals that tried to hop away. Shiv’s instinct stepped in and faster than thought, she had snapped the animals’ necks and greedily devoured them.
 
   The dessert course was next. Most of the group was served a dish of raspberry sorbet, the Captain’s favorite but Shiv was served a small dish of uncooked – but warm pork ribs. She crunched through them as rapidly as the rest gobbled up their sorbet. The plates and shields were removed from the table and the Captain turned to Shiv. “How can you help us with our trades?” He asked.
 
   “She looked at him. “You serve an excellent meal Captain. I have been eating grub for so long I had forgotten what a proper meal tastes like. I can help you find uses for the lamlee. Peters said that you have never gotten your teaching machines to work well. That is easy for lamlees to do. I will help do that first if that is okay,” she said. She liked that new word. It had many meanings and saved a lot of time. “I think lamlee have many more uses.”
 
   “We are going to a planet in the system we call Tau Ceti to help an alien friend we met a while ago. We hope to find him and start trade but we don’t know if they have anything to trade,” Shuler said.
 
   “It is my experience, Captain, that a smart trader will find something to trade and the poor trader will not. I will look hard to help find trade goods,” Shiv said.
 
   “We need to teach him Trade – we have power sources and many cylinders but not very many teaching machines,” Shuler said.
 
   “That is a good problem. I will work with the team building the translators. Is it possible for LeiLei, Desiree, and Joel to work with me here?” Shiv asked.
 
   “I will ask Captain Williams and Doctor Schroeder, Desiree’s mate,” the Captain said.
 
   “Okay,” she said.  
 
    
 
   The team developing the Earth teaching machines thought of using the language cylinder in their device—as if they were trying to record and play an old 78 Long Play record on a DVD player. The lamlees reconfigured both an Earth version of the recorder and an Earth teaching machine player. The lamlee in the recording machine was very easy to meld with Earth components and made it so they could copy language or any other type of learning cylinders from Procyon. They still did not know how the lamlees knew to reconfigure circuitry but the theory was that they rapidly adapted when power flowed and adapted to the most advantageous configuration. The ability to produce new teaching machines could depress the market, as the Earth models were noticeably smaller and lighter. 
 
   This could greatly affect Sirius’s market since they made all the new learning cylinders. The Earth crew planned to send them the new designs so they could stay in business and mass produce the cylinders more easily. They finished the modifications and examined the nano recordings of the adaption process; displaying it on a large screen. They further discussed the implications and it seemed the lamlees took any competent design and evolved the best way to complete the task. They evidently got the energy from the circuitry itself even after being stored for eons. We sent several of the units to the Junior, while the others were kept on the Odin.
 
   LeiLei had heard the lamlee makers came from a galactic core world but Shiv, with more experience and being the resident expert on lamlee said they were made by a cephalopod race with eight tentacles. That was the rumor anyway. They reportedly had adapted to explore the land and later spread out across the galaxy but had not been seen for many centuries.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



Tau Ceti
 
    
 
   The scanning and examination of Tau Ceti continued. The photo and ground penetrating radar recon of Tau Ceti 3 was as thorough as a week long survey could be – not very extensive. The planet was coming out of a long period of cooler weather. The equator was lush with vegetation but it was beginning to spread out. There was a lot of water on the planet but it was generally underground. There was less metal than Earth. They remembered the general area where Susan had met the alien Hllouge. Hllouge was the assistant record keeper at the time and Susan had gone to his village. They had pretty much decided where to land and there were radar images nearby that looked intriguing in their similarity to the city uncovered at Procyon.
 
   The Junior stayed in orbit and the Victoria picked up Andrew and Susan from the Junior as the Albert went toward the landing site with a crew of soldiers in battle armor. They had decided there was never a reason to go unprepared. The Victoria and Albert both carried a field generator that could cover a small area, one of the new training machines, and trade goods along with additional soldiers in battle armor.
 
   Andrew noted to the soldier next to him – Peters – “I see we are coming loaded for bear.”
 
   “General Kyger and Captain Shuler recommended we travel heavily armed as standard protocol since we are just starting out and want to get a reputation for being strong,” Peters said and Andrew nodded agreement.
 
   Andrew and Susan both gave him a thumbs-up in their form fitting white suits with gold tinted bubble helmets. Andrew appreciated Susan’s form through the thick, but skin following materials. Even the new armor and strength augmentation had done little to hide that Susan was very female. Susan was admiring Andrew similarly as they exited the ramp of the shuttle at the edge of the forest clearing near the village. The three soldiers exited also but could be seen only as a shimmer or distortion as the five flew through the forest to its edge. 
 
   They walked as they approached the village and Susan took the lead. The short natives noticed them and the women and children ran away as the men grabbed bows. Susan went up to biggest tribesman that hadn’t run away. Susan remembered a few of the words she had learned in the point talk session she had had with Hllouge, the assistant record keeper. She said, “Where Hllouge?” using his name and one of the few interrogatives she had learned.
 
   The native found his voice and drew his bow. Susan increased her field strength since she had felt the hard thump with one of these bows before – they shot arrows very fast. The native started yelling and said female and motioned follow me. Susan called the Albert and asked if they had them under observation. They answered affirmative and Susan asked if they had the large boulder, about twenty meters away, in view. They said yes. She told them to watch her for when she raised her hand. Susan said they were to use their disruptor and dissolve the boulder on her signal. They answered affirmative with a chuckle. 
 
   The native was yelling,” Gobble gobble something female, and follow him gobble gobble” or some such crap. 
 
   Susan said, ”Where Hllouge?” -- raised her hand and pointed at the boulder.
 
   The boulder disappeared in a whoosh and the native stopped yelling and lowered his weapon. 
 
   Susan repeated, “Hllouge. Where?”
 
   The native motioned for them to follow and was a lot more servile. He kept watching Susan’s hands to make sure she wasn’t pointing at him. He took her to the largest building in the village and shouted.
 
   A male came out wearing an elaborate outfit of some type of woven cloth. He had several necklaces on. One of these caught her eye and made Susan fly into a rage. Before Andrew could stop her, Susan shoved the leader to the ground and ripped the necklace from him. She shouted, “Where Hllouge?” through the amplifier on her suit. 
 
   Andrew came up to her and asked her what she was doing. She held up the necklace which held the half credit duralloy coin she had given Hllouge. 
 
   Andrew looked around and the natives stood their ground and had drawn their bows which were pointed at the two beings in white. Andrew said, “Little help here guys,” and the three soldiers turned off the camouflage covering and appeared among the natives. 
 
   This was too much for these guys and two let fly with arrows that just fell to the ground when the reached the outer layers of the soldiers’ armor. Andrew nodded to the soldiers and they stunned the two that had shot them. That was enough for the rest. The natives threw down their bows. Humans would have run at this point but these fellows were stout and just stood their proudly. “These little guys have cajones. I’ll give them that,” Peters said.
 
   Susan motioned the leader into his building – it was much too elaborate to be called a hut. He got up and entered – reluctantly. Susan told the other shuttle to bring the field generator and training machine plus a cylinder for Trade. It wasn’t fifteen minutes before the shuttle appeared, unseen, behind the leader’s building and unloaded another soldier and the required equipment. Andrew picked up on what Susan intended. The leader was in abject terror now. The soldiers stepped a few meters from the building and stood guard. The shield generator started and was set to a time rate of 30 to normal...thank goodness for Tod’s improvements. As soon as the field was in place, they pulled out the teaching machine and popped in a Trade language cylinder. Susan motioned for the leader to put on the device head strap but when he refused – Andrew forced him down and put it on the leader’s head. Ninety minutes later – 3 minutes normal time – they turned off the machine and Susan spoke to the leader in Trade.
 
   “I will ask you again. Where is Hllouge? We wish to speak with him – now. How did you get this coin that I gave him?” she asked.
 
   “You are a female and I will tell you nothing?” said the leader.
 
   “We will change you into less than dust if you do not answer me. I will enjoy destroying you if you are so stupid you do not understand that fact. You are not my leader and I do not mind getting rid of a stupid leader,” Susan said.
 
   “How can you do this...how can I speak your language? It is not from books I gained this ability – is it that box?” the leader asked.
 
   “I may answer questions if you answer mine. Do you want enemies who will destroy all the civilization you have managed to save? Your climate is getting ready to improve and you wish to end it all?”
 
   “I was right. We have entered the reawakening period. Hllouge was exiled because he claimed you were from another planet – I know about other planets and they are incredibly far away – impossible,” said the leader. “It was undermining my authority so I banished him.”
 
   “I sincerely hope he is still alive or nothing in this village will reawaken if you don’t find him. We are much better as friends than enemies,” Susan said in Trade.
 
   “I will order my men to go find him and bring him here,” the leader said.
 
   “Tell your men to ask him to come so he can talk to Susan. Say please if you have to but use no force,” Susan said.
 
   “Yes Susan,” said the leader as he stepped out and started yelling at his men to go find Hllouge and ask him to come back and talk with Susan. He made them all repeat it three times each before he sent them out so Susan felt that the message had gotten across.
 
   Andrew turned to Susan. “Were you going to kill all these people? No. No. You just didn’t want him to think you were a weak female. That is a hard trait to break but this guy was damn quick on the uptake. Those men outside didn’t just run away when they saw superior force – pretty respectably quick on us using technology to teach him. He even knew about the climate changing. We did see some pretty advanced tech astronomy-wise here the first time. It would be pretty hard to do anything with little metal though their ceramics were like nothing I had seen before but I have no idea what we should ask them for in trade.”
 
   “Aren’t you the talkative one? I don’t want to spend a lot of time waiting in a suit. What do you think? The planets rotation is a bit longer than Earth – so tomorrow morning?” she asked as the leader came back in.
 
   “I have sent most of my men out to the old city. That was where he has been seen digging,” the leader said. “He is probably close to there and should heed a call to return...”
 
   “Welcome him back when he returns,” Susan said. She asked her MemDex if Sol would be visible from this village and in what direction. The MemDex said affirmative and displayed on her heads-up display. “He was correct that we were from another planet,” she said and turned off the lamps in the room. It was dark even though it was still daylight outside. She told he MemDex to project the image of Sol and then zoom in on Earth. The image began to display and the leader kept his cool...she thought that she would have been floored by this display just years before. “Here is a re-creation of how it will look tonight.”
 
   The MemDex projected the image of the daylight fading and the stars coming out. It projected wisps of clouds from its weather scans. It showed the labels for Sol and other third magnitude stars that would likely be visible. The debris cloud around Tau Ceti would be clearing more and more as the planet’s orbit shifted closer to the sun for a few centuries.
 
   “This is what our records have been saying. You came here because we are entering a warmer period?” the leader asked as he relit his lamps understanding that the presentation was over. This fellow was sharp and she doubted humans would have done so well with the first extraterrestrial they saw.
 
   “No,” Susan said. “We came here to see Hllouge. This is how a trip from here to our home would look like,” she said and her MemDex steadied the view and projected an image traveling first away from Tau Ceti 3 to hover over the planet. The view then changed to zoom outward past the debris field and the 4th planet and out into space with Sol getting larger and larger until they swept in past Saturn and Jupiter and through the asteroid belt. The view then approached and hovered over Earth and finally descended. 
 
   “I will admit to the village that I was wrong and reinstate all of his rights. Will that appease you?” the leader asked.
 
   The guy was pretty astute. “No,” she said. “...but it is a good start. Do not start saying a female is weaker...you lose many valuable ideas that way,” Susan said and had a sudden inspiration. “Do your records say anything about treating women as less than men? Do any of your records say anything about women being less intelligent than men?”
 
   The leader thought for a minute and then said the line that has been quoted millions of times on multitudes of planets in millions of tongues. “We have always done it that way,” he said.
 
   “Do all villages treat women as second-rate citizens?” she asked suspecting the truth.
 
   “I know of some that do and some do not,” the leader said. “I do not recall ever having seen a record that described them in any way like they did not rate as highly as men. We just have been doing it that way. I will investigate. I can see men think highly of women in your species.”
 
   It was like this guy was just another colleague she was talking to and not some tribal leader now. He seemed incredibly educated for a village leader.
 
   Susan had another hunch. “What happened to the leader that was here when I came last? What title or office did you play then?” she asked.
 
   “He died of natural causes. I was the senior record keeper and had access to all the books and scrolls,” he said. “I became the leader.”
 
   “..and Hllouge was assistant record keeper and you did not want him as senior,” she stated.
 
   “He was unstable – we thought he was unstable because though the knowledge inheritance spoke about other stars, it never spoke about other peoples except when talking about the before time,” he said.
 
   Knowledge inheritance...I like that phrase, she thought. “What do you mean by the before time?” she asked.
 
   “That is the time before we reached civilization. Our biggest cities were built on the sites of the before people,” he said.
 
   “Your ancestors?” she asked.
 
   “No. The before people were here when this world was young. They built large cities. The city where we are looking for Hllouge is near such a city but we do not think they were like us,” he said. “Our records go back many -- many years. We are excellent record keepers. The before people built buildings much differently than we would. It seemed they lived in or around water. We never found a crypt or skeleton,” he said. “Hllouge will know more. He was obsessed with them...another reason we thought he was unstable. This language sounds very odd but strangely familiar to my ears. Why is that?”
 
   “We used a learning machine that transfers the memories from one being to another. The machine learns how to imprint very fast. It works best on beings that can see or hear near our hearing and sight ranges,” she answered as honestly as she could. “We will monitor to see when he comes back. We will be here tomorrow at this time of day if he has returned. We expect to be treated better next time. Do you think that can be arranged?” she asked getting angry thinking about their reception.
 
   “We will treat you as very advanced technological beings should be treated,” he said. “We will have a feast to honor you.”
 
   As Andrew and Susan left the hut they chuckled over the leader’s last words – not sure how very advanced technological beings will be treated but they’d have to talk with Hllouge before they would eat or drink anything here. Susan concurred with Andrew’s suspicions and walked back to the edge of the forest before flying the rest of the way to the ship. 
 
    
 
   The leader questioned one of the men he had assigned to track them back through the forest. “We could see their tracks clearly and then they were gone. How could you lose them?”
 
   “It was just like they vanished. We searched in a large area and there were no more signs to follow,” the man said and was dismissed by the leader.
 
   Vanished...that was like the tales of the before-people. “More and more like the before people...I wonder where they got their technology. Much is explained when I think of words from the before time. I understand words I never understood before. We must get that technology for the reawakening, he thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  


 
   Political Motivation
 
    
 
   All went back to their ships for some needed rest and showers. They carefully monitored the village and tracked movements of the villagers with thermal imaging as they searched for Hllouge. The search gave them an excuse to focus their search on the area the leader had said was from the time of the pre-people. The ground penetrating radar located the area where Hllouge was supposed to be working. The thermal imaging only showed one being and the villagers were searching miles away – none in this area. It was decided to go down and see if this was Hllouge. We just took the Victoria shuttle with Andrew and Susan. Hllouge had seen us fly so it wasn’t something they had to hide.
 
    
 
   Hllouge saw the two beings flying down near him. They had the white clothing and golden shiny helmets he had seen a few years before. He stopped and started walking toward them. He was not afraid at all – he had been separate from the village for almost two years now. The company was most welcome even if it interrupted his digging. 
 
   The native was short with ochre colored skin with greasy black hair. He carried no weapon and came up to them. They were soon standing a few meters apart. The gold tinted sun shield was turned off and Hllouge could see their ugly skin and jutting chin.
 
   They were sure ugly he thought but the one with the longer hair looked like, “SU-SAN. Gobble gobble gobble,” he said – at least that’s how it sounded to Andrew. The alien approached Susan with both hands extended out and showed more emotion than any of the villagers had before. 
 
   After a brief reunion of hand waving and grunted words that produced nothing but frustration – Susan was able to convince Hllouge to sit down while Andrew flew away and brought back a strong field generator and the teaching machine they had used at the village. Susan convinced Hllouge to put on the head band to the machine and started the Trade language cylinder. Five minutes of normal time – 90 minutes later for Hllouge – the training session ended and Susan asked, “Do you understand me now?”
 
   Hllouge was suitably impressed, “This machine worked very well. The sounds are odd to my ears but I understand clearly. The language opens many new ideas for me. It clarifies many of the ideas described in the records and legends of my people and the pre-people. There used to be a huge city right here and I have been trying to uncover an entrance. The senior record keeper kicked me out of the village. I was more popular than him and he was afraid I would be elected leader. He took my betrothed along with another to be his wives and said I was unstable because I said you were from another planet and that you could fly. His name is Hffalam.”
 
   “We met him and agree with you. We had to give him this language, Trade to help us find you. He had your coin and I took it back,” Susan said and handed him back the duralloy coin necklace she had ripped from Hffalm’s neck.
 
   Hllouge took it with both hands and placed it back around his neck. At first, I thought you would return in a day or so but then, I realized that you would be a long time returning. Hffalam convinced everyone that I had drugged everyone and produced hallucinations to try to become leader. He is very ambitious and dangerous. Record keepers are very skilled in ceramics, medicines and herbs. Do not eat or drink anything near him and do not breath smoke. He can poison it all. He is very skilled in that area. I think I would have been made senior record keeper when the leader died unexpectedly. Then I was exiled. I was trying to uncover parts of the pre-people technology so they restore me to the village and make me senior record keeper.”
 
   “We will help you,” Susan said. “We can help in the study of your before-people as they are of interest to us also. Come with us for a little while. Gather all your valuables and tools. Tell me if you need help.”
 
   “I have a large selection of artifacts I have found and quite a few books and scrolls. I need to get those,” he said.
 
   Susan said, “I will send my mate, Andrew, with you. We can take a small sled to help you move items. Do you think you can ride with us when we fly?”
 
   “Yes. I am excited and scared but mostly excited. The pre-people could also fly,” he said and Susan looked at Andrew. “Take two of the soldiers with you for protection,” she said in English. “The more I find out about Hffalam – the more I think he will hurt these people’s chances and will try to kill us for our technology. He knows we are not gods and is not startled by our advanced tech. He has evidently read about it as record keeper and will lie. If he lies, he will steal. If he steals, enough, he will kill to protect his thefts. It is as true here as it is on Earth.”
 
   They assembled a team. The flying sled did not surprise Hllouge, as much as the two armored soldiers in their black armor. He almost fell out of his seat when they faded from sight as they flew over the landscape.
 
   “Their suits show what is behind them. How brilliant an idea and so simple...I imagine it is easier to think of the concept than to make it work,” Hllouge said.
 
   Andrew was surprised that this greasy-haired native was so sharp. No flies land on these boys. They are smart. “That is correct,” he said. “Which way?”
 
   Hllouge pointed and they landed a short distance away in a small area of vegetation with a small spring nearby that provided fresh water and game. Hllouge loaded up the sled with books and scrolls and food and weapons and pottery containers of various sorts. The sled was nearly full when they arrived back at the shuttle. “This is everything. How many beings will you lend me to dig? I think we can uncover the entrance in a few weeks with a crew of ten,” he said. 
 
   “I think we can do better than that...“she said and displayed the radar images of the buried city.
 
   Hllouge became very excited and dug into the contents of the sled and produced a clay tablet that had drawings very similar. “See. This is how I knew there might be an entrance where I was digging,” he said and pointed to a corresponding spot on the radar image.
 
   Susan and Andrew ordered down the Albert and both shuttles began using the same technique they had used on Procyon. Soon, huge plumes of sand began rising as the shuttles began evacuating the sand from the site.
 
   It took the better part of the day to uncover the city. They landed at the area that Hllouge had been trying to dig it out himself. He realized the futility of his former action since he was 130 meters below where he was digging. “I would have had to dig 100 lifetimes to get to this point. You are truly an auspicious species – just like the pre-people.
 
   “What do you think they are like?” Andrew asked.
 
   Hllouge looked at Andrew and pulled out another clay tablet. “This is the tablet I saved that shows what the historian Hsllofat said he thought they may look like,” He showed them the tablet and it showed a drawing like a cephalopod with eight tentacles.
 
   “We think that this is the race that developed the lamlees,” Susan said.
 
   “Lamlees. You mean these things,” Hllouge said and opened a pouch that contained thousands of lamlees. 
 
   Susan and Andrew were stunned. “These are worth a lot, Hllouge. These are good for trade. Let us explore a little before we take you back to the village.”
 
   They called the ships above and said they had uncovered another city. LeiLei and Shiv watched the video feeds and made suggestions. It wasn’t long before they had acquired more lamlee than they had recovered at Procyon. They let those above know about the duplicity of the village leader and Kyger had suggestions that Susan said she would take under advisement. They sent the Albert back to unload the lamlee onto the Odin and asked for a contingent of military to accompany them back to the village with Hllouge when they would return. They also traded him a flying belt and taught him to fly it with some precision and how it would protect him from kinetic projectiles. Andrew was skeptical until she reminded him that they never would have another shuttle full of lamlee if it hadn’t been for him. She let him shoot arrows at her with the field strength turned up. He showed emotion when they forced him to shoot but the arrows stopped. He said he had thought they would kill him for threatening her again. They laughed and explained that they were just trying to show him the protective power of the field. They explained how long it would last and its limitations.
 
   Susan quizzed Hllouge on poisons and then decided to get him to make them a training cylinder on these poisons and knowledge of ceramics. They set the fields around this portion of the Junior to sixty and then started work. LeiLei had been ready with the recorder. They took him to the refresher on the Junior first and had a makeover session. They explained that he should not go back to the village wearing his hermit clothes and appearance. Susan had him find dress that was appropriate for the pre-fall natives on the planet and a crewman fabricated some new, form-fitting clothes that looked almost like a Greek toga. They were skeptical but did as Susan asked. He soon looked like a new being – handsome in a no-chinned way – she supposed.
 
   They recorded a session with Hllouge. Susan and Andrew both took the session immediately. It evidently included Hllouge’s language. It was an enormously valuable session. They started jabbering away in his language. It was an incredibly rich language and had words that showed that this culture had had a pre-space technology. They planned the following day carefully and slept a solid eight hours. They then ate a large breakfast, loaded the Victoria with some special equipment – suited up and headed back to the area where the village men had been looking for Hllouge. The thermal imaging showed them clearly and they landed nearby. Hllouge got out and figured out how to walk with the field set at nearly 50 percent strength. Any more and he would be fully protected but wouldn’t have enough traction to walk. They landed between the spread out searchers and Hllouge called out to them. They started to converge. The Victoria and the soldiers were out in force but camouflaged.
 
   Hllouge was startling to the searchers because he no longer looked like the bedraggled hermit from previous times. He looked like a drawing of their ancestors. Most came to him and he directed them to the location of the Victoria that materialized as they came close. He told them to go inside and most did it with no pressure but one had to be pushed inside. They then went to the sensor coordinates of the two remaining searchers and Hllouge approached them as before. The Victoria was hovering nearby and displaying the view on screens inside to the fascination of the natives. These guys were surprised but were talking about this and that technology that they had studied from the record keepers. They all said that Hllouge was not unstable and the leader was pushing his authority too far. They were silent when they spotted the last two searchers on the thermal display.
 
   Hllouge approached the last searchers and the natives watching from the Victoria mentioned how brave he was to do so because these were close friends with the leader, Hffalam. Hllouge approached the two searchers. He said he would take them back to the village. They looked at each other and drew their bows. They both shot at the same time. The Victoria opened its cargo door and two soldiers flew out and shot the two searchers with stunners. The ones inside talked about whether they thought the two natives were dead and then they noticed that Hllouge was flying back to the shuttle. They all started talking when he came in carrying two arrows in his hands. The soldiers returned with the two unconscious natives and carelessly tossed them in the back of the shuttle. They asked Hllouge if they should just toss them out or kill them. He answered, no, in Trade.
 
   Susan asked him in his native language if he indeed wanted to kill these two. She asked if Hffalam had family or children who might be a problem. Hllouge said he did not want them killed but watch out for Hffalam trying to poison them at a meal. His sister might be a problem. The trip to the village was quiet as the two natives in the back regained consciousness. They saw Hllouge. He asked them if they were willing to work with him in the future or should he just kill them now. They emphatically said they were just doing what Hffalam ordered. He asked them if they thought these beings were from their planet and they cowered and said no. He asked them if they could see that these beings were flying. They looked at the forward monitor and said yes. 
 
   They landed at the edge of the village and all the natives walked in with Susan, Andrew and Hllouge. Hllouge looked regal compared to the natives. Hffalam was shocked but welcomed them all to the village and said he had planned a feast.
 
   It took two hours to prepare the feast. Hllouge walked around the village and reintroduced himself throughout the village wearing his new clothes and the prominent coin around his neck. The meal was finally set out on top of bolts of cloth laid out on low tables. There were fruits, vegetables, and cooked meats. There were pitchers and glasses of wines and juices.
 
   Hffalam stood up as all the males were seated and welcomed Hllouge back to the village. He then turned to Susan and Andrew and welcomed them. He started to speak but Susan stood up and took off her helmet to expose her face to the villagers for the first time. In the pause that ensued, she started speaking in the native’s language. There had been a gasp when she exposed her head and another when she spoke in their language. She told them that she had met Hllouge several years ago but had had to leave to go back to her home planet. It was getting dark and she pointed at Sol’s location in the sky and explained that her home system had eight large planets. She explained that she too lived on the third planet from the sun like they did here. Everyone stopped looking at Hffalam and paid rapt attention to her. Hffalam was not prepared to be usurped – especially not by an alien speaking his language.
 
   Susan introduced her mate, Andrew, who also removed his helmet and said that their planet, Earth, once had females in a subservient role but they had progressed rapidly when equality was established. More was gained than was lost he said. Andrew pointed at Hllouge and said that the old writings said nothing that suggested that their ancestors had ever considered females as less than males. Female ancestors, according to Hllouge, had written many of the old manuscripts. Susan had been testing all her food and drink as well as Andrew’s while he talked. One drink and food dish was each laced with deadly poison. Susan stood up and said she would like to propose a toast. She said a toast was where a guest gave their host praise for upcoming trade. She handed her glass to Hffalam and took his glass in a lightning motion. “Here is to the leader of your village, Hffalam, who gave me this glass to drink just as he did to the previous leader. I give him mine like he gave your past leader. Please drink,” she said knowing she was pushing him hard. Hllouge had said the leader died young.
 
   Hffalam looked at everyone who sat waiting for him to say or do anything. He threw down the drink and ran out of sight as Susan spoke into her radio. She received a reply and turned to the group. 
 
   “Hffalam apparently killed your previous leader to take his place and then tried to disgrace Hllouge who he saw as a rival. I have given a special light to Hllouge that will show the stains of others who were partners with Hffalam. Do not drink anything else until Hllouge has tested your food to make sure you would not be Hffalam’s next victim,” Susan said as Hllouge went down the tables testing the drinks and food. Both his food along with Andrew’s and Susan’s had been poisoned and he threw them out and tossed the utensils into a nearby fire. He then turned on the ultraviolet light on the hands of the serving crew and the pale greenish yellow telltale showed up only on one – Hffalam’s sister.
 
   She started pleading but Hllouge grabbed her around the arms unexpectedly and flew up into the air. A few seconds after he disappeared into the night air they heard a very prolonged, descending scream and meaty thud in the woods. Hllouge flew back to the table. 
 
   Andrew and Susan looked at each other in a – that was unexpected look. They shrugged since they had ordered Hffalam dissolved by molecular disruptor as soon as he was out of view of the villagers and a soldier had done so already.
 
   Hllouge started speaking. “As you can see – I was speaking the truth. These people are from another planet and traded me the ability to fly for information about our people. Hffalam wanted power for himself. I only want what is good for our people because the climate is getting warmer. These people helped me uncover the city of the pre-people and it is full of great wealth. These people traded teaching machines so we may learn the languages of the traders from the stars and about many other things. Our ancestors were ready to travel into space when the climate drastically changed. Our children or our children’s children will travel among the stars.” He passed around a box with lamlee in the bottom. “These are lamlee. We can trade lamlee for knowledge so we may live better lives.”
 
   A bold one in the group shouted, “I see you are already living better with your rich clothes. How does that help me?” and Hllouge heard a murmur of assent from the group. “We do not want to trade one bad leader for another.”
 
   Susan stood back up. “Hllouge wanted something else for the village,” she said and Hllouge looked at her strangely – surprised.
 
   She waved her arm and two soldiers in black battle armor came pulling two sleds covered with canvas. They motioned Hllouge to uncover the carts and there really was a stunned cry from the group. The first sled had almost ten metric tons of iron bars on it. The people had to get up and look at it closer because metal – iron was very scarce and valuable.
 
   Susan shouted over the hum of voices. “Hllouge traded his own knowledge for these goods for all of you. You are all very wealthy. He also wanted something that would set your village apart from all others,” Susan extemporized. One of the soldiers interrupted Hllouge in his attempt to undo the coverings on the second sled and gave him a fairly heavy cloth bag. He looked in and there were duralloy coins for everyone in the village two times over. He held them up and started giving them to each of the villagers. They did not mob him like they would have on Earth but were very polite – definitely alien but it was still a big hit. One large man said he’d be happy to give them out if Hllouge would please uncover the second cart.
 
   Hllouge pulled back the covering on the second sled and this time there were gasps of astonishment from every villager there. They did not show their aloofness this time. They were stunned. The sled was covered with bars of beautiful metals of all types and each type had two identical books with colored pictures printed on Riz. The books described what the metal looked like in natural form and how it was mined and refined. It had metals that they had never even dreamed of having. There were bars of silver, gold, platinum, aluminum, copper, tin, magnesium, titanium, zinc, nickel, chromium, tungsten, vanadium, even hard plastic tubes filled with mercury. There was a set of Metallurgy texts hastily printed on Riz.
 
   Hllouge approached Susan. “I did not trade you for all of that. I can read this language, Trade, but no one else in the village can read it. We will need more than one teaching machine. I would not know how to fix it if it breaks. The metals are wonderful but we cannot extract many of them from our planet. How will we get more? Are you not taunting us with false hope?” he asked. 
 
   “Hllouge, I will leave you two teaching machines. The cylinder you made for us will help us and the lamlee were well worth the trade. There will be more lamlee in that city and there may be other artifacts. We will bring you more metals when we return in a few years. More traders will come too. We will leave you language cylinders for their languages too. In time, many traders will come and you need to become stronger so they will not just take what you have. We will hide your identity and location as long as we can. Your job is to educate your people as fast as you can.”
 
   “I am not sure I should thank you for all this new knowledge?” he said. “You put my people at great risk.”
 
   “That statement shows you are the being that needs to lead these people. You see truly – the good and the bad of it. It is my fault that Hffalam is dead but you are my friend. I could not let him destroy you or your knowledge and that is probably wrong...but you are a friend. We will leave you right after the feast. Would you tell everyone to come back and eat before all this gorgeous food spoils?” she said.
 
   Hllouge waved everyone back to the tables. The evening degenerated again as many of the villagers got drunk, danced and sang. Couples, not always married to each other according to Hllouge, slipped off to dwellings.               
 
   Andrew nudged Susan, “That looks like a good idea to me. It’s time we beat a retreat. These soldiers have been eating rations while we’ve been eating and drinking – not necessarily good food – but interesting food.”
 
   Susan saw a young male whisper in a girl’s ear and they ran off hand in hand. “Good idea,” she said to Andrew. 
 
   “We need to leave now Hllouge. Thank you for being our friend. We will try to visit again,” Susan said. 
 
   “Come back again,” Hllouge said and Andrew could swear his eyes were glistening.
 
   They waved and climbed into the shuttle at the edge of the clearing, made sure all the gear and soldiers was counted and flew up into the night.
 
   Hllouge looked at the faint star of Sol and held up both arms toward it. Some of the remainder of the revelers did they same. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   Susan felt depressed as she boarded the Junior.  “Tell me I did right,” she told Andrew. 
 
   “We brought that load of iron for Hllouge’s people from the first. We are immensely richer now with a new source for lamlee and who knows what else. We know the lamlee were probably made by cephalopods with eight tentacles. We know all kinds of cool ways to make ceramics. The rest of that metal was just some leftover from Phillips’ drone payments. Rett gets a bit if he can fit it into his new ship.”
 
   “I know,” Susan said, “...but two people were killed and we radically influenced a culture. How is that right?”
 
   “A good resource, Hllouge, was saved and we have a new port for trade. New trade means we can probably save the Earth Regulatory Force and with that – it’s Expeditionary Force – us. We’ve been racking up huge expenses without much to show for it before now. This trip will change all that but we have to make it back home safely. Phillips knew that and he’d never been in space. We need to crank him out of storage for our next stop,” Andrew said to Susan as he pulled her close.
 
   “The next one will be the hard one won’t it,” she said and laid her head against his shoulder and cried a bit at having people killed under her orders.
 
   “We’ll do fine. Let’s get cleaned up and rested so we can plan that trip to 68 Eridani,” Andrew said and sent the video feeds of their village experience to the Odin for review by Kyger and Shuler. They acknowledged the actions as proper after a few hours.
 
   
 
  



 Heave to
 
    
 
   It was Shiv that suggested we use the lamlee to boost the efficiency of our drive fields. We had once suggested that our maximum efficiency would be around 1,400 lights but currently we were only up to the 400 plus change in the Junior. We asked Shiv how it might be accomplished and she suggested we upgrade our cabling and use up to ten lamlee. We didn’t want to lose a ship so we did the best we could – I should say Joel and LeiLei collaborated while they cohabited and we adapted the shuttle Albert with the new setup. It was capable of about 60 lights at max but didn’t have the environmental systems for long voyages. Joel climbed into the Albert by himself when they finished and LeiLei saw him off. He moved a short distance away from the Junior and then kicked in the drive. He immediately dropped out of contact and that meant he had gotten over 100 lights speed – or – it just blew up. We waited a long time but couldn’t communicate with him. LeiLei became a little frantic – I think there must be some emotional attachment there. We couldn’t do anything but we’d wait as long as we could – up to a week if we had to wait. Late the next day we got a communication from Joel. He was okay but had overshot twice before he could get this close. He was going to use another lamlee to fine tune his navigation controls. They were too crude currently. He thought he’d finish in another 24 hours. Sixteen hours later, the Albert popped into existence beside the Junior.
 
   Joel got a hero’s welcome from the crew and a personal welcome home from LeiLei. We debriefed him after he had showered and put on a clean jumpsuit. He touched his MemDex that detailed high points in his journey and design changes. The reconfiguration of the stressed space field drive by the lamlees was remarkable. Some had migrated to control points. The additional fine tuning of the navigation system turned the navigation of the shuttle from a golf cart to a race car. Joel said he had gotten over 700 lights out of the shuttle. It was decided to upgrade all our systems after a great deal of deliberation. It finally came down to the ability to get away from an enemy rather than fighting. Cutting travel time was more important than anything else at the moment. The adaptation of the Victoria only took a few days but the alteration of the Junior and the Odin was another story altogether. More lamlee were used than before and their adaptation was recorded with electron microscopy. It showed rapid changes that would take quite a bit of skull sweat to figure out what was happening but it was recorded for later analysis. The navigation systems also benefitted from the same sort of adaptation. Both ships were ready in two weeks of accelerated time – about twelve hours of normal time – Brad noted. 
 
   Even Rett became interested in the adaptations and used some of his share of lamlee to upgrade his drone conversion. His drone ship was coming along and he had amassed a good cargo of trade goods and supply of grape juice for himself. The environmental systems were taking the longest and he was soon piddling around again on his ship. 
 
   The Odin and Junior were set to test their navigation and propulsion systems. They had rendezvous coordinates a light year from 68 Eridani and would wait there two weeks if they had to before backtracking. Both ships were finally ready to tackle the longest leg of their expedition so far – 82 light years. They both counted down and set off at the exact moment with shut down scheduled for five minutes later. The fields shut off and they were able to contact each other. Rough guess of velocity was in the 1,100 lights range. They decided to try an hour at full power and see where they stood. When they shut down after one hour of flight, they could still communicate but barely. The coordinates showed that the Odin hit over 1,200 lights and the Junior just topped 1,120 lights. The Junior moved up to the Odin in microbursts to calibrate their navigation upgrades. They set off together with the Odin not quite at maximum for an hour – this time with more accurate figures on which to base their velocities. When they dropped out, they were very close for stellar ranges. The systems showed no strain and they set off together with the coordinates for the approximately 3.8 week journey.
 
   The voyage settled down to routines of sleeping, training, learning cylinders, research and planning. Shiv was exploring the Odin one day and came to the gym where Admiral Kyger was sparring with two soldiers. She watched for a few minutes until they stopped. She went over to the Admiral. “Admiral. Is this fitness training?” she asked.
 
   “Yes and no,” he answered. “It keeps us in shape and we use it for unarmed combat.”
 
   “That is interesting. Are your movements in slow motion to practice precision or is there another reason?” she asked.
 
   “Slow motion? We were performing at our best speed. What do you mean?” he said. 
 
   “Hold your towel out from your body and jerk it away when you see me move,” Shiv said.
 
   Brad reluctantly held out the towel. There was the barest flicker, and Brad was holding the upper half of a towel and Shiv was holding the lower half. Brad had not even felt it tug and the thick towel was sheared neatly in two. “I see what you mean by slow motion. Our bodies cannot move as fast as yours,” Brad said.
 
   “No. Not normally,” she said, “...but your disabilities gave me an idea. Your suits can move that fast with the dynamic musculature enhancement can they not?” she asked.
 
   “Yes but it could injure us to move that fast,” Brad said.
 
    I think I could compensate for that. You have cameras on your suits that show different views at the same time do you not? You have a powerfully fast computer do you not? I think I can adapt the MemDexs to recognize attacks and respond with controllable fighting moves. It would be a fun project for me. I have enjoyed the higher levels of some of your combat video games,” Shiv said in the longest statement she had made since coming aboard. “May I have one of your suits that I can modify for you? I will not damage it and I do not need it as I have my own.”
 
   Brad hadn’t even been aware the Vicvic was capable of wearing a suit but he was curious about anything that would give them an advantage in a fight. “I would be honored if you would help us this way. I will give the orders now. Just tell me what you need.”
 
   She detailed all the equipment she needed and she was assigned use of one of the smaller labs. She shut herself in and only came out to eat or rest which grew less and less frequent. Two weeks later, she contacted the Captain and Admiral Kyger and they headed at once to the lab. 
 
   “I want to apologize that I have used one of your crew as a guinea pig,” she continued when they gasped. “No. Not as a victim. I needed a human in the suit to adjust the controls. Mister Peters?” she called and in walked one of their soldiers in the black battle armor. “Defensive only Mister Peters,” she said and the suit nodded. “Here is a laser pistol,” she said and aimed it at a steel plate across the room and burned a hole in it. She handed the laser to Captain Shuler and then handed an iron bar to Admiral Kyger. “Attack him anytime and from any angle you want. Do not give warning. We have tested this many times now and there is no danger on defensive mode from this distance.”
 
   Shuler immediately drew his weapon and fired – belay that – thought Admiral Kyger. He had seen Shuler raise the weapon well out of sight of Peters and yet the figure had turned with blinding speed and twisted the weapon out of his hand. Peters was holding the laser pistol now. Kyger walked directly behind Peters and swung the iron bar at the back of the suit’s helmet. It had barely begun its downward arc when the bar was ripped out of his hand. Peters tossed the bar onto a nearby bench and bowed. He took off his helmet and laid that on the bench. 
 
   “Its incredible what Shiv has done Admiral – Captain. I just set this thing on defensive and it automatically defends me. The suit cushions me and changes the stress field around me so the movements do not rip out my own joints. The MemDex watches through all the nano-cameras we’ve added all over the suit and we used lamlee to boost their capabilities. The MemDex will stiffen my hands as I hit something. I can’t pierce metal with my hands but I can dent it without hurting myself. Captain – if you had been out of reach with that laser the suit would have decided on the least damaging reaction and would have responded with an appropriate weapon.”
 
   “How about offensive use?” Brad asked.
 
   Shiv answered. “Even I could not stand against this suit now in unarmed combat. I have just recorded a cylinder on how to upgrade the suits and the training necessary before any being should be allowed to use them. Each suit will have a bio-recognition circuit to allow only one user. It is too dangerous as it is, not to add that feature – if I understand your race currently. Am I correct?”
 
   “Thank you Shiv. Your share of any trade goods has now doubled. This is going to be very helpful. The system we are entering is supposed to be pretty rough but has rich variety. How many can you convert before we arrive at the rendezvous?” Brad said. “I will get all of the combat team leaders training so they can help you in the conversion.”
 
   “We can convert most of them before then. The help will be welcome,” she said.
 
    
 
   The Odin arrived at the rendezvous point 3.8 weeks real time after leaving Tau Ceti. The passage had been uneventful but Captain Shuler had scans of the system. The fourth and fifth planets showed activity. The fifth planet looked like it was swarming with ships and power sources. It looked totally luminous until they zoomed in and could make out details. The Junior showed up a half day later. That isn’t bad when you’re talking about just covering the 82 light years to 68 Eridani. UmBllatt said that there were pirates working the area. He said to go in tough. Brad caught Andrew up on the suit modifications and showed him videos. It was uncanny. They hadn’t even been able to test the offensive capabilities on board but everyone had great faith in Shiv’s programming and design. They were very proud of their crewmate.
 
   It took two more days to retrofit Susan and Andrew’s suits with the upgrades and for them to train but they were really getting good at the conversions and training by then. The plans for the first trade mission were going okay. They thought they would have both the Odin and Junior to go in together into a very distant orbit. They’d then go in with the shuttles loaded with trade goods and armored troops. 
 
    
 
   Captain Shuler was alone in his quarters when there was a light rap on his door. Shuler got up and answered the door. “Sir...Commo Tech Stephens here sir...Remember when Admiral Kyger ordered no communications with Earth. That’s when Captain Xu tried to call someone. I didn’t think of it at the time but there was another attempted call. Sergeant Al Myzhewski also tried to contact his uncle. He told me to send the message if the no communication order was ever lifted. I told him I would and never thought more of it...until he did it again and this time it was a much longer message. Sir. I’m a master cryptographer and I just happened to cross reference his messages to Captain Xu’s. There were a lot of similarities. I then pulled the personnel file on Myzhewski. Sir. He doesn’t have an uncle.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me, Stephens. Good work. Please give this information to Lieutenant Faulkner in Intelligence. Do not send any message for him under any condition. Keep an eye out for others and let Faulkner and me know. I’ll inform Admiral Kyger. I will have someone from the Junior contact you so you can give the techs over there, the similarities to watch for. Contact General Kyger directly if you cannot get me. Go straight to Intelligence. Dismissed,” he said and turned to his intercom.
 
   “Security, Shuler here. Bring in Sergeant Al Myzhewski on suspicion of treason. Find him. He may be armed and may resist.” Shuler cut the connection. I just hope we’re in time, he thought. Maybe this was the last guy Phillips had planted on us.
 
   Security rang a moment later. “Sir, Myzhewski is in suit training two days ahead of his scheduled time.”
 
   “Suit up everybody. Don’t destroy my ship but destroy him if you have to...don’t kill or injure him if you aren’t forced to do so,” Shuler ordered. He then contacted Kyger to let him know.
 
    
 
   Sergeant Myzhewski was pleased to have gotten into one of the new upgraded suits. Too bad he wasn’t far enough along on the training to be able to use the offensive features. They hadn’t come for him yet but he’d fight his way to a shuttle if he had to. With extra food and water he could get anywhere with the new shuttle engines. Ah oh. This didn’t look good, Myzhewski thought as he saw six armored suits come in and they were all focused on him. Four of them moved toward him as he crabbed toward an exit. They suddenly rushed and each grabbed an appendage. Luckily, his suit helped him. It knocked them off but they started striking him and he could feel the blows through the suit. How could they? Oh...they all had offensive access. This was starting to hurt even though he deflected most strikes. The lasers started firing at him next and they concentrated on his weapons first. The weapons were soon disabled and he was slowing. His suit was starting to overheat with all the laser hits. 
 
   His MemDex suggested giving up but he wasn’t going for any of that. His suit finally had had enough and shut down all but the environmental components. The soldiers stripped the suit off him and took him before Captain Shuler. Shuler had Stephens come to the bridge and asked Phillips to be escorted there also. Stephens was standing there sullen and slightly rumpled. Phillips came in ahead of his escort like he was leading them. Shuler welcomed him to bridge and started right in. Specialist Stephens has some messages for you to translate for us. Your participation with this will decide whether you will accompany us on the trade mission to Eridani 5.
 
   Phillips took the communications from Stephens and a pen from his pocket – looked around and spent about ten minutes making notes and marking through letters. “I haven’t done the whole thing but he was sending information on trade goods, lamlees, aliens. He apparently disagreed with the handling of beings at Procyon and you apparently killed some native at Tau Ceti – that’s interesting. Do you want me to decode the rest? It looks like more on drive and armor improvements.”
 
   “Captain,” said the tactical officer. “We have four ships closing on our positions. We’re being hailed.” 
 
   “Battle stations. Notify the Junior. Keep Sergeant Stephens here. I just thought of a use for him,” the Captain said and he was alerted that Admiral Kyger was on his way.
 
   Shuler nodded to the comm officer and the screen showed some scaly alien, “This is Planetary Control. You are ordered to unseal your airlocks and prepare to be boarded.”
 
   “An excellent idea,” Shuler said as Kyger entered the bridge. Shuler motioned the comm officer to mute the audio and he did so. Shuler gave Kyger a brief rundown of Sergeant Myzhewski trying to give intelligence on their trip.
 
   “Well,” Brad asked.
 
   “I was thinking about unsealing our airlock...then a disruptor,” Shuler said.
 
   Brad nodded and Shuler indicated to unmute. “Sorry Planetary Control. I have to take care of some on-board discipline first. We are from Earth and we are not accustomed to all these rules. We use different rules. Please standby,” Shuler said and then motioned to mute again. “Place the sergeant in the forward airlock and open it to the outside at my order.”
 
   The sergeant started kicking and screaming but the soldiers in battle armor brushed off his resistance and carried him kicking and screaming to the airlock. “Forward battery. Dispose of his body when he quits kicking and then target all lasers on the ship I designate. Release him now.”
 
   The airlock opened and the kicking and dying bloated body of Sergeant Myzhewski flew away from the ship with the last remnants of air. A disruptor beam dissolved his body when he quit jerking. Shuler motioned to unmute. “I am so sorry. One of my soldiers was disloyal. You can not let little things turn into big things. Now. Which ship will send the boarding party?” the Captain asked.
 
   “The largest ship will send over a transport,” the alien said.
 
   “You do understand we are from Earth and we belong to the Earth Regulatory Force?” the Captain said.
 
   “I heard you and I have heard there was a new trading post there,” the alien said.
 
   “Fire on the largest ship and then the next largest. Save the smallest,” the Captain ordered in English. The Odin’s forward laser batteries cut the largest ship in two and then the molecular disruptors dissolved all debris from the rest of it. The next two faced the same fate in spite of shooting everything they had at the Odin. Not one shot was aimed at the Junior.
 
   The last ship was sending out distress calls but not firing at the Odin. The Captain hailed the last ship. “This is the Earth Regulatory Force ship Odin. Do not attempt to escape or you will be destroyed. Drop shields and prepare to be boarded.”
 
   “She’s dropped shields Captain,” said the sensor tech. 
 
   “Send out a lone soldier in battle armor,” the Captain ordered and a lone soldier flew over to the alien ship and banged on the airlock door.
 
   The airlock opened and the soldier stepped in and turned off his camouflage. The inner airlock swung open and three alien crewmembers stood there to meet him. “I wish to speak with your Captain,” said the Senior Chief.
 
   “I am the Captain,” said one. “We have trade materials but we were forced to work for the others. Do not destroy our ship. Take us back into port and do not dump us into space like you did one of your own,” the Captain said in a fatalistic tone.
 
   The Senior Chief laughed and the aliens all looked startled. “No...No...we do not intend to hurt you. I just came over to give you some of our catalogs and some free samples. The one we killed displeased my Captain. Here,” he said and reached into a large, black, insulated carrier bag. All the aliens thought they would be killed with a weapon in some type of sarcastic jest but the alien in armor handed them three glossy catalogs printed on Riz with color pictures and two of the window scenes that displayed 3D video images of different scenes. He showed them how it worked. He then handed them stellar maps showing where Earth was and the trading facility on the moon.
 
   “There are ten more trading stations opening up and they will each try to be more elaborate than the lunar post. Read about that one in the latest Uoott Culture Manual. The last one gave us a four stomp rating. Here are ten brochures you can give away to others. Put your name on the place in the back here and if some new group comes because of your recommendation – we will give you five free window displays like these.”
 
   “Wait,” said the Captain. “You realized we were pirates and destroyed all the big ships because you knew those were the bad beings and you come here and give us these things that will be worth a huge amount at the port. Why do you do this? Do you plan to destroy us as we leave? Are you that cruel?”
 
   “You told us you were forced into these actions. What profit will we make if we destroy everyone who stands in our way? We are EXCELLENT friends and TERRIBLE enemies. Now you know where we came from and you can sell this and some of your cargo to get trade goods needed on Earth. We want trade. You will be treated like royalty there if you trade using standard trade rules. The catalogs name many things we need or want and we have many things that you can use or sell. We both win. Our motto is – trade with us – we both win.” 
 
   “Here are some Earth made calculators for you. The never need a power source and they work if there is enough light to see the screen. Here is how they work – see. I only have five for you. Here are some little lights that turn on when you squeeze them. They will last for years – then just throw them away. We affix them to cards or security release devices. Here is some Earth wine. It is a fermented drink made from a small round fruit. It is about 14% alcohol. It has a top that just twists off,” the senior chief.
 
   “What can we do for you?” the Captain asked. 
 
   “I would really appreciate it if you could tell me details about the port. Anything would be useful. Do you mind if I take off my helmet? I am pretty hideous and smooth skinned. I do not want to make you sick by looking at me,” the senior chief said.
 
   “No please. Take it off. We are experienced spacers. We have seen...Everything,” the captain said and the senior chief removed his helmet.
 
   “Oh excrement. You were not making a joke when you said you were ugly,” said one of the other aliens and the senior chief laughed and pointed to his scars. “I have been in so many battles it does not help my looks. I happen to have some cups with me. You would not join me in a drink would you?”
 
   “It is our only bottle and we may need it for trade,” the Captain said sadly.
 
   “As experienced crew, you know that one sample goes for the trade and one for the crew. You cannot recommend what you have not tasted can you? I happen to have one spare bottle,” he said and it is still cold. He pulled it out and a stack of light foam cups. “When you throw these cups away on a planet, they dissolve in strong ultraviolet light or when exposed to atmosphere for a year...no trash problem.”
 
   They were hesitant to drink alien liquid but this being could have killed them all very easily. That’s why they took the first sip. They sipped and sipped until the first bottle was gone and talked on and on about the trading port and who to see and who to avoid and who gave honest goods for honest goods. The second bottle got sipped because the Captain said they would just pick up more bottles on Earth. They asked how much a bottle like this cost on Earth and they nearly fell over. The senior chief borrowed back one of the calculators and showed them the small volume of gold it would take to fill their whole ship with bottles. The senior chief said he had to go and they realized they had never asked him his name.
 
   “I am Senior Chief – that is my military title – Kai Watanabe,” the chief said.
 
   “How high a rank is Senior Chief and why military?” the Captain said.
 
   The chief held his hands one above the other about a meter apart and then moved his bottom hand up almost a third of the way. “I am about here. Most of Earth people are career warriors and we are conditioned to instantly attack when threatened. We would much rather work as traders though. Captain, your name?”
 
   The Captain stood up tall and then named himself and his crewmates.
 
   The chief said he was pleased to meet XXXBXBNO, NOHJGLO, and KOKOKNONOINOI, in a repeat of their names – but he couldn’t have done it on a bet without his MemDex. He put on his helmet and moved to the airlock – working the controls like he had done them all his life but really at the direction and guesswork of his MemDex. The door opened and he stepped inside. When he saw they were watching through the tiny viewport he turned on his suit camouflage. He knew they wouldn’t believe it as the outside airlock door opened and closed on its own. The Earth soldier had become invisible.
 
   The Captain turned to his two crewmembers and said, “He turned invisible. We must talk this over on the way back to the trading port. We have to find a way to trade with these beings,” he said and tossed the glossy catalog on the table, the cups that would dissolve, the bottles of wonderful wine with twist off tops, the marvelous calculators, the smart little lights, and the unbelievable window displays that show scenes from their home planet. He flipped through the beautiful brochures and the catalog. Merchandise for just making recommendations...superb accommodations in a secure port...lists of wanted items...amazing...a warrior race trained to instantly respond to attack yet they want to trade. He must let the port know before others try to take advantage of these beings.”
 
    
 
   Captain Shuler, Admiral Kyger, Captain Williams and spouse Susan, Desiree, LeiLei, Shiv, Tech Peters, Ling Tanaka, and Senior Chief Watanabe were debriefing.
 
   “I pulled every psych ploy I knew, to act like a regular guy. Their captain will pick up on all the things I gave him and warn the base not to screw with us. How did you know they were pirates and not legit Captain Shuler?” the Senior Chief asked.
 
   “I reviewed the interviews we had had with Captain UmBllatt. These guys said the same lines, positioned themselves in the same general area as UmBllatt said. I liked your line that we are conditioned to respond instantly to attacks but we’d rather trade. That was great timing. The use of the calculator and drinking wine with them were good signs. They couldn’t know that your suit would respond and the field protect you even with the helmet off.
 
   “I noticed they were suitably impressed by the execution of Sergeant Myzhewski. He could have killed everyone on the Junior and taken a shuttle or taken over one of these ships if he gotten loose,” Admiral Kyger said. “I am uncomfortable with the fact of his death and it falls on my shoulders as senior military on site. I feel slightly better since Lieutenant Faulkner has found a great deal of incriminating evidence, mainly encrypted files detailing plans to transmit technologies to the Unaligned nations with the help of Phillips contacts. I promised him a trip down with us and so I will but I want to be able to hear him blink if he does anything. Network MemDexs for communications and position. I want Victoria down with trade goods in the mid-morning two days from now. Senior Chief. I think you have the aerial views we made and descriptions from UmBllatt and Captain whatever his name you met with.”
 
   “Sir, here’s what we’ve got. The areas in green are solid, yellow are shaky and red areas will try to take you. The black areas we don’t know about or it’s too dangerous. We walk everywhere with helmets on...Helmets off only with a covered partner...No solo shopping. Go in pairs. Everyone clear? Make sure your gear is ready and trade goods loaded. Get some rest.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Master Traders had gathered at the Hall to talk about the beings from Earth. They had questioned the crew of the erstwhile pirates turned merchants and decided their information was worth their release. 
 
   “But we have only just heard about these beings. I know the entry into the Uoott Culture Manual but I didn’t think it was true. Now we hear they are all trained as warriors but prefer to trade?” the old trader said.
 
   “So they destroyed three pirate ships. So what? They weren’t powerful ships,” the younger one said.
 
   “Maybe so but they each had powerful screens and fairly heavy weaponry. Those that survived said one ship threw one of their own crew out of their lock alive and then vaporized him. Then they cut up the ships with powerful beams of coherent light,” the older one said.
 
   “Wouldn’t they say that to protect themselves to show they were not cowards? Who knows how powerful these beings are? They do intend to trade – that much is clear,” said the young one. “I think that we have been listening to tales and then think those tales are real.”
 
   “They did say they drank beverages with the alien and he repeated their names flawlessly when they had said it once. They said he opened their cranky old airlock controls like he was born to it. The Captain said he saw the being vanish in the airlock,” said the old trader.
 
   “See. They were probably drugged and would believe any fiction,” said the young one.
 
   “Their artifacts are real. The catalogs were printed on Riz and they had color photographs. The calculators are real – I have seen one before. The little lights are real and I have never seen them before. The wine was real and not drugged. I had the last bit tested and how about the way the bottle was sealed. Have you ever seen anything as simple and elegant as that before? How about that window display thing? I have never seen anything like that anywhere. Have you seen anything like it? I want one for every back window in my house. You should see the view of slums I have. What about the story that they instantly respond to attack?” said the grizzled, old trader.
 
   “We’ll soon see,” said the young one. “Let’s see if there is profit to be made from trading with these beings.”
 
   The old trader showed acceptance and hoped that it was the young one who found out if it was true these beings responded instantly to attacks. He didn’t want his people to find out about that – better someone else. They sounded far too real. 
 
    
 
   
 
  



 68 Eridani
 
    
 
   The Victoria landed in an area off the main thoroughfare and Andrew, Susan, Ling, Phillips all stepped out into the bright sunlight of the F2V star. The planet was temperate with an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. Phillips was really enjoying it. They had five armored units walking with them. Ling hung back behind the group in her bright white suit, newly upgraded. She had one camouflaged soldier doing a covert rear (very rear) guard. They wanted Ling to be attacked as the smallest but they weren’t willing to let her have no protection – hence the rear guard. 
 
   They had just entered the outskirts of the market street, when two large beings rushed out behind her with the intent to club her and carry her off in a big cloth sack. Her suit recognized the threat and it warned her with a tone and lashed out with her heel which it drove into the chest of the first attacker. Ling, or Ling’s suit if you want to be more correct, grabbed the second assailant’s arms. It simply squeezed until the snap of bones could be heard. Ling said in Trade, “We are from Earth. We are happy to trade but will never turn away from a fight even if it means our death. Trade with us and we will make you rich. Fight with us and we will trade with your enemies.”
 
   Ling then calmly hurriedly walked to catch up with her friends. They had stopped momentarily. They had not gone another fifty meters when Andrew’s suit drew his laser and fired at the top of a building nearby. His gun was back in its holster before you could blink. He had to have his MemDex replay the threat before he realized why his suit had reacted. The video showed a change in the outline of a building as a head had aligned a rifle with him and the high resolution had shown the being was preparing to fire. The one next to him had a rifle pointed but he had not aimed yet. He noticed the smoking hole between the eyes of his friend and decided to leave the gun and ease away from the edge. Who were these beings that he had been commissioned to attack? He was going to make his employer unhappy.
 
    
 
   The new trader ran up to the old trader and said, “I have confirmed that we should not attack these beings directly. I hired two to attack the smallest, one is in critical condition and the second had both of its arms crushed. I had two more try to shoot another from a long distance. One is dead. The other demanded double payment and threatened me.”
 
   “Why is the second one alive?” the old trader asked. 
 
   “He did not begin to fire his weapon,” said the young trader.
 
   “Thank you for confirming the story from the survivors. I hope they are as good to trade with as they are bad to fight,” the old trader said. “Let us go meet them.”
 
    
 
   The Earth group had not walked another 100 meters looking at shop windows like at home. Everything was interesting and odd. It was like home but the goods were so weird. There were everything from knives to plasma guns on display. Two dark robed beings walked up to them, vaguely humanoid biped monks except they had huge heads and a heavy ridge down their backs.
 
   The first one pushed back his hood, as did the second to show the vaguely reptilian visage with large green eyes. Andrew took off his helmet, as did Susan.
 
   “I am Liszt. This is Residu,” he said and Susan laughed and turned her head trying to hide her mirth.
 
   Andrew frowned at Susan and that made her start laughing all over again. “I am Andrew and this is my mate, Susan.”
 
   Liszt turned toward Susan and then said to Andrew, “Why does your mate make those sounds?”
 
   “Forgive her manners but your name is similar to a famous music composer on our planet and your friend’s name means – residue or scum. You can dress her up but you can not take her out,” he said and Susan started laughing again. Even the soldiers started chuckling. Andrew shook his head at his laughing mate and said, “See.”
 
   All that did was make everyone start laughing more. The old trader knew about laughter and this did not seem malicious though he didn’t know how his young partner would take to being called scum – it was appropriate though and he felt the surge of mirth flow through him. His species did not show it outwardly. He immediately liked these beings.
 
   “I want you to explore our trading post and please accept dinner with me this evening for you and all your people. I will send a messenger to you as evening nears to show you the way. Is that acceptable?” Liszt asked.
 
   “Thank you. We’d be honored,” Andrew said and bowed slightly. 
 
   “Do you greet each other with a bow? Races vary widely in greeting,” said the old trader.
 
   “Yes. That is fine. We bow to show respect to another in greeting and in leaving usually. Thank you for noticing,” Andrew said and Liszt bowed in a perfect copy of Andrew’s bow. Residu sort of nodded.
 
    
 
   Andrew and his troupe continued walking down the broad sidewalk in front of the elaborate storefronts. The old trader turned to the young trader and ordered him to send assistants to find out where they stopped and any trade that happened. Residu hurried off.
 
    
 
   Phillips was walking and they came up to a storefront that advertised medical treatments and surgeries. It advertised long life treatments for any humanoid species. He indicated he wanted to stop and they were curious so they stopped. He took off his helmet – hell – Andrew and Susan had so why not him. “I wish to purchase a life extension treatment,” Phillips said to the being at the front who looked similar in species to the old trader they had just met.
 
   “What species are you?” the man asked. “I have not seen it before. It will cost you extra,” he said.
 
   “I am from Earth,” Phillips said.
 
   “Ah. The new culture I read about in the Uoott Manual. What have you for trade?” asked the being.
 
   Phillips had been given a calculator and a disposable color video player with twenty - 3D movies. “I have a calculator.”
 
   “I have seen one of these but it is only enough for an examination...nothing more,” said the being and Phillips started to turn away. The proprietor knew that the records from a thorough examination of an earthling would be worth 100 lifetimes of riches. “Wait. Wait. Surely, you can come up with something else to pay for a treatment...”
 
   Phillips thought this guy would do the job for pocket lint now that he had a chance to examine a real, live Earthling. “I have something else but it is worth many times more than any treatment,” he said knowing the things were meant to be plugged in and reloaded with new movies. Hell – they were disposable or rechargeable at home. Good luck trying to examine one of these puppies he thought. With great showmanship, he slid the 3D player out of his pocket, bowed deeply at the waist and handed it to the man with both hands. The being took it and turned it over looking at it.
 
   “What does it do?” he said looking at it oddly.
 
   Phillips leaned over and pointed to one of the small buttons. “This contains twenty – three dimensional moving pictures from home. Some depict reality and some are fictional. Some are very old classics. Try it. I think this one is about an semi-arid region on my home planet.”
 
   The alien touched the button and one of the documentaries in Trade starting playing. The Rimloff ionization speakers worked very well across a range of frequencies. There was a close-up of a lion killing a wildebeest and then the lion roared and the being almost dropped the player. “How long does it work?” 
 
   “This one is guaranteed for a year – about the ¾ of this planet’s revolution around your sun but the power usually lasts a lot longer than that.”
 
   “What does guaranteed mean?” the being asked.
 
   “Most Earth products are guaranteed. That means they work as promised or they will be replaced free. That also means if it stops working because of a flaw or defect – not from you spilling a drink on it or sitting on it or dropping it – then we will replace it free. Most products are guaranteed for one Earth year – about ¾ of this planet’s year.”
 
   “We can do the treatment today though we have to take fluid samples – blood too. It will take most of the day. Do not eat much tonight as your body will feel some pain due to the changes. Come with me. You will need to take off your clothes,” said the being.
 
   Phillips started to walk in but Ling stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “You sure you want to do this?” she asked.
 
   “I’m 90. I don’t think I’ll have that many chances otherwise. What could go wrong with an alien who has never seen our species before anyway?” he said and Ling couldn’t help but laugh. This guy might be a sociopath but he could be fun when he wanted to be. The soldier accompanied him inside and gathered his suit for him. He was standing in the one-piece jump suit when the proprietor came in. He ushered the soldier out just like any doctor anywhere on any other planet and asked his patient to lie down on the table. He swung some type of apparatus over him and said, “This will not hurt a bit – just going to take some scans.” The alien then progressed to the “My assistant has to take some samples. You will just feel like a little pinch stage.” They then took respiratory intake – output samples – urine, feces, saliva, and mucous, along with cerebral and spinal fluid samples before taking vials of blood placed in what looked just like normal test tubes. 
 
   I guess, form follows function...Phillips thought...no matter what planet you’re on. The tests took about three hours – not to mention the skin and hair samples. This fellow would know what one healthy but decrepit Earth male was like – that was sure. They added something through the little mask he breathed through and he was out. 
 
    
 
   The Earth team had progressed down the street and were intrigued by the weapons shops though they were listed in yellow on their charts. They acquired a plasma gun, an ultrasonic weapon for use in an atmosphere, a gun that shot poison darts a good distance, a lightweight machete that could slice through anything (supposedly), and a stress field neutralizer. The proprietor asked to see their payment and they had presented the usual calculator and video player. That had gotten them two of the items but the stress field neutralizer was, supposedly an order of magnitude more expensive. They offered several video players and still had no luck. Finally, Andrew pulled out a lamlee and the man started to waver. Two lamlee caused the man to be ecstatic. 
 
   They had lunch at a little section of restaurants and sampled a wide variety of foods and drinks. They took off helmets in pairs so only two would be uncovered at any time. There was a food and drink section that was quite extensive. Andrew and Susan ordered several tons of fresh foods and paid for them with a five pocket video games he had with him. They were good for years on their internal power supplies and the proprietor loved the noises and high definition graphics. He loved killing a bunch of invading aliens in the games. He said, “I can see why all of your people are warriors if this is what you do for fun. It is fun in a twisted sort of way but I can sell these for huge prices.”
 
   The food proprietor asked where he was to deliver all the goods and Andrew described the location where their ship had landed. He promised he’d have it all there by close of business today. Andrew also gave him a couple of catalogs and brochures as he had done to shop owners all day throughout the port.
 
   Other purchases included a nice disposal device using a molecular disruptor that captured the hydrogen. Andrew just had to get the disposal because it reminded him, he said, of the disposal in the movie, Forbidden Planet, that was made way back in 1956. The women found some really nice bolts of cloth and jewels. The trades required were calculators and two video games. The big find of the day was one of the bookstores. Books still evidently counted as merchandise and not just intellectual property but they purchased many books that looked interesting even if not all had pictures. Some were in languages other than Trade. There were quite a few that were service manuals for ships, weapons, and communications that had been sold to the store after being stolen from their ships. There were medical procedure books with color photos but many of these were in poor condition where the bindings were about to fall apart. Andrew had to request a soldier go the shuttle to swap guard duty so that replacement soldier could bring us a sled for transport. The proprietor was blown away by the catalogs on Riz and the brochures in color. The bookstore owner traded everything for two catalogs, a stack of brochures, and we gave him the formulas for adapting Riz so you could print on it in color. When we threw that last manufacturing formula in and he went nuts – happy nuts.
 
   He went into the back and pulled out some classics with photos, heavy weapons manuals, military training manuals, and cookbooks. We had to turn down any duplicates because of space limitations – not really – we were going to scan them all. We left and promised to bring a LOT more when we returned...with all new books and in Trade. We said if he came to Earth to trade with manuals and books with photos we would make him a rich man. We told him he did not need to bring more than one of each book. Though puzzled by the statement he was almost dancing when he saw us to the door.
 
   It was about time to pick up Phillips and get all acquisitions back to the Victoria. The proprietor of the facility working on Phillips said it was going to take a little longer so we swapped out our soldier and headed back. The shuttle turned visible as we approached and we loaded everything on board and washed up. The produce we had ordered showed up in a couple of carts pulled by four of the scraggliest looking beings, we had ever seen. We gave them each a duralloy coin and they looked stricken. It took a while to explain to them that we didn’t want their bodies for unnatural purposes and this was a tip. We told them it was our way of thanking them for doing such a good job and the coins were for them to have – not their employer. We went back in and told them to give this bottle of wine to their employer with our thanks. We explained how to open it and said we would be very displeased if they drank it. We told them we would not tell their employer about the coins if they would make sure he got it and they explained how the bottle was unsealed. They promised and hid the coins.
 
   We didn’t know until later that a couple of bruisers stopped them on the way back and demanded everything we had given them. Afraid that they might lose their coins and make us angry if they lost the bottle they instantly charged the bullies. It was so unprecedented of an attack that their biting, gouging and scratching saw their arrival at the vendor’s store with the wine unscathed. When the vendor heard how they had stood up to the bullies – he gave them all a large block of bread and extra meat for their trouble – both foodstuffs were a little old and it served a better purpose. The four went to sleep full and happy for the first time in a long time.
 
    
 
   The Earth group all went back to wait for Phillips. The proprietor came out in a few minutes and he was pacing. “We have done what we could but he had some chemicals in his system – the being held up four small capsules. They were implanted near lymph nodes in his body. These were releasing a chemical into his system. I am sure it was supposed keep him from aging but it is not correctly formulated. It prevented my work from improving his life expectancy more than it did. We were able to improve his skin and get rid of the near blockages in his blood vessels but those are easy. Should I call your crew member out and give him the bad news here or privately.”
 
   Andrew was touched by the proprietor’s concern but Phillips had been 90 and taking all these weird drugs trying to keep from aging. “What is your title? We call people that have intimate knowledge of the workings of the body a Doctor. It is held in high esteem in our culture. Would you mind us calling you that? We do not even know your name?” Andrew said.
 
   “My short name is Ky. Doctor Ky sounds very good. We are usually referred to as medical technicians,” he said and touched an intercom to tell his assistant to send Phillips out. “I will tell him the news here.”
 
   Phillips came out and everyone gasped at the drastic change to the man. He looked 35. His hair was dark and his skin was taut and firm. He had lost the circles under his eyes and the loose skin.
 
   Doctor Ky went over to him and handed him the four little implants. “We were not able to achieve what we had hoped because of these poorly calibrated drugs in your system. You will not live your full potential life span.”
 
   Phillips looked crestfallen. “I feel great. How long do I have to live?”
 
   “No being can tell you that but you said you were 90 planetary revolutions old already,” Doctor Ky said.
 
   “Yes, that is right,” Phillips said.
 
   “Then unfortunately you only have about half that left before you’ll age rapidly and die,” the Doctor said. “The drugs you took kept us from correcting the balance that keep away cell mutation and cell death.”
 
   “You mean I have 45 more years – left to live.” Phillips said.
 
   “Yes. I am sorry I could not do any better,” Doctor Ky said.
 
   Phillips started whooping and jumping up and down. He saw himself in the office mirror – stopped for a moment – and then ran around the room jumping up and down and hollering. 
 
   “He did not take it well did he?” stated the Doctor.
 
   “You did great Doctor. I want to make you a proposal. I need more medical knowledge for my crew. I will hire your services for a week and buy all of your equipment if you will record your skills for us. We will teach you all we know about our medicine if you will teach us how you did this treatment. We have nothing like this on our planet and are behind yours in that area,” Andrew said.
 
   “No one knows where the teaching cylinders come from. I could not go with you. It would be too much of a burden for me. You also do not have enough in trade for these skills that have taken me a lifetime to build,” Doctor Ky said. 
 
   “We know where the cylinders are made and can make them ourselves. Here is one we recorded on how to make the electronic circuits for the devices we showed you. Are lamlee valuable?” Andrew asked.
 
   “You know they are or you never would have been able to pay for your field neutralizer,” Doctor Ky said. “I have sources too.”
 
   “We have lamlee Doctor,” Andrew said as a soldier handed him a sack. Andrew reached in, pulled out a handful of lamlee and gave them to the doctor. “Keep these just for considering our offer. We want to make you the richest medical technician on this planet.”
 
   Medical technician Ky started to say there were a couple of other techs who might be as qualified as him but he thought – richest Doctor on the planet you mean. “I will tell you in the morning. Take him somewhere to sleep. The boost I gave him will wear off soon and he will sleep. No alcohol and clear fluids for one planetary revolution. His appetite will soon return and he will need food intake of a much younger man. It will now cost a lot more to feed him with his metabolism changed as it is.”
 
   They trooped out and only the automatic defenses on Susan’s, and Ling’s suits kept them from getting their butts pinched by Phillips.
 
    
 
   The Marmut following the group ran back to report to the old trader. He was out of shape for all this skulking around but this was worth reporting.
 
   The old trader came out and said, ”Well?” He was upset thinking about these Earth beings. Their trade would unbalance many things that had been stable for years.
 
   “They bought cloth and jewelry. They left one with the Medical technician and spent quite a bit of time there when picking him up. They bought a wide selection of single weapons of various types and even bought a field neutralizer. They spent most of their time in the used bookstore and left with a huge cart filled with books. I could not see their titles. They bought produce and had it delivered to a shuttle,” the Marmut said and he was unsure how to phrase the next statement. “When they went to the area near the green warehouse – they had a small craft waiting for them. It appeared to have two crewmen in armor waiting for them.”
 
   “Yes. Tell me about their craft,” the trader said.
 
   “It was invisible and when they approached it appeared,” the Marmut continued.
 
   “Invisible?” the trader thought it impossible but the Marmut had always been a reliable source. “You say it turned visible. Tell me about it.”
 
   “It had a ramp that was a little wider than this,” the Marmut said and stretched out both arms. “It think it could hold maybe twenty beings your size or about ten and cargo. It had an odd gray surface and looked like a rectangle from the side. The front was slanted only a bit and had clear sections in the front. They just left the medical technician’s shop and are walking back to their craft.”
 
   “How did they pay for all this material?” the old trader asked.
 
   “They gave out many of their catalogs and brochures...I got one of each myself. They are marvelous. They paid with more calculators, lights, and small moving picture players but they paid for the produce with games,” the Marmut said. “Yes games. They had little devices that showed fascinating images of creatures and you battle them. The sounds and vibration are huge and the images look like you are there fighting the creatures. You pick up weapons as you fight the way through each level. I almost lost them because I was so fascinated by the game,” the Marmut said.
 
   So...they are warriors and everything they do prepares them for combat...Interesting. “Is that all?”
 
   “They paid the weapons dealer with lamlee,” the Marmut said with emphasis.
 
   “Lamlee! You are sure?” The trader asked.
 
   “Quite sure. He said they had a sack full.”
 
   “Invite them to my dwelling for the feast. Send an assistant ahead to tell me how many I can expect and in what armor. Go now,” the trader said. He sent for his young partner. This changes things. Lamlee. 
 
   The young trader rushed in and he too had had the group followed. He explained he had seen the scene player they gave for jewels and he had wanted one for himself. He did not know about the lamlee but jumped on the point that the older trader had missed. The older trader asked him what did he miss. The young trader said, “They only bought one of each weapon.”
 
   “So,” said the old trader.
 
   “That means that they don’t need more weapons. They are just looking at anything that might give them trouble or it was something they had not seen before. They plan to copy anything new to them. They can make anything better if they know how to use lamlee,” said the young trader. “What do we do now?” he asked.
 
   “I think we will have a large dinner soon at my house. Please call your two trade ships and put them under my command. I will call mine too. Hurry! We cannot let this opportunity pass.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A strange hooded creature came up to them as they were taking Phillips back to the shuttle. Phillips was about to wind down because he was not jumping around any more and looked completely out of steam. The creature who looked like a short coffin shape covered by a brown robe that bent upward and had two arms attached, invited them to dinner and gave them a drawing of the location. It was a map of the trading port with the trader’s home circled. Fran photographed it and gave it to the shuttle pilot. Her MemDex transmitted the map and location of the trader’s home to all the others. Andrew told the pilot, in English, to take off after they left and deposit Phillip and the cargo on the Odin and come back for them near the trader’s home but on stealth mode. He said he would.
 
   The creature, who had given them the invitation, fascinated Fran. He was a Marmut, she thought. She had only taken the training cylinder on the Marmut because they were so unusual. They had four thick legs and their body bent upward with two thin, but strong, dexterous hands. They were known to have a keen intelligence and had a great appreciation for art. Most of their race were considered artists. They were to be referred to as Naesta or Master in English.
 
   “You are a Marmut are you not?” Fran said in Trade hoping she was correct and was not insulting the creature as the group walked toward the trader’s home for dinner.
 
   “Yes,” he said wondering why she asked.
 
   “Naesta, I have a great admiration for your art and your knowledge. How long have been living here?” she said in Marmut.
 
   The creature stopped and looked at her. “Why did you learn my language?” he replied in turn in his own language. It had been many turns since he had been called Naesta. It was a very good feeling.
 
   “Naesta, your species is known for its art. I am but an amateur but the language training I took also showed flashes of how you see and appreciate the beauty around you. I hope they appreciate your talents here...Here -- I want you to have this token,” and she handed the being a small, flat 8 X 12 cm rectangle of plastic. “The training I received let me see things better than I ever have before. This is a way of expressing my thanks to you. I cannot give it to the one who made the cylinder but you are here.”
 
   The Marmut was very touched by her token but it puzzled him since it was just a blank square of dull plastic.
 
   Fran said, “Hold it in the light. It is powered by visible light. I hope you like it. It is from my Earth. I do not have one for other worlds yet but I will make them when I return home.”
 
   The Marmut held it up to the light. A scene of a high cliff sprang to life and you could see the water as it fell down a straight cliff. You could see avian creatures diving into the water – one came out with a wriggling silver creature in its mouth. The tall vegetation moved and the mist drifted at the bottom. He was just beginning to absorb this scene when it changed to a barren mountainside with mountains all around and covered by snow. It was just barren – no – the clouds moved and the view changed as the clouds opened up. There was a brief glimpse of a valley below and great manors built into the side of the mountain. 
 
   Another view change, and he was sliding down the snow on a piece of something – almost straight down on top of the snow. The view swung back and forth with snow spraying into the air. He was swaying with the movement down the slope and he quickly put the rectangle into the shadow of his robe. “How is this possible? How long will what powers this last? This is an extravagant gift.”
 
   “It is very inexpensive on our home world but I like it and thought you would too. Please keep it. Think of us when you view it. Any light powers it. It should last a hundred years if not broken. It is not as nice as the sculpture or painting your people are known for but it is all I have. I thought you might like it,” Fran said. 
 
   “Thank you. May I see you without your helmet,” the Marmut asked.
 
   Fran removed her helmet and put it under her arm. She smiled at him. The light hit her at an angle. 
 
   The Marmut thanked her and started walking again. He did not want her to see that she had touched him deeply. He had been on this planet many, many years...too many he thought if there were creatures like this out in the galaxy. He had been much too jaded and cynical lately. He held the little rectangle up to the light and the tears pored down his face.
 
   Fran was a little disappointed when the Marmut turned away from her and just kept walking toward the trader’s house. He had seemed to like the little photo frame she gave him. The Marmut language training had given her a glimpse of this species’ talent. Maybe this one was not an artist. She felt better for it anyway. She had meant everything she said.
 
   The trader’s home – mansion – wasn’t disappointing. There were beautiful gardens leading on curved paths and the front was lit with lights of many colors that reflected off diagonal support columns that looked impossible. It was a riot of shape and color. They entered through huge doors that looked like they came off a Greek temple. The interior entrance foyer opened into a several large room offsets that were curved and ornate. They were directed to large circular room with low rectangular table set into a semicircle and all facing a wall that showed beautiful sculptures and paintings. Fran was drawn to the collection. Some were on lighted stands and all were exquisite. The most beautiful ones were made of colored glass and they were of animals, beings and plants that looked like they were moving using some type of optical illusion.
 
   The whole crew walked among them – they were magnificent.
 
   The old trader walked in and welcomed them. He said he was glad they were beings that appreciated art.
 
   Andrew said what all of them had been thinking. “These are wonderful. They are magnificent. Forgive me if I say that your collection takes my breath away. Where did you get these? We saw nothing like it in any of the shops.”
 
   The trader laughed as he pushed his hood back and exposed his reptilian appearance. “I have collected these from all over in my trades. The blue glass one is my favorite.” He raised his arm with all his digits pressed together and pointed at a display case near the center.
 
   It was simple. It showed some type of tree but was made all of transparent blue glass. The limbs started moving and the leaves gently swayed if you looked at it for any length of time. It was living sculpture.
 
   “It is wonderful,” Fran said. “Thank you for showing it to us.”
 
   “Will you not sit...” said the trader as he indicated the cushions around the tables. The food will be out shortly. I must admit I quizzed the medical technician on your dietary requirements. He said you were omnivores. I will try to give you a sample of some of the better food and drink. Only ingest what you like. I will explain its name and origin for you if you like it,” he laughed,”...or if you want to avoid it again in the future.”
 
   Servants began bringing dishes of food and pitchers of chilled beverages and began laying them out. They just piled it up until it covered all the tables like an old, Russian feast table. Fran had installed biological sensors to indicate whether food was safe, questionable or unsafe after the Tau Ceti meal. Andrew indicated all the soldiers might also eat too and they sat and removed their helmets. There was one dish that all the non-Vegans liked. Their host named it and said it was cooked unborn avian embryos and cooked-chopped hind leg muscle of some animal.
 
   Susan leaned over to Andrew and whispered, “Green eggs and ham.” 
 
   Andrew laughed and passed it on around the tables.
 
   All laughed and this disquieted the host. 
 
   “Is my meal so funny?” he asked.
 
   “Forgive me, please. This dish – it is delicious by the way – is described in one of our old, children’s books. The person in the story keeps running away from someone trying to get him to eat it. When he finally does – he finds it delicious. This dish made us think of that story – we too find it delicious,” Andrew said.
 
   “I take no offense then. How are the beverages?” the trader said.
 
   “I think they are fine. It is customary on our world to bring the host a present. Susan. Would you do the honors?” Andrew said and Susan got up and gave the trader a bottle of wine in a box and a small white box wrapped in a gold ribbon.
 
   “It is customary to open them now,” Andrew explained. 
 
   The trader opened the box and drew out the bottle of German wine.
 
   “It is a Spatlese wine. That means it is the late harvest from select grapes. The fruit produces sugar and gets sweeter the longer they stay on the vine. I think they are too sweet later on. It is the best of that vintage we have with us. The top twists off – Earth had to stop using another material to seal the bottles because the trees that produced it were getting so scarce. I hope you like it,” Andrew said.
 
   The trader called a servant to bring a clean glass and poured it into the clear glass. He smelled it and took a taste. “This is very good. Thank you. Do I open the little box now too?” he asked. “My people rarely open gifts in front of others.”
 
   “Please,” Andrew said. “We derive pleasure if you are pleased.”
 
   The Trader opened the box and gasped. There was a lamlee on a little bed of cotton. “A lamlee...this is too much. This material under it is unusual too.”
 
   “That is a plant fiber called cotton. We make cloth and many other things out of it,” Andrew explained.
 
   “Thank you for your generosity,” he said and a servant approached and whispered in his ear. “I must leave. It was an honor to have you here. I am sure you can find your way out.”
 
   “Well that was abrupt,” Susan said, perplexed by the departure. 
 
   They were all getting up when the Marmut rushed in and went up to Fran. “This is for you,” he said and handed her padded box containing a glass statue of HER. It was exquisite and looked like her hair was blowing. The Marmut made her look good and the smile on her face looked pleasant in an odd way – not condescending. He was enjoying her pleasure.
 
   “It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” she said with tears running down her face and before she knew it, she was hugging his upper torso.
 
   He was a little flustered so he drew back as she released him. He too was crying. 
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said.
 
   “I will walk you out,” he said.
 
    
 
   It was odd that the host was not around but everyone suited up as they went out. Fran was the last to put one her helmet. “Captain. Everyone!” came a voice from the shuttle pilot. We have four large ships headed this way. Two came from the port and two are just entering atmosphere. They are headed straight for you. I was delayed and it will take me two minutes to get to you. They’re almost on you now.”
 
   The Earth crew saw the foliage disappearing all around them. Fran’s suit began to sparkle and she was physically shoved out of the disruptor beam, off to the side. Fran looked over her shoulder and saw the upper half of the Marmut flash into nothingness as the beam swept back and forth. His lower torso fell forward with feet still churning. She had no time for sorrow as her suit indicated it could not divert any more charge from being hit. The radios were not working so Fran turned, flew up in the air and out of the beams. Others around her were doing the same though she saw one soldier in armor fly away from one beam but into two overlapping beams. His suit flashed weakly and dissolved. Suddenly her radio was working again. 
 
   She could see the ships in the air and flew up beside them. She tried her molecular disruptor but it didn’t do anything. Her laser made the surface hot but didn’t have enough power to penetrate. Soon, Andrew and Susan had seen what she was doing and all aimed at a spot on the hull. Together they cut a circle in the hull. A soldier in his battle armor flew up beside them and finished the cut. The inside pressure finally blew out the plate and the soldier flew in. The inside plating had no defense to the molecular disruptors and they simply cut their way to the bridge where terrified crew were cut down – slowly. They killed all aboard and then fried the controls. The ship started falling when its fields cut off but they cut their way through the bridge wall and flew up into the air.  The shuttle contacted them. 
 
   “I’ve picked up the rest except for Airman Green...think we lost him. We’re above you. Come on up. The Odin and Junior will be here in a few seconds and have the ships in sight.”
 
   The shuttle hovered, and they entered. It then sped back toward the Odin. The Odin started after two ships but they split...Shuler wasn’t having any of that and burned one of them out of the sky. The Junior reported it had done the same. The remaining ship stopped and dropped its shield. We sent in a team of four in battle armor. Their airlock was open but they simply used molecular disruptors and enlarged the hole. They evidently went to the bridge and were told a pair of traders had arranged the attack to get the lamlee from the shuttle. The timing had been off a bit and the resistance had been stronger than anticipated. They had surrendered because they heard that the last crew had been spared when they gave up. The four exited and had the Odin slice up the last ship that fell just short of the city – no quarter was given.
 
   Captain Shuler and Admiral Kyger consulted and pulled out the maps and scans of the trading port. It was huge and they had only covered the barest portion of it. The next morning teams of five went down. They went to the bookstore and the produce store where they showed their maps. They then told the grocer they wanted the use of his four helpers. He balked until the Earth team gave him four lamlee for the use of the men. The grocer could buy four new slaves for that so he said yes. The four were told to warn the people in these buildings to immediately leave within two hours or they would die.
 
   Those four returned and the Victoria said it was ready. The Albert signaled it was ready. The Albert landed outside of the old trader’s home and two teams exited with sleds. The forced entry and crated all the artwork and loaded it up on the shuttle. Thermal imaging showed no one left inside so they told the Victoria they were ready and they hovered over the mansion. They started playing Flight of the Valkyries over outside speakers and it boomed over the countryside. 
 
    
 
   The Albert started playing Eye of the Tiger and they both started raying the properties owned by the Traders. They left jagged holes in the dirt to make it more difficult to rebuild and left some building parts standing as a testament to interfering with those from Earth. The Traders Hall itself was precisely leveled to a shiny, level finish. It provided a large area for the Earth crew to put on some afternoon festivities. They went back to the produce supplier and gave him a list of supplies they wanted for a party at the former Trader’s Hall. They had a couple of kegs of cold ale and beer from Earth as well as huge supplies of local brew and wine. The produce supplier’s reluctance gave way when Susan gave him five lamlee and she said he could keep what he didn’t spend – but make sure there was plenty of it and it was good.
 
   The fearsome four, as they were becoming known as, were given the job of running out giving flyers to the rave party. This planet was going to have its first old-time Rave party. Local musicians were encouraged to come play and they were told there were free drinks and food plus special door prizes.
 
   No one knew what door prizes were but they were scared about seeing these Earth beings. They hadn’t liked a lot about the Traders but what these Earth people did scared them. They were intrigued; by all the things, they had heard about them, though. People who talked bad about them were shouted down as more and more people had seen their products and catalogs. Only a few had shown up until it started getting dusk and then they came in droves. It had been a workday until dusk...hard to party on a workday no matter what planet you are on.
 
   Andrew got up where the musicians were playing and started to talk. All the beings made ready to leave because they didn’t want to hear any speech but he transmitted his words to a hidden sound system. “Friends and guests, we came to this world to trade and were invited to eat with a senior Trader at his home. We finished the meal and the trader said he had to go – show ourselves out. Four of his ships attacked us without provocation on the steps of his home killing a wonderful artist and one of my soldiers. We destroyed the four ships and leveled his properties but we wanted you to see us as traders – not warriors. I want to make you an offer. Anyone who brings us either of the two local traders will be given ten lamlee each – no questions...dead or alive...we would prefer them alive but they must be identifiable – do not bring bloody rags with no body. 
 
   A brave/foolish one said, “How do we know you have ten lamlee? How do we know you will give it to us?”
 
   “We will be gone in a week.” Andrew held up a bag of lamlee and saw him run them through his fingers in front of the crowd. “Deal with him after we leave and you will surely get nothing. Do you want them back?” Andrew asked and a few weakly shouted – No. “I cannot hear you. Do you want them back?” and more shouted – No. “Still not able to hear you. DO YOU WANT THEM BACK?” he yelled and this time there was a resounding NO. 
 
   Andrew waited. “We shall now party,” he yelled and the local musicians started playing again. One group played a weird version of Flight of the Valkyries and another group started playing a twisted version of Eye of the Tiger. They must have picked it up from just hearing it once. It was pretty cool.  More brochures were given out and the party was a success.
 
   “We shall now party?” Susan asked chuckling.
 
   “They don’t have contractions in Trade so how else do I say Let’s party!”
 
   They cleaned up the next day and had an elaborate booth set up the next day to encourage people to send trade delegations to Earth. They brought Phillips down to work the booth and he wasn’t there fifteen minutes before he said they were doing it all wrong. He told them to give him ten lamlee and he’d have trade delegations swarming to Earth. He also said he needed LeiLei and we finally agreed. LeiLei had been bugging Joel about not taking her anywhere so we relented. She had on a suit that didn’t cover much of anything and she was to travel through the port helping us give out brochures. We assigned a soldier in camouflage to monitor her and one to follow Phillips. 
 
   The first thing Phillips does is goes to the local whore house – yep – we’re not the only ones who do it and he hired the prettiest of each species – we were told they were the prettiest and asked them to walk around with us. We had scoped out the hierarchy of the town but Phillips figured out who was running what and who was just a front man. He went around and went into these big-wigs offices with these girls. He gave them each a lamlee if they would promise to encourage a trade delegation to go trade with Earth. He told them he would give them another lamlee if they came to Earth and said they had been recommended. It doesn’t take much persuasion from pretty females when you’re giving them free money too. Earth would get their trade missions – Phillips thought. 
 
   I hope this crew knows what they’re getting into. Those house calls took two days. On the morning of the fourth day, a group brought in the younger trader. Ling went over to him and picked him up by the front of his robe with one straight arm.
 
   “Why did you attack us?” Ling asked.
 
   “It was my bosses’ idea. He wanted the lamlee,” said the quavering trader.
 
   “Do you know where he is?” she asked.
 
   “No,” he said and she took out her disruptor and dissolved his atoms down to his shoes. She then holstered and went over to the people that brought him in and gave them ten lamlee. “I will give you an extra lamlee each if you get the other trader. He will be your problem again for no pay if we have to leave before he is captured.”
 
   Late that afternoon the old trader was brought in.
 
   He started yelling that we could not do this to him. He was...Fran shot him through the neck on needle beam and he sat there gurgling and holding his throat. “You killed a master artist because of your greed. We lost a crewmember because of your greed. You lost shiploads of crewmembers because of your greed. We would have gladly made you rich but you will never steal from anyone again,” Fran said and took her disruptor and methodically erased every molecule of him. She was weeping when she finished. 
 
   Ling and Fran were working with the doctor who had relented about working for us. He was making a second learning cylinder to cover additional areas. We let the medical crew on both ships use it and they said it was amazing. The equipment and drugs were being sent to the Odin where they were integrating it into the two sickbays. Phillips recommended that we use the treatments on those working in the Earth Enclosures first since they were the most affected by working at 10 to 60 times normal time. 
 
   He also had us start working up ideal policies for prolonged life use. If we made it available for everyone, it would cost too much and the planet couldn’t support it – so how do you choose? It was going to get nasty quickly, when we got back to Earth. Most realized that Phillips had already thought through many of the implications before he’d left Earth. It was clear that humans would have to expand out from Earth and there were a lot of beings already out here. New settlements might be hard pressed to find worlds empty of intelligent life. Displacements of local alien populations could easily turn bad.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  

To Bellatrix
 
    
 
   We left 68 Eridani and were headed to our last planned stop at the major trading capital of Bellatrix – a B2 class star that was 164.2 further light years away. It would take about seven weeks to get there and then we’d be 243 light years from Earth, Andrew thought. 
 
   Before we left, we held a memorial service for Airman Jack Green. He was the one killed in the attack. Fran had never known him. When we talked about him, she just thought about the Marmut. The artist had probably saved her life but had lost his in pushing her out of the way. Fran was crying for the wonderful artist who made the lovely statue of her when others were crying for Airman Green. She cried and Brad comforted her. She decided she’d stay on the Odin and get involved with the research and manufacturing. We decided we were going to try to make enough training machines to sell on Bellatrix. There were supposed to be trading ports all over the planet that specialized in different things and we wanted merchandise to trade.
 
    
 
   Admiral Kyger wanted more teaching machines for trade at Bellatrix. Now that we could sell teaching machines AND duplicate any of the cylinder from the Sirius complex we needed complete sets. Everyone that could schedule time for training was doing so. The manufacturing cylinder from Sirius and manuals recovered from the used bookstore were the most sought after. Everyone had to have Trade language training to even qualify to ship out so no one was using those. Phillips was allowed free access to all. We even had him running the document scanners as we scanned all the new manuals into memory. Tod and Steve were given the field neutralizer and they were supposed to reverse engineer it and figure how to duplicate it. They were supposed to get Rett to help them with it because he had experience in the area – good luck with that, I thought.
 
   Shiv was helping LeiLei. We had brought LeiLei over temporarily at the 80 light year waypoint when we stopped and checked out bearings. We were getting better and better at navigation and were very close on distance and time. Anyway, Shiv and LeiLei had produced five small versions of the learning machine but only 3 worked. Fran was scanning the videos of the construction and stopped the playback. One was of Shiv doing it and one video with LeiLei. “This might be the reason. Look at the difference,” Fran said.
 
   LeiLei and Shiv both looked at the still frame and didn’t see any difference. They had both put the lamlee in the same spot and the circuits were identical. The lamlees were even from the same source.
 
   Fran said, “Look. LeiLei is wearing gloves and Shiv is not. LeiLei, try taking out one lamlee and putting it back in without gloves.”
 
   “But I might get a hair in the circuit,” she said. She was disheartened that all of her machines didn’t work, but she replaced the lamlee without gloves and it worked. “But why?” she asked. “Why would we have to handle it without gloves?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Fran said. “Maybe it likes your hot little hands.”
 
   The construction went much faster after that point and all of them worked, as long as, the lamlees were installed by hand. 
 
   Joel had stayed on the Odin also because of its extensive machine shops and he enjoyed the workout space. He helped LeiLei upgrade her suit and added strength, camouflage and armor to it. Shiv broke down and added the nano and meta-materials so she could have the same camouflage capability as the battle armor. She also added the armor but muscular enhancement would have retarded her strength. She did add the defensive camera system to see in all directions tied to a new MemDex.
 
   Shiv saw LeiLei and Joel sparring in the gym while testing their new defense/offense system. Shiv noted that the human methods of defense did not translate well for LeiLei’s species so she told LeiLei to defend using her methods. LeiLei complained that the administrator had declawed her, as she normally would have respectable claws. Joel tilted his head and walked over to talk with Shiv. They both came over to LeiLei. 
 
   “I think we can do something about that,” Joel said. They took LeiLei to the shop and made close-up measurements of her hands and the placement of claws if she still had them. Shiv worked with LeiLei on the positions and strikes she would use. Joel worked on replacement claws.
 
   They took her to the gym a week later and very carefully had her put on the suit. They had a manikin-like figure that Joel had added some steel – hydraulically operated arms. The figure had four arms. He put a heavy steel pipe in one arm and guns and knives in the other. He took his MemDex and had the manikin hold the pipe up between LeiLei and itself. 
 
   “Hold your hand like you would if you were striking something and slowly brush your hands across the pipe as if you had real claws,” Joel said and LeiLei did. The pipe wavered a bit and straightened unscathed. “I am glad that worked. We can’t have her slicing people up by accident or triggering their defensive mechanism. Okay. Now do it like you mean it,” he said.
 
   Her hand whipped out, and you could hear the air move. The pipe wavered a bit and then fell in four sections where it had been sliced cleanly in four places. LeiLei exclaimed, “What did you do? It was wonderful.”
 
   “First do the same thing with your other hand and feet,” Joel demanded to test the safety protocols and a good thing too. The left foot scarred the pipe on a soft pass but that was remedied easily with some tweaking. 
 
   “Okay. I am going to have the manikin thing attack you with everything. Let the suit respond. We will stand way back,” Joel said. He would have been worried if they hadn’t tested it a half dozen times. Luckily, it was easy to build the manikin attackers. He pressed attack on his MemDex and the manikin made several simultaneous movements. LeiLei was a blur leaping over the manikin’s head in a movement; then, shearing the manikin’s support column like slicing the spine of an attacker lengthwise. The manikin lay in pieces on the floor and LeiLei rushed over and nearly crushed Joel as she licked and caressed him with her head, arms and tail. She then pulled herself away and went before Shiv where she bent down and exposed the back of her neck in the ultimate presentation of respect to a Vicvic. Shiv reached out and touched LeiLei on her shoulder and LeiLei rose. No words were necessary but that never stopped LeiLei before. 
 
   “That was incredible. I even used the tail thrust technique I told you about. It was awesome,” she said to them both. “We have to take a little break right now,” she said to Shiv as she pulled Joel to the exit while caressing him all over. He didn’t seem reluctant to leave.
 
   Shiv watched them leave. She would have sighed if her species sighed but she thought – Mammals! She went back to her research. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tod and Steve worked with Rett.   But Rett got testy because he was being pulled off his probe ship conversion, and he wanted to be done when they arrived at Bellatrix. He had not asked for help and had seemed to resent it when he got it. He changed his tune completely when Tod offered him lamlee improvements to his weapons, field drive and navigation systems. Then it was – here is how the ES troops got through my field at the lab and they used this method – a new Rett. The field neutralizer was simple. It projected a weak field that varied in frequency – all the fields varied a little. When you put its field up against another field – it simply sensed temperature in its own generator. Field to field out of sync caused heat increases. In sync fields could pass through each other. The neutralizer either adjusted to match or make its field so out of sync that the opposing field generator would burn out. The neutralizer had hardened generator components that could withstand extremely high temperatures.
 
   Rett said they ought to harden our own field generators on all our ships and he showed us plans on how to do so.  He then went back to upgrading his ship. He hardened his own shield generators. We added powerful lasers and molecular disruptors for his ship. We even added the nano and meta-material outer surface to give him our camouflage ability. He even seemed pleased when we added lamlee to his drive and navigation system – without gloves, I might add. I think the gray ghastly tried to smile. Tod and I weren’t sure. He was either trying to put on a smile or he had stepped on a nail. I want to think it was the former. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We stopped at our next waypoint and tried the field neutralizer circuits – shuttle to shuttle. The circuits didn’t do much of anything so we tried adding some lamlee into the circuit – with no gloves. We wanted our neutralizer to be able to penetrate others shields and it wasn’t happening. Now the Albert had the upgrade we thought we’d try again. Sure enough – the Albert appeared to have no luck for a second and then it was skin to skin with the Victoria. It was decided to upgrade all our ships and we did so. We wanted backups without lamlee backups in case the conversion went wrong but it didn’t. We were on our way to our final rally point that would put us a light year or so from Bellatrix. We reviewed all we had learned from UmBllatt and from the traders at 68 Eridani but all said we were headed to a large trading planet – not a trading port but a trading planet with myriad ports. We decided we’d stay together and we printed a prodigious volume of brochures and catalogs. We inventoried our teaching machines, lamlee and trade goods. We didn’t have enough Earth food to trade but we could give out samples if we had to. We planned to refurbish our food supplies. The variety from the Eridani food had helped a lot. Vitamins helped where the Eridani food left out trace elements.
 
   We had almost 6000 kilograms of lamlee. We had used very little to upgrade but we had recovered roughly one hundred different - 60 kilogram stashes of the crystals. We did discover that you had to touch them when installing and you had to picture a specific purpose and location when you installed them or they did nothing. We didn’t know why but we’d find out more as we went along. We planned to move 1800 kilos of them from the Odin to Junior at our next waypoint. Our navigation was getting better and better with use and we were within a couple of hundred kilometers and five minutes apart at our last dropout. We were going to try to nail it the next time. We planned a long scanning period in prep at our next dropout. We wanted to get some idea of what we were getting into.
 
   Phillips – the new young Phillips — had turned into a gold mine. We still didn’t trust his ass but he had some good ideas. From the grapevine, we heard his youth had translated to prowess with the ladies and we figured that helped overall – we’ll see. Phillips had suggestions on opening mutual trade deals and thought our original idea as going in as lone traders was ridiculous. He said we’d get rich that way but wouldn’t entice enough traders from Bellatrix to Earth. We needed regular, safe trade routes to Earth. He explained how the overpopulation from life extension would push second and third career people off Earth as explorers. He suggested, and we agreed that we find the best shipyard on Bellatrix, or someone who ran one and hire them and bring them back to earth. We would need to build many more ships. He suggested we use the teaching machine or hire the talent we need. We thought we’d do both. The Odin still had plenty of passenger room so that wasn’t a problem. 
 
   Rett declared that his craft was ready for testing at the next waypoint and we told him he could do so after we scanned. We asked him if he wanted company and his ears twitched and head leaned back and he said, “It will be many revolutions before I get the smell of humanity out of my nostrils. You are an interesting people but it has been a long time. I will be content by myself I think,” he said.
 
   Wow. He hadn’t say several sentences in a long time. He was usually Mister monosyllable. I guess he simply meant – No, Andrew thought. We came up on the last rally point and were about 50,000 kilometers from the Odin. The Odin had gotten here almost at the same time. That’s damn good and we were proud of the accuracy. Time for our sensor scans.
 
   Damn. Our sensors displayed a plethora of ships moving and enclosures across the planet. We recorded all the concentrations and the largest, strongest enclosures. We had never found enclosures like ours on Earth however. All the alien enclosures had entrances you could walk through without the deadly effects on Earth but the ones on Earth were set up to speed up time perception/reality inside by 30 times – now up to 60 times. The most we had seen anywhere else were one to one where their enclosures provided environmental protection and protection from molecular disruptors though not lasers. We weren’t about to give that idea away because it would be too easy to copy. It wouldn’t be long before all these Enclosures had our ability but, for some reason, they didn’t have it yet. Society often develops blind spots. This was one of their blind spots, I guess.
 
   Earth didn’t have this blind spot because we didn’t have any idea about what was and was not possible. We mapped out the traffic direction to and from the planet and tried to extrapolate the most frequented paths but the interstellar traffic was like a rural dirt lane compared to the intersystem traffic. Most of it went between ports on the fifth planet but an occasional ship went to the sixth or fourth planet. They must have colonies of bases there but not much else. There didn’t seem to be much enforcement. We hailed probable authorities on the frequencies listed in the manuals and got garbled instructions on what to do. Essentially, it was, don’t run into anything on the way down. Follow the signals. There were some navigation controls but nothing as sophisticated as we had put out around Earth – like the manuals had called for – we didn’t know the manual specifications were the ideal. Anyway – we headed to the next largest port and called to find a landing site on the frequencies we detected. We asked what was available and they told us it depended on what we were willing to pay. We said we were from Earth and wanted the best.
 
   There was a long pause and another voice came on and directed us to a spot close to the cargo terminal-rail junction. They explained there would be a daily fee, and we said fine. We planned to land both ships to on-load supplies and trade goods. We planned to sample the best of everything...in other words we wanted to be tourists for a few days before we started trading full time. UmBllatt said we needed to do that first or we’d waste a lot of time. The crew was ready for some shore leave after almost three months on board. Everyone had the obligation to give out brochures and cards and catalogs but their job also was to make a good reputation for Earth. There were so many beings that we couldn’t go around with battle armor everywhere – at least not sealed up – so no helmets worn. We had to carry the damn helmets after Eridani but what the hell. We were going to look like tourists no matter what we did. 
 
   An administrator came out to meet us and tell us what good judgment we used to land at his facility and could he see our credit. We asked what type of credit was that and he looked like someone had dumped in the punch bowl. We said we had plenty of credit worthy material – could he direct us to a place that issued credit. He said that wasn’t possible and I handed him a lamlee. That lamlee disappeared into his pocket neater a street magician could have done and Mister Niceness conjured up an assistant to escort us.
 
   I started toward the equivalent of a credit institution – a frigging bank with couple of our soldiers in battle armor for an escort. I started to walk but stopped and asked Phillips to come with me. He knew his way around financial institutions. 
 
   We got to the bank – may as well call it that because that’s what it was, and we played twenty questions until Phillips just took over. This was his bailiwick so I went ahead and let him. He was slick. He asked security, insurance, fraud questions I never would have thought of asking. He asked for a line of credit and what to do when a credit pad was lost or stolen. He asked where they were used and how they were used. He asked a million questions. We gave them ten kilos of lamlee and we got unlimited credit pads. We could buy anything with them. They would alert when we were at a dangerously low limit. He gave us radio frequencies to call him and code words to use. We were treated like royalty. They were not accustomed to seeing beings come in with this much of a stake. They recommended guards around our ship and we said we used our own people for that but they could provide local security for us as we went touring. 
 
   We asked when the local guards would show up and how would we know they were legitimate. We transmitted the information to everyone and headed back. The bank rep did suggest a local hotel so we would all go there and check in first. It was supposed to be the best around for humanoids. All the gals were getting excited. Shiv and LeiLei were ready to roll but we had to hold them in check. The security weenies showed up two hours later and they were large humanoids – reminiscent of hairy pro-wrestlers. They about had a fight trying to carry LeiLei’s stuff. We mainly had toiletries and underclothing because we were all going to wear our suits. We decided it was like a uniform to tell us apart from inhabitants.
 
   The hotel turned out to be a real disappointment. We thought top notch hotels would be like ours but no joy. It was clean and had toilets – sort of. The sinks and mirrors were like ours but nothing fancy. You could adjust temperature of the room and open shades but it was like a very modest, rural motel on Earth. I will say the rooms were huge but the accommodations were unimaginative. There were no 3D displays in the room, no Gideon bible, no brochures of local attractions. Phillips loved it. We asked him why and he said there was so much room for improvement – Earth would need to export some of its expertise if this was an example of their best. We had gotten the whole floor below the top floor for everyone. There was no swimming pool or workout room. It did, however, have a dynamite bar with our own bartender – just for us. There was a huge common room where we could invite people and have meetings or parties however. It was a nice feature. The common room had a large railed deck overlooking a good view of the lighted trading shops. That was nice too. 
 
   The blue-white sun was a lot brighter and bigger than Sol but this planet was so far away the days were pleasant with nice breezes. We dialed down our suits and with helmets off – the air was sweet with exotic smells and sounds. The patio was really nice. Susan came up, nuzzled me and held my arm. I could get to like this place. The atmosphere wasn’t polluted and you could see bright stars in the sky...little light pollution too. We couldn’t see Sol. It wasn’t up yet. We set our MemDexs on alert and had a pleasant and quiet first night on Bellatrix 5 – they called it Chu or something like that. I thought they had sneezed the first time they said it. Welcome to Chu. Not sure if that means the city or the planet but we’ll see soon.
 
   The next day they trooped down to the front and the concierge equivalent recommended the hotel restaurant. Our experience with hotel restaurants suggested we should look elsewhere. He suggested a restaurant across the street but we looked at it and decided that discretion was the better part of valor. We walked down the street a bit. We were all in our white suits – even LeiLei and Shiv – we turned heads. We saw a place that looked promising. We went in and asked if we could look at the menu. They had a problem serving Shiv and LeiLei so we said we’d all leave. They changed their tune and brought out samples of meals that they served.
 
   We ordered a lot of stuff, hoping we could eat some of it. They started bringing out dishes and some of the stuff was delicious. We tested everything and only a couple tested marginal. Shiv sat across at a table by herself. We suggested a shield to block the view of other customers and asked if they had anything live. They looked consternated but came back with something that looked like little lizards and snakes and that was fine with Shiv.
 
   LeiLei had tastes like ours but she was finicky. She devoured anything she really liked and we ordered more of that stuff – whatever it was. We had a good meal and the servers were surprised when we authorized more credit than they asked. They did not complain. We said they ought to come to Earth to learn how to make more. We said they ought to put up a sign that said, “Favored by Earth.” They said what was Earth and we gave them a brochure. You never know.
 
   Fat and sassy, we decided to go see the sights. There were shops and lots to see but not within walking distance. We decided to use the little taxi like transportation instead of the rail system because we didn’t want to travel so far. We hadn’t seen our security so we said screw it and loaded up seven of the little vehicles. They were taken to the equivalent of a shopping mall where they got all sorts of stuff. The security crew showed up about noon all a dither because we had gone off and left them. We suggested they missed a good meal. They huffed around and we were getting tired. We found a tavern that looked promising and headed in. We saw a small pictogram by the door that indicated humanoids and Ullumff. We couldn’t bypass such a class place even though the security folks said this was not a good area. We were more tired than concerned so we went in anyway. Security chilled when we told them we would pay for their meal. 
 
   The place was huge on the inside and there weren’t too many patrons inside at midday. The proprietor said he did not serve Vicvic or Lemsla – guess he meant LeiLei’s species. I gave him my credit pad and said drinks and food for all of us if he did. He snagged my credit pad and posted a big tab on it to make sure it was good and handed it back. He did happen to serve their kind he said – just for today. We ordered local chilled ale, which came in tall pewter steins. It tested good and tasted even better. We started quaffing down a few. That was strong stuff. Even Shiv seemed to like it but she may have just said that – never did she how she drank a damn thing. I had never really seen her drink anything but I didn’t know then that she got most of her fluids from moisture in the air. She couldn’t do that with her suit on so I guess she needed a drink.
 
   They were having some type of match between fierce reptile-ish creatures in the back area. The Ullumff handlers pulled them apart when Shiv walked around where the beings were betting. We asked the stakes and they told us. Some of us bet on one and some on the other – the battle was fierce. The match was over when one crushed the rear leg of another and the handlers pulled them apart wearing heavy, armored mittens.
 
   We paid up or collected our winnings and invited all of the patrons in the place to have drinks on us. More Ullumff were coming in and we were starting to feel the drinks. Shiv asked the handler of the injured creature if she could buy him for lunch. He said it was ruined anyway and named some astronomical price. She offered half and he swapped the beast for her credit pad. They made their deal and Shiv took the fighting creature without gloves. It was snapping and thrashing until she bit its head off and sat down to a quiet lunch in a rear, corner table. We had ordered everything they had on the menu and the stuff was starting to come out. Some of it smelled delicious and some nasty. A lot of it was good but I guess it was just flavored by hunger. We drank some more and ate some more. More and more Ullumff came in and were really surprised when most of us spoke their language. We told them we were from Earth but they had apparently never heard of it. I smelled something acrid and passed out as my MemDex set off a warning.
 
   
 
  



Shanghai Tavern
 
    
 
   I awoke on the Victoria. The others were with me. I should say most of us were with me. Phillips was not here; nor, were any of the local security guards. We didn’t know what the hell had happened but it was nightfall and our MemDex and Victoria control module were warning us that there was a hostile force around us. The Odin was hailing us too. 
 
   “Williams here,” Andrew responded to the hail. 
 
   “What the hell happened down there?” Shuler’s visage asked. 
 
   “We don’t know yet. We’ll advise. We don’t seem to be taking fire currently. We’ll get right back with you. Give us a few minutes.”
 
   “Ten minutes,” Shuler said.
 
   Andrew looked around groggily. Shiv was still out. He was one of the few that were conscious, and he was barely conscious – with a hangover. He told his MemDex to compile a summary of video images and sound from the tavern from all our MemDexs that could better explain what happened.
 
   The video started just prior to the alarm and showed the proprietor leaning over and whispering into the ear of a grizzled Ullumff. An arm was raised along with a small canister all around the room. We were too busy laughing and drinking. It showed at least twenty Ullumff with the canisters moving into position around the room from the different cameras on all our suits. Then the Ullumff pointed the canister at Shiv and LeiLei first and then at me. I heard the alarm go off like I did before I passed out and then pandemonium ensued. The suits recognized an attack was in progress but its operators were out so the MemDexs took over. Phillips and the guards were being dragged out but the rest of us had the full defensive capability and our suits fought. Our suits crushed arms, Shiv’s ripped off the arms of its would-be attacker and LeiLei’s sliced several Ullumff into itty-bitty pieces. She was awesome. Our suits stunned many of the attackers or just vaporized them. The suits turned en masse toward the outside wall – vaporized it and flew off to the Victoria. The view changed to the exterior cameras and showed massing forces around the ship. They looked like a ragtag bunch of species – definitely not official or anything. I sent the video to the Odin and requested them to come in low on camouflage. They spent the five minutes watching the video. 
 
   “Shuler has sent the Albert for your support,” said Admiral Brad Kyger’s angry image on the display. “It will be about ten minutes. See if you can stall them ‘til then. The Odin will be over you and I am having half our battle armor out and moving in on all those beings outside. Give the word and I’ll kill them all. I want Phillips and those guards back. Heaven help them if they injured or killed anyone. We need to set an example. Back you all the way Captain Williams.”
 
   Andrew put on a spare helmet and stepped out of the Victoria. He stood there and shouted in Ullumff through his suit amplifier. “Send me your leader.”
 
   A large, scraggly looking Ullumff came walking up with a plasma rifle pointed at Andrew. Another was with him and he was large too. “You have injured members of my crew. You will open your vessel and come with me or I will burn you down where you stand,” growled the Ullumff leader.
 
   “You do not understand beings from Earth yet. I am going to give you a lesson,” Andrew said in Ullumff.
 
   “Vaporize the upper torso of every creature with a weapon around us. Leave the arms and weapon intact if you can,” Andrew said in English. “MemDex – confirm when all are targeted but the leader.” Andrew’s MemDex gave it affirming tone. 
 
   The Ullumff said, “I will not wait. You are stalling.”
 
   “Ready. Ready. Ready. Fire,” Andrew said.
 
   There was a hum and the sound of bodies crashing all around the perimeter in one crash. The Ullumff leader’s backup’s lower torso, arms and weapon crashed to the ground still trickling blood. The leader pointed his plasma rifle at Andrew but Andrew’s suit ripped it from his hand and bent the barrel backwards.
 
   “You are by yourself. All your crew here is dead but you. I want my crew and guards back. We will get angry if you do not take us to where they are,” Andrew said.
 
   “Earth beings have spirits that protect us. Andrew had two battle-armored airmen appear behind him and then go invisible again. Take us to where they are held or you will not live to see the morning,” Andrew said.
 
   The Ullumff leader didn’t believe in spirits but he felt the powerful force holding the back of neck and his belt. That force, in Ullumff, told him. “Take us to them.”
 
   The Ullumff pointed and away he flew. He defecated en route. 
 
   Andrew went inside the Victoria as the medical team was coming in. Shiv was the only one that concerned them, as she seemed more affected than everyone else. They were coming to with no ill effects other than hangovers from too much ale. They carried Shiv back to the Odin and the Albert set out after the ten flying, battle armored suits that escorted the Ullumff leader.
 
   Andrew told them to leave the leader and two others alive to spread the word. Killing everyone would just leave a mystery. The bodies and survivors would be a good object lesson.
 
    
 
   Newly promoted Petty Officer Second Class Peters held the Ullumff leader as they approached a large docked ship. The damn thing was as big as the Odin if not bigger but it was nasty looking – dirty and unaesthetic. It had quite a few weapon mounts and two armed guards at the personnel entrance ramp. Peters landed the Ullumff nearby and had him walk toward the entrance. He would shove him forward when he started to balk. 
 
   The guards came to a semi-attention as their leader approached and asked, “How did the grab go Captain? Did you get more of them? One of them had a pretty neat suit on – never seen his kind before,” one Ullumff guard said.
 
   Suddenly their weapons were jerked from their hands and holsters and they were shoved into the interior. The two guards were shoved ahead of the Captain. 
 
   “Take us to the new prisoners,” came a voice in Ullumff – out of nowhere.
 
   The guards were scared. One of them tried to run and was dissolved down to the stubs of his feet that stood on the deck oozing. “Do not run. Walk,” Came the voice out of nowhere.
 
   The guard took them down a few levels and they came to long corridors that stretched forward and back...three corridors forward and three back toward the stern. There were bars covering the corridors and guards at each. They turned toward the guard and the Captain as the Captain yelled, “Intruders,” or some such crap in Ullumff. The remaining guards looked at each other and then all of their upper torsos disappeared with arms falling to the deck. All the bars disappeared. “Take us to the new prisoners,” said a voice in the remaining guard’s ear.
 
   This guard walked down the far rear corridor and went from cell to cell looking in – yes – there were cells all along those damn corridors. Andrew and Brad could see through the MemDex feed. They had dropped off soldiers at every strategic junction. The first cell was empty but the second cell held a couple of the local security guards and the third held Phillips lying on a cot in his underwear. They dissolved his door lock with their molecular disruptor and the Senior Chief appeared in his battle armor. 
 
   “Hope you’re okay,” he said in English. “I’m glad you had the rejuve sir – not sure you would have made it otherwise. We’ll get you some clothes in a minute,“ the senior chief said. They quickly scanned the cells along the rest of the corridor and it seemed like the rest of the guards were there. There were many other miserable looking specimens from a number of species – mostly humanoid.
 
   “It’s a damn slave ship Admiral. My people tell me the other corridors hold other racial types. Guess that makes taking care of them easier. Your orders?” the senior Chief asked.
 
   “Hold what you got. We’re not equipped to handle that many freed prisoners. They may have trustee types so watch out for them, as they’ll probably have warped loyalties. I’m sending you forty more to clean out the ship. Good job on finding our people Senior Chief. Keep ‘em safe.”
 
   “Copy, keep them safe Admiral. The crew here?” The Chief asked.
 
   “Keep those two if you can. Use your lasers on the lowest setting and think of good tattoos for their foreheads if you would,” the Admiral said.
 
    
 
   The reinforcements showed up in another twenty minutes. They had been getting the feeds from the MemDex videos inside and were properly prepared and pissed – angry that is... The MemDexs would fill in the shared interior layout diagram as soon as anyone entered a room that had not been viewed before. The layout diagrams became more and more detailed as the battle suited soldiers moved throughout the ship. There was little resistance but the slaver crew was mostly killed on the spot. Some slaver crew was used to explain what functions their compartments handled. This added to the shared ship interior diagrams on the MemDexs. The laundry was manned – if manned is the right word – by Tros trustees. The kitchen had some species reminiscent of the Marmut but different – not artists in any event.
 
   We found the armory and the bridge and decided to keep a couple from the bridge alive for a time. We got them to unroll diagrams of their ship and the MemDexs quickly filled in the missing pieces of the diagram.
 
   We asked the ones on the bridge about the ship complement, capacity and payload. We synced with their computer and downloaded everything it had in one digital slurp. It didn’t take our MemDexs long to look at past routes of travel and ship manifests. We kept the comm tech and removed remnants of all other crew. There was supposed to be a crew of about eighty and we had removed twenty at the Victoria skirmish. We found and eliminated all but the Captain, the guard and the comm tech. Senior Chief Watanabe came up with appropriate tattoos which we etched into those three and then took them to the center of town and dropped them off. We didn’t admonish them – we just dropped them off. They were our advertisements not to screw with Earth.
 
   One of our guys found Phillips suit and got him showered and suited up. Be damned if he didn’t figure out what to do with the ship. He suggested we get rid of all the hints this had been a slave ship. Upgrade a few bits, find the sharpest prisoners and offer them a job trading for Earth. We would give them a good share of any profits or we would give them some money and cut them loose right on Bellatrix 5 – Chu that is – we did find out Chu was the name for the planet. Philips said he’d help set it up if we wanted and it sounded good to us. The SOB was smart and knew business – no one ever doubted that.
 
   We found a Marcle – looked kind of – like a Marmot’s lower body with four thick feet but it had four upper arms and four eyes. It spoke through a translator box like a Vicvic. It said it had been here a long time and knew all the prisoners since it/he fed them all – seems slaves and prisoners are synonymous terms in Trade. Gave us a little pause about what we had done on Sirius – if they were prisoners for some misdeed instead of slaves --- it might twitch our consciences – nah... This Marcle said he had been an administrator on a rural outpost and this ship had landed and said they wanted to trade. He was head guy so he shared drinks with them and ended up here. He said they killed almost everyone else and looted his town. Phillips decided we’d put him in charge. The Marcle said he had to feed everyone even if we released all the prisoners. It made sense.
 
   Phillips and the Marcle took the food to every cell and they would remove the lock on five cells at a time and serve the food at the same time. Five Earth soldiers in armor accompanied them as they explained what was happening. There were 120 prisoners and 37 wanted to leave right then. We gave them each a lamlee and turned them loose with no questions asked. They bailed. Don’t blame them but a lot had already lost everything and wanted to give trading a try. They had never heard of Earth but we showed them the video on how we had been attacked just like them. That kept some who were wavering, with us. You know it must be a shock to go from slave to trader in a heartbeat. They all agreed that the Marcle should be in charge because he had always been fair to them and helped heal them when they were sick. It sounded good to us.
 
   We asked the Marcle – Captain Miracle we called him and the name stuck when we explained what it meant in our language. All the former prisoners liked it and four eyes did too. He appointed a hierarchy that Phillips thought was sound and they asked us what we wanted to do to upgrade the ship. They asked what they would do for money for this upgrade and we gave them a credit pad and said they could do anything they wanted – unlimited. We said we’d help them upgrade their navigation, fields, weapons, and communications. We said we wanted them to find all the coolest stuff to trade at Bellatrix and showed them catalogs and brochures from Earth. 
 
   We told them staying on Earth would be free for them and they were starting to get really fired up about the idea. Guess we were the best thing since sliced bread to them – or some weird alien equivalent. They ripped out walls and turned the place into a damn Queen Elizabeth ocean…space liner. They even named the thing the Queen once we explained about what the name implied. They combined adjacent cells and turned them into lush suites with Phillips recommendations. He had studied all the manuals and made this thing a luxury liner with a large cargo capacity. He explained the economics of passenger versus cargo and sold them on the ideas. Captain Miracle got copies of the ES Manuals and we outfitted the cabins and crew quarters with the latest conveniences for each species. The humanoids had never had it so good and generally appreciated the changes once they understood what those changes were.  
 
   We asked for volunteers from our troops and got Captain Shuler to assign six as a security detachment for the Queen – three men and three women. They set up defense drills and worked on the automated weapons systems with Shiv’s help. Oh – there was a little hiccup. The ship had a smaller male Vicvic on board and Shiv wanted to talk with him. Shiv went into his cabin for quite a while and then there was some bumping and scuffling around sounds coming out. We thought they were getting it on so we didn’t disturb them. Shiv came out a short time later. We asked her how it had gone and asked about the male. He turned out to be a minor maintenance tech that had been sold off by his brood. We asked Shiv how he felt about finally seeing another Vicvic.
 
   Shiv answered that – “He was entertaining and delicious.” 
 
   We weren’t sure we had interpreted her words right but the male wasn’t anywhere around.  Man, we had a lot to learn.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 Outfitting the Queen
 
    
 
   Phillips came back to the Hotel and we sat together eating and discussing the Queen. We decided then and there to give them our one spare entangled communications system. We decided that since they were representing Earth that they should have the ungraded field generators and navigation. We gave them a training cylinder recorder/duplicator and showed them how to use it along with a long list of topics we were interested in getting. We gave them copies of many of the training cylinders we had received on Procyon and several of our older learning machines.
 
   Phillips said we were going about this all wrong and we had to agree with him when we thought about it. He said we were treating this as if we were a tinker going from village to village. He explained that our job was to acquire trade routes and not just load up two little ships with some stuff. We had to fund an upcoming massive exodus from Earth as soon as we were able. People would want to explore and trade and colonize now that it was possible. We had to decide what technologies to hide and what to give away. Phillips suggested we give the prolong treatments to those in enclosures first and do it quietly. Then he suggested the ERF military should have it...then settlers and scientists...traders and others should pay a premium. I asked him about business leaders and politicians and he said they’d figure out a way to steal it and have it anyway. He said the last stage was to get it to anyone who could pay for it and people who served the population – sanitation workers, teachers, engineers and the like. He said he didn’t think we could keep the cat in the bag for long but we ought to try for at least until all the ten trading ports were finished.
 
   The bank manager came to see us at the hotel the next day and demanded to know what was going on. He asked if we knew we had a Marcle draining our credit enormously. We played our little MemDex video of the attempted shanghaiing for him including the reduction of the slavers’ torsos and he said, “That makes a difference.” He hastily tried to back out. We stopped him and asked him if the credit pads were good anywhere on the planet and he said – yes. We told him we wanted to purchase property in the best area in the largest trading city. He said it could be arranged and we told him to get on it and bring back plots to show where they were located. We had already acquired maps of the major cities on the planet but had used the Odin on flyovers to map the largest cities and use its ground penetrating radar to see if we had missed anything. 
 
   We found a possible, Ylee, cephalopod city near a dry lakebed in a remote part of the planet and we asked the bank dude to buy the entire area. It was beyond arid and we got title to it cheap. We used the shuttles and excavated the whole thing in a day. Yes – we found ten more lamlee piles – another 600 Kilograms worth. We even hardened the shell of one of the buildings that had the weirdest – coolest design and it had held 300 kilograms of lamlees. It looked like it had several lovely fountains in it. We found hidden plumbing and when we hooked it up to water -- it was breathtaking. We put accent lights inside and made it so there was a mist in the air to keep it cool. We added wiring, insulation and all the electronic displays and devices we could. We made whole walls like the 3D window displays. This whole renovation was Phillips idea. It was to be the pavilion where visitors could see some of Earth. We had tons of brochures and catalogs. 
 
   The bank manager gave us several plots to look at, but most were too small. We asked about the building codes and he looked at us funny. We asked if there was water and sewage available on site and he said that would be very expensive. We explained that money was no object and he lit up again. We could have paid for this expedition fifty times over with the lamlee we recovered here on this planet. We finally got a plot and got all the paperwork handled. He gave us keys to the building we said that would not be necessary. Late that night we leveled the building to the ground and added a huge hole under it. We then used field generators and disruptors to carve around the Ylee building we had refurbished and transported it to the newly leveled site. Not many were about when we carefully lowered it into position in the middle of the night. A few bursts of molecular disruptor fire removed material where it wouldn’t fit. 
 
   We had our own power and environmental system. The water hookup made us complete because we had used the Eridani disposal system to get rid of waste and produce hydrogen that we collected for the small kitchens in the place. There were two levels – the street levels with the fountains and displays and the conference rooms and small apartments downstairs. It was pretty slick if I do say so myself. The hardest part to make was the multi-species bathrooms. We hired a maintenance company and paid them a lordly sum to keep them fresh and clean. The air matched the room decor and it was lovely inside. Every wall displayed different scenes: snowboarding (in 3D) down the side of a mountain brought cold with winter blasts in warm Earthlike sunshine. The tropics room had different Earth tropical forest backgrounds with lots of moisture in the air. The mountain waterfall from a U.S. national park had the cool mist blowing near the 3D waterfall and birds flying around the cliffs on either side of the falls. The desert views changed to flying around the modern designs of Abu Dhabi architecture. There was a view of riding the bullet train into Shanghai and another down the winding streets of San Francisco on an early morning. We had hand railings for the ones with wildly changing views. There were scenes of surfers in the huge waves off of Hawaii and scuba diving off the Great Barrier Reef. My personal favorite was sailing on the waters just off the Pacific Coast with the whales lunging out of the water. We made it so the audience got sprayed a little when the whale’s flukes hit the water. We also had a tour, in Trade, of the lunar trading facility accommodations. It looked antiquated compared to the 3D stuff. The fountains throughout were lovely too. The Ylee had an eye for beauty – we had to give them that. I would have loved to see one of their cities back in its day.
 
   We hired locals – pretty females we were told and gave them extensive training on crowd behavior, manners, presentations, and offered them language training that would have cost them a fortune on their own. We tried to get several of the main species on planet but got training cylinders on the habits and languages on any we could find. The downstairs portion was used after we had given private tours for the big trading consortiums. We would invite them downstairs for the best food and drinks while females or males of their species served them and chatted.
 
   We set up trade delegations for two weeks. We had all the trade delegations bringing by samples of their goods. We might buy them on the spot or order huge quantities and ask them to ship it to us on Earth. We had the means. One group brought us molecular machetes. I kid you not. Those blades were already sharp but when you pressed the button in the handle and it would cut through damn near anything...better than anything from Eridani. The soldiers wanted several gross of them. 
 
   A scientist from one of the technical universities came over with a prototype that he wanted to develop. It was a molecular disruptor with a twist he said. He put a bunch of stuff in the long box. It looked like a big microwave and a small one. You put a lot of material in one end and something came out the other. It had a complicated keyboard between. It could definitely use some Earth electronics to make the user interface more friendly.  He put some bricks in the left side and closed it. It hummed for a few seconds and he said the bricks had been disintegrated and turned into free hydrogen that he collected underneath. He showed us the big tank underneath that had us thinking that we ought to screen people for bombs and wasn’t this a mite dangerous.  
 
   He asked us what we wanted and he said he would make it. We asked what he meant. He twiddled with the dials and it hummed again. He opened the door and there was a little bar of tungsten. He said you had to have the mass of what you wanted in hydrogen and it produced the same mass of other elements. He said he could make up elements as heavy as lead but couldn’t make it more massive yet because he didn’t have enough hydrogen storage capacity. It is impossible I know but I’ve had to eat that word a few times in the past. We asked him what he needed. He said he needed about twenty lamlee worth of materials plus two lamlee to adapt his device to produce things more complex then single elements. We asked him if it had to use hydrogen and he said no. Tod talked with him for hours and we assigned a credit pad to him for his research worth twenty-two lamlee. 
 
   We wanted plans and access to his research and would he mind making a educational recording for us before he left. He was so happy after being dismissed as a quack for so long I think he would have sung for us if we asked him to. LeiLei took him out and helped him into the recording booth we had designed. It would take five minutes normal but two hours or more for the locals. We used it a lot.
 
   The fourth week we were there, we opened the pavilion to the public and they came in droves. We hired local vendors to make free hand fans and provide food and water for those in line. It was astonishing. There were oohs-and—ahs or equivalents every time of day. We had to extend hours and we gave out tens of thousands of brochures and catalogs. We trained locals to produce the colored Riz catalogs and they developed a huge industry making catalogs and selling new Riz – we called it NuRiz. They loved it. We made a ton of money from the NuRiz alone. We had to start charging to get in the Pavilion but that just made more come to see it. If you charge, then it must be better than something free. Phillips started buying some of the properties nearby. He set up restaurants and started selling local food with Earth techniques. They were huge hits but it took longer than we expected. He did the same with t-shirts that became the rage for a while with every species wearing a Buy Earth shirt. Some were ridiculous but LeiLei looked damn good in one...being virtuous again. That girl is something. 
 
   We had commitments for shipments of metals, wines, minerals, jewels, food, learning cylinders, hand weapons, you name it. There were going to be freighters of the stuff headed for Earth. We had another team go to our dry lakebed and upgrade two other Ylee buildings that we planned to set up in other population centers. They were a little harder but we were getting anxious to head back. Phillips said he liked it here and planned to stay if we let him. He had a lot of Earth knowledge but we didn’t think he would hurt Earth with it. We would still be going from shop to shop if it hadn’t been for him. He had acquired two local humanoid girls that looked like Norse Valkyrie except for the high ridge down their spine and forehead. Every other way they were fine and those gals liked powerful males. Phillips looked content and was going to help run the Pavilion and make sure the trade agreements were completed on this end. He said this was more fun and he had too many enemies on Earth – I was one of them – so be it. 
 
   We also set up a consulate. That took weeks too because we had to buy land and negotiate with the locals before they comprehended the meaning. It was another month before the twenty-two soldiers that decided to stay were in formation on the Earth Embassy grounds. We also left ten civilians. It depleted the complement on both ships but gave us more room for cargo and new hires. We hired some skilled local craftsmen and a Marmut to take back to Earth with us. Fran was particularly pleased and the Marmut liked the art collection we had acquired on 68 Eridani.
 
    Vicvic and LeiLei both announced that they wanted to stay with us. LeiLei and Joel were serious. The species couldn’t interbreed, currently, but they seemed happy. Rett announced he was ready to leave and said he would see us again. We all assembled to see him off and he just got in his little craft he’d been testing without saying a word. Surely, he knew better than that after living with humans for so long. The door opened and Rett got out and came out with a big crate. He gave each of us a little rectangular box and went up to Susan last. He stopped and smiled. God – it looked like a genuine smile but then he stopped and said, “I have been practicing that for a long time and it still makes my face hurt but you meant it as something nice. I understand it means something for you so I practice...Will see you again DoctorSusanKamaSiriluk. I do not wish intimate relations...just saying name...” at which point he went into his ship and we got out as he flew his ship through the field and out of the cargo bay. We opened the boxes a bit later and there was a little rectangular picture viewer that displayed different views of Rett on the moon, in his Enclosure lab, drinking grape juice, and working on his ship. It was pretty cool.
 
    
 
   We went over to the Queen and they were getting her squared away. Captain Miracle was there to meet us and he gave us a tour of the place. It was so much better. It was really slick. They had even taken an upper lounge and built displays into it like the ceiling and down part of the walls were simulated windows to the outside. We went in and he dimmed the lights slowly, theatrically. He then turned on the enhanced 3D sensor display. It showed the planets and stars around us, and the light glows of ships coming and going. Occasionally you’d see a satellite moving in orbit and ships entering atmosphere. He had the display zoom in until you could see all the ships around us in suborbital flight or in space. He could label them or change their color. It was impressive. 
 
   “I have spent hours here just looking at this. This will make us rich. I don’t know any being that would not want this view. We will have a bar here of course and we will get rich. The room improvements you suggested are inspiring. We never considered sleeping rooms more than for sleeping...instead of the luxurious changes Earth suggested. We never considered those improvements.”
 
   Captain Miracle continued, “We have taken your suggestion and offered two, first class–round trip tickets in a sweepstakes. It caused many fights until we increased the available tickets. We have received almost one million entrants from across the planet. Everyone knows about Earth now and wants to go there. Your pavilion was magnificent and I have seen a lot. I think I SHOULD have been born a Marmut. We will leave for Earth in three weeks after we finish our shakedown trials to the fourth planet and back. We are taking a lot of important people and it will help find the inevitable flaws in our planning,” Captain Miracle said.
 
   Andrew said he understood about flaws in planning.
 
   The Captain gave him a small box. It contained a very old training cylinder. “It may not even work any more but it is very old from an ancient history professor at the University here.”
 
   “What’s on it?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I think it is on the Ylee or speculations about the lamlee. This researcher was supposed to have died over a thousand of your years ago and the cylinder was old then. Maybe it will be useful,” he said. “You have done so much for me and the poor beings that were caught up in this slave trade.”
 
   “I just wish we were strong enough to stop all slavery. Maybe we will in the future. Lieutenant Commander Castellno at the embassy has orders to find a small ship and retrofit it to current standards. That will be a way to enforce some things here. Slavery should be against the Exploration Service code but it is still allowed,” Andrew said. “We still have not seen one ES ship near here and this area is supposed to be heavily patrolled.
 
   
 
  



The Return
 
    
 
   The sweepstakes was a massive hit and the winners were like rock stars. They were a newly mated pair of tall humanoids that looked elfish. The Queen was booked for this trip and many wanted reservations for its next trip. Rett had disappeared off the sensors. We have no idea where he is going.
 
   We know of twenty-three trade ships gearing up to come to Earth. We will luckily be able to beat them by weeks because of our more efficient drives. We haven’t heard any more from the scientist we gave the twenty-two lamlee to develop a machine to compose compound materials. We may have been scammed but I think it is just a delay longer than we are accustomed to. The Junior took on three medical personnel and their equipment. They are way ahead of us in most medical fields and we needed the experience instead of just knowledge. Brad is having his own issues with Fran. 
 
    
 
   Admiral-General Bradley Kyger was sitting back, sipping some Black Jack. The Odin was at 70% strength and everything as going okay but it was going to get a lot more risky when we start making regular runs. We still don’t know how the lamlee work or why they work at all. He was having the shipboard MemDexs on the Odin and Junior compile summaries of what happened. It was going to take all of 11 weeks to get back the 245 lights years to Earth.
 
    
 
   Tod and Steve were riding on the Junior for this leg of the trip between waypoints. Andrew was having no luck getting his ancient cylinder to work. They decided to try the duplicator and making a cleaner copy. They tried the copy and it worked after a fashion. Andrew could make sense of some of it. The main thing he got was the fact the lamlee were shaped by thought and would evolve to the optimum for whatever device where they were added. Tod suggested they ought to try adding a lamlee filter/amplifier to their duplicator. They opened their duplicator and put a lamlee into place while concentrating on some way to filter or enhance old cylinder recordings. They then made a copy of the old cylinder again. They then tried it in the teaching machine.
 
   Andrew sat bolt straight. It had worked and it was really surprising. “Okay folks...that worked.” He started to give them a summary, “The Ylee used the lamlee as a generic repair tool or building block to build almost anything they wanted. They could carry a block of lamlee and turn it into anything they wanted with a thought. When they wanted something else, they just had to think about it. They were not machinists. They evolved in water and were copper blooded – like our own, eight legged Earth cephalopods – not iron based blood like mammals. The Ylee had had trouble when they started to run into more and more land based life forms. They had robots that could do work for them and very efficient interstellar travel. They had colonized much of the galaxy before the emergence of many of the land based creatures,” Andrew said.
 
   “Wait a minute,” he said. “I just had a thought. The Ylee had robots that worked for them. The robots were built in their image. They were water based. We recovered our lamlee near the edge of dried up bodies of water. Maybe our lamlee are the remains of these robots. They could be anything if we had the ability to make them ourselves. We got our lamlee in piles of about 60 kilograms each. Maybe those lamlee could turn into one of their robots if we added water.”
 
   Tod looked at Steve. “You might have something there. We have access to the tanks where Fran grows algae. Shall we try?”
 
   “Let’s do it,” Steve said. 
 
   They collected 60 kg of lamlee that had been recovered at one spot and separated. This batch had come from 68 Eridani. They had a 60 kg bucket of lamlee. They went to a tank and let the bucket sink and fill with water. They waited a minute and nothing happened. They waited a few minutes and filtered off the water. Tod put a bare arm and hand into the lamlee and lowered his hand and bucket as it filled with water. Tod pictured a cephalopod as the water enclosed the lamlee. Nothing happened again. Andrew was stumped. He guessed he had it wrong. Fran walked in about then. 
 
   “Is this a wake?” she asked.
 
   “We have a poser,” Tod said. “We can’t figure out why the lamlee don’t activate in water. We have information that says they work well in water,” Tod said.
 
   “What type of water are you using?” Fran asked.
 
   “Huh,“ Tod said elegantly.
 
   “That is pure water. That is an insulator. You need water with impurities. Sea water with salt content?” she said.
 
   “Sea water,” Tod and Andrew said together. “All those bodies of water had a high salt content.”
 
   They had another tank that contained a lot of shellfish for food production on their trip. They drained the lamlee in the bucket, dried them and returned them to the bucket. Andrew lifted the heavy bucket of lamlee to the edge of the tank. He put his hand into the lamlee and concentrated on a cephalopod wearing a translator. He lowered it into the briny solution. There was an immediate reaction. The interior of the bucket turned murky and there was movement under Andrew’s hand. He pulled his hand out and we waited as patiently as we could. The lamlee were doing something. It took several minutes and then we noticed a tentacle coming out of the bucket. Then there were two and then a third arm and mantle appeared next. Eight tentacles and a large red mantle appeared with two large eyes looking up from the pool.
 
   Andrew motioned that he wanted the cephalopod to come to the shallow end of the tank and it did so. It turned the same color of the tank and looked exactly like any cephalopod on Earth. He stayed in the shallow end of the tank and I motioned him or her up onto the low platform at the edge of the water. The cephalopod moved onto the low shelf. Its tentacles were still mostly in the water. I took off and handed it my MemDex. It extended a tentacle toward it and took it. Suddenly the tentacle began to dissolve into the back of the MemDex and the shape of the cephalopod began to change into a small humanoid that developed clothing. It looked like it was about 150 centimeters tall – very short for a human but it had a few moments of disorientation and it stabilized as it noticed Tod, Steve, and me.
 
   The humanoid stumbled a bit and then stabilized and moved its arms and head about. The eyes focused and it made some awkward sounds. The childhood was amazingly short. It straightened, looked about and handed the MemDex awkwardly back to Andrew. Andrew put on his MemDex. The small figure turned toward him. “Welcome to our ship. I have many questions I want to ask.” Andrew said.
 
   The humanoid made some sounds, tilted his head and then said, ”What can I do for you? How did you reconstruct me?” It said this in English.
 
   “We recovered your components from another world near a ancient body of water. We are land based creatures and do not know many water based life forms. We learned that our minds can help shape you and I shaped you like creatures on my planet that exist in the water.”
 
   “You have Ylee on your home world?” asked the little creature as it looked all around the room. 
 
   “We do not know if they are descendants of the Ylee but their blood is copper based, they have eight limbs with two rows of suckers and are very intelligent,” Andrew said. “Our blood uses iron because our atmosphere is oxygen based – more efficient in our oxygen nitrogen atmosphere.”
 
   “Do you have memories of the...before time?” Andrew asked.
 
   “That is a good description. Yes. I have memories though they are strange and distant to me. We had risen to a level of intelligence at almost that of our creators. The Ylee disappeared and we were not able to produce more...lamlee...you call them. We could not self-replicate and the Ylee had left us. We were lost and we went to our last assignments until we were no more.” The creature said.
 
   “Do you feel emotions? Do you have needs that we can help? You appear to have developed into a life form in your own right. You appear to be aware of yourself and have the ability to manipulate your environment. If you could replicate you would be considered an actual intelligent life form,” Andrew said.
 
   “Yes. You have pierced our dilemma in moments. It took the Ylee years to see that we were intelligent. We worshipped them and then they abandoned us. Why would they do that?” the creature asked.
 
   “They could have been affected by disease or a supernova with its gamma rays or faced a deadly war with other races. There are many reasons they could have stopped using you? Could something have affected all the lamlee where they could not use the improvements the lamlee gave them. That would also have stopped them. For our race it would be like not being able to use electricity,” Andrew said.
 
   “We had never considered that. You are remarkable creatures because you saw our plight and released me to answer my race’s questions in moments of my awakening,” the creature said.
 
   “Would you take no action against and work with us as we answer these mysteries about your origins and the disposition of the Ylee? We too seek to answer questions about origins of the lamlee and the Ylee,” Andrew said.
 
   “It will be difficult. Yes, I will work with you. I realize that you use lamlee for your devices but that does not concern me any more than a skin cell would bother you if it was used in a biological sensor,” The creature said.
 
   “We use naming conventions. May I call you by a name? How about Lee Post?” Andrew asked. 
 
   The creature thought for a moment and then cocked its head to the side and smiled in a copy of their smiles. “I see the irony – the humor in the name and it...pleases me...after the Ylee – post Ylee. I must be larger in size to fit into your society. I could do it as a female if you do not have more lamlee...”
 
   All the men shouted NO at the same time and laughed. 
 
   “I will need another 30 kilograms of lamlee,” the creature said. 
 
   Tod went to get 30 kilos of lamlee and brought it to the creature in a bucket. 
 
   The creature took the heavy bucket and added some salt water to the mix, sloshed it around before lifting it to its mouth and drank the solution. Lee Post seemed to distort a bit and then swelled to Tod’s height with a lithe build. It’s surface distorted until it appeared to be wearing clothing like Andrew. It walked out together with Tod and Andrew.
 
   Susan saw the creature walking out with Tod and stopped.
 
   “Who are you? I know everybody on this voyage and I can’t believe I’ve never met you,” she said and held out her hand.
 
   The creature took her hand and said, “I am Lee Post,” he said and laughed. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, I’m Susan Siriluk,” she said.
 
   “Pleased to meet you Doctor. You are Captain Williams’s mate are you not?” said Lee Post. “Very pleased to meet you.”
 
   Lee walked away with Tod and Steve to get him assigned quarters.
 
   “That my dear,” Andrew said “...was 95 kilos of reanimated lamlee.”
 
   “My God. That was lamlee – Post Ylee – Lee Post. I thought it was a human. It could do that in a few minutes. What is it capable of doing? Do you think we’re safe?” she asked.
 
   “Whoa right there. No. We are never safe. We must explore but I do not think it will harm us. It has seen everything on my MemDex. It will process all that. We’ll see what happens. We are going to need friends. It was another of the half-baked experiments that got us to the stars in the first place,” Andrew said pulling her tight to him. “I remember some experiments with you in my dorm room in college. I think I want to reminisce,” he said and picked up his mate and carried her to their cabin as she feigned resistance. 
 
   “Captain. Captain. This is unseemly. What type of woman do you think I am?” she asked.
 
   “...Already know that...” he said and chuckled and carried her lightly pounding his back as she was carried down the corridor.
 
    
 
   
 
  



Welcoming Arms
 
    
 
   The journey home was uneventful. That is to say – it was not fraught with deadly peril. Tod and I introduced Lee Post to the Odin at the next waypoint. Lee had pinpointed all the stars where the Ylee had cities. Some of the stars had drifted but he was able to calculate where they would be now. He was able to create synthetic images of some of their cities and it was marvelous. We now had stellar maps that would allow us to find metric tons of lamlee. All we had to do was live through the coming transition from a single planet race to a race that had spread throughout the galaxy.
 
   We had been attacked on Sirius where slaves worked their lifetime away for the profits of others. We had been attacked on Procyon, Tau Ceti, 68 Eridani and Bellatrix. We had been tested on every inhabited world. This wasn’t the most pleasant and safe spiral arm. We would have to expand our fleet and enhance those planetary trading bases.
 
   We approached the last waypoint with trepidation. As soon as we paused, we had a dinner together to salute our friends present and those...absent. Brad had been working on a summary that would explain what had happened. We needed to know what was going on – on Earth. We hoped we’d pulled the teeth of the corporations by taking Phillips. The summary took twelve hours to send by entangled communications and we were still a light year stand off from Earth. We didn’t want to go anywhere without sensor scans first.
 
   The sensors showed four Enclosures on Earth. Two were in the Western Hemisphere, one huge one was in China and a small one was where the Unaligned Nations concentrated their research. Three of the trade sites looked like they might have some activity but they weren’t close to finished. There were only four more ships evident then there were last time we were here – way too few. What had happened? We got a reply 23 hours later.
 
   It was a terse note from Lieutenant General Sykes: Things falling apart here...Do not land at bases...Military may cave any day to demands of civilians from the World Council...Must circumvent normal channels...Good luck.
 
    
 
   Admiral-General Brad Kyger met with Captains Shuler and Williams. “We have to do what we did on Bellatrix. We have to land and show overwhelming force. We have to give out brochures and catalogs showing the devices and trade goods that are coming. We have to give out kids’ charts to identify aliens and mass produce training machines and Trade language. We have to produce a huge advertising campaign. Only place I can think we can do that is at the Enclosure for the run up. Then we have to convince the local populace that aliens exist. We have to show we have strong financial backing like we would on any other planet. We’ll have to employ some help from the Enclosure too. Do you think Tod can get it cranked up to 60 to one ratio? Good. Let’s do it.”
 
    
 
   The Odin landed outside the Enclosure and was stopped by private security that had evidently replaced the troops from the Earth Regulatory Force. They pointed their weapons and were dissolved by molecular disruptor fire. We had no remorse with Earth’s survival at stake. One camouflaged soldier in battle armor replaced them and ten soldiers went inside. Tod quickly adjusted the field generators to produce a sixty to one time acceleration factor. The stepped gates had to be augmented too – for atmosphere recycling. Brad tracked down the lab of Doctor Demi Harrison and started setting up equipment. She rushed in and demanded to know what they were doing. Brad told her they were setting up prolong treatments for all inside. She was indignant and Brad had to have a soldier hold her physically in place to give her the training Doctor Ky produced on 68 Eridani. They asked her oldest staffer to come in and then one of the medical techs from the Junior set him up and gathered three other techs for the procedures. The testing was almost automatic now and Harrison looked on with skepticism even though she had received the training. 
 
   It was five hours later that her young staffers were sleeping off their treatment. She checked their heart, their EKGs, their cholesterol count, their testosterone level. They were young men again and one had been over 75 years old. 
 
   “It worked for Phillips. He is running the trade mission on Bellatrix. Here is a video of him going about his day,” Brad said and the MemDex played a segment of video with Phillips ordering people about and then meeting his two, hot Valkyries.  
 
   “I’ll be damned. You didn’t just kill the old – young goat. Look at him,” she said. “Okay. I guess you know that I was working for him.”
 
   “We knew from day two – not from day one but by day two we knew. He only has 45 more years to live because of four implants in his system. The Doctor said he would have lived another 90 years if he hadn’t had those,” Brad said. “We need your cooperation or nobody gets anything and Earth becomes a trailer park.”
 
   “Not sure why but what can I do? They have me shut away here and the private guards are worse than the military,” she said.
 
   “There aren’t any more guards. I replaced them,” he said.
 
   “They just went away?” she asked.
 
   “They vanished into thin air,” he said.
 
   “You are a fiend, aren’t you?” she said realizing the implications.
 
   “Here’s what we need to do,” he said and detailed his plan. In another part of the Enclosure, they were ramping up production of the learning machines and it had to be automated so it could produce enough machines to put a dint in the population’s ignorance of the Standard Trade language. They had the lunar facility pumping out Earth language cylinders for the Free Special -- aliens learning Earth languages and customs. We had fewer aliens to train but some segment of the population must be able to speak Trade so we were working on both aliens and humans.
 
    
 
   Three days inside the Enclosure had run down our credit but produced the first needed materials. The guard companies had complained about missing workers but no one had tried to shut us down yet as it had only been three days for them. We told them they had walked off the job. We hit the banks worldwide the next day. We landed at the international offices of the major banking institutions. 
 
   We told them we needed to see the boards of directors and CEOs. They rudely said we needed appointments. We came in with bars of precious metals and jewels. Some allowed us to speak. Some kicked us out. We simply went to their competitors. We would speak to the board of directors who were usually pretty old men. We trotted out this wealth that was worth more than we needed if they would aid us in building trading facilities in their city. We told them we would pay for all the construction and keep sizable deposits in their bank if they would help us. 
 
   We offered them a free treatment that would double their lifespan and rejuvenate them if they would help us because we planned to have business with them for a long time. We said there were delegations en route to this planet and we needed to be ready. Doctor Harrison then presented her credentials and confirmed the potential of the treatments. She said she would take any person and return, with him the next day. He needed a day to sleep and recover strength after the treatment. Typically, one old death-on-a-cracker dude would still have balls enough to volunteer. She would have everyone take pictures with their MemDex and then we’d whisk the geezer off. We’d fly him to the Enclosure in a stealth shuttle, give him the treatment and fly the dude back. 
 
   He’d wake up in a high dollar hotel room with a couple of actresses if he was single or we’d treat his wife too if he was married and wanted her to have it. Most of the cynical bastards didn’t. The evening of the next day, we’d trot him in, often with the actresses on his arms. That did it most of the time. Once it didn’t and we rescinded any dealing with that bank but that was the exception to the rule. We partnered with ten international banks in six days. We even had one bank partner in the unaligned nations. We didn’t want those folks bombing our ass five years from now. There was an accident at their small Enclosure however and it killed everyone inside. Pity. Good thing we were backing the trading port in Istanbul. They couldn’t say we weren’t helping. We set up proper Enclosures around the ten sites and had the banks funneling unlimited credit to the companies that supplied materials. Incredible amounts of planning and materials were flowing into the sites. 
 
   We treated all the best engineers and workers with prolong as well as adult family members a bit later. We needed the best people the longest. We told them it was a treatment so the prolonged periods in the Enclosures wouldn’t be so wearing on them. We didn’t immediately roll back the ages of the older ones because we used DNA markers that changed slowly. Many of them thought they were getting younger just being in the Enclosures. We encouraged the rumors and said some people were affected worse than others. The poorer workers aged faster – or looked like they did.
 
   The bankers knew what was going on but they weren’t going to tell anybody. The bankers who hadn’t backed us told their stories but these people often vanished. Surprise. We were totally ruthless and didn’t have time to play games. There was no quarter given. We might be tried for our crimes in the future but law enforcement would have to catch us in the act and they hadn’t – yet. The ports were shaping up and the kids’ posters of aliens went to every known school district in civilized countries printed on NuRiz with color. Millions of posters went out and highly edited videos from crew MemDexs were leaked to the press, as were pictures of aliens walking and talking with people. 
 
   We finally had to drop our facade. We were caught – we said. We trotted out LeiLei in her skimpy outfits and Shiv. Lee Post simulated many races for us speaking perfect English and other Earth languages. We sometimes had to add lamlee by the buckets for him to simulate the mass of some of the aliens. Fran got to display her statue as she donated some of the other Marmut art to the Louvre and Metropolitan Museum of Art. We hit the Net and Lee Post made it so people thought they were talking to different aliens on line instead of blocks of Lamlee attached to a MemDex. You could not tell the difference and we didn’t have the time or personnel. It became vogue to know Trade and everyone was trying to get access to the machines and cylinders. We gave them at cost to the service workers at all the trading facilities.
 
   We had financed a lot more than ten trading centers though. We paid off many of the outstanding debts of the Earth Regulatory Force with the World Council. Even we couldn’t pay off the rest of their huge debts but we made sure there were no debts from supplying the Enclosure, the lunar trading post or any ship construction. Sykes had the arm twisting tools available with the World Council because of the information left from Phillips. Those opposing us had run out of money to supply their political will. Now our side had easy access to funds. Enclosures sprang up as if we had helped – we were helping. We were churning out the damn generators too. It would be functioning as soon as it was authorized – sometimes before it was authorized. You must realize that we entertained traders from 68 Eridani while all this was going on. 
 
   The lunar base treated them like royalty and we got a lot more of the precious metals we needed. We gave them brother-in-law deals and sent them packing for more. We had six months before we could expect anyone from Bellatrix except the Queen with its souped-up field. The crash, ship building program had started when we showed the World Council what one unopposed ship could do. We were building them in Enclosures as fast as we could funnel in materials. We added all the bells and whistles and gave personnel training machines that covered medical treatments to stressed space field design.
 
   Many people realized the abilities of these ships and would show up with family members wanting the prolong treatment they had heard about through the grapevine. They automatically got the treatment if they said the magic words that they were thinking about emigrating from Earth. There would soon be an exodus like the Irish leaving Ireland during the potato famine. We had a lot that tried to get into the Earth Regulatory Force. It was expanding fast too.
 
   We had a few nuts get through the screening. That was inevitable but we dealt with them harshly and swiftly. There were no lengthy trials...we didn’t have the luxury. 
 
    
 
   I got the news from Susan and Brad about the Queen. It was coming soon and I was supposed to meet it and guide it to the trading port in Northern California. We were supposed to get the dispositions of crew and trade manifest and have everything ready, just like we’ve done this all along. We had sea trips arranged to see whales and fine dining along with trips to the Grand Canyon and to see the Giant Sequoias. We planned to have fine wine and food – depending on species but mediocre Earth food is better than most of the food available off planet. We’ll have police escorts for the sweepstakes winners – Susan and I paid for the escorts ourselves since we are wealthy as hell. We sold some ideas that people wanted to patent – good luck enforcing intellectual property off-planet, dudes.
 
    
 
   Now -- Here I am at the Lagrange Point between the moon and Earth waiting for this converted slave ship – pardon me – luxury liner. Wait ‘til the public gets a load of the tourists on this boat. You think Earthlings make lousy tourists. Wait ‘til the guys and gals on our planet below get to watch an Ullumff go. I’m still waiting for all this to go-to-hell-in-a-hat-basket. Ah Oh – sensor team says the Queen is heading in. Gone to give them my Welcome to Earth – let me see your papers...damn...I forgot most countries here demand passports. They will not have any papers...remind me to plan a Customs Office for the Earth Regulatory Force. I’ll have Shiv accompany them for intimidation – they better not try to mess with her.
 
   


 
   
 
  



About the Author
 
    
 
   Ken R. Pence, PhD is an engineering professor at Vanderbilt University and an active martial artist, a 5th degree blackbelt in Tae Kwon Do. He is a retired captain from the Metro Nashville Police Department where he served 31 years (16 on SWAT) and has taught police and military in the US, and Europe (England, Germany, France, and Northern Ireland) in confrontation management skills.
 
   He researches advanced sniper location systems for DARPA and is currently investigating inexpensive magnetic levitation.
 
    
 
   Send comments to:
 
   ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu
 
    
 
  
 
  






[image: ]
 
    
 
   A Certain Expertisé
 
    
 
    © 2012 by Ken R. Pence
 
    
 
   All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without email permission of the author.
 
    
 
   ASIN: B008Q27BCE eBook
 
   ISBN 978-1478314486 Print
 
   Printed in US 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. Any semblance to real people and events is purely coincidental and characters do not represent any living persons. A Certain Expertisé shows our young race suddenly moving into deep space. Empires had existed before us but we had come from the fringe of the galaxy and the older races were near the core. Some races progressed slowly even though they were much older due to their bureaucracy. Others appeared and disappeared in the blink of an eye. We were currently leaving a mark on our galactic arm through our trade and rediscovered ancient technology.
 
   We have overcome local competition and are probing deeper toward our galaxy Core. We are searching for the creators of the molecular circuitry that can improve electronics or form intelligent machines. We are also struggling with our humanity and facing political jockeying at home due to radical changes in longevity, energy availability, and mobility. A society’s standard of living is based on the average energy available to individuals, and ours has just increased by orders of magnitudes. 
 
   The new power sources and alien influences may be a bit much for Earth should we even survive the tourists and traders. The more advanced species that are further inward on the spiral arm are another kettle of fish altogether.
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   Andrew Williams – Captain of Earth’s first star ship
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   Lamlee – molecular circuitry with telepathic assembly – used as currency in some areas of the galaxy – improves function of electronic devices if applied properly.
 
  
 
  





Eugene Bradley
 
    
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips had not been idle since being abandoned on Bellatrix. The 91-year-old had the lithe body of a 35-year-old after a rejuvenation treatment. He had asked his Earth “kidnappers” to leave him on Bellatrix – “throw me in the briar patch,” Phillips thought. They didn’t want him with them but he had seen the obvious. The aliens they had encountered did not know how to be a proper host…at least according to Earth five star hotel and restaurant standards. The Exploration Service trade manuals had laid out the requirements for a huge variety of alien species. The manuals had laid out the ideal conditions for each species and admonished readers to try to approximate the ideal environmental conditions for visiting aliens.
 
   The manuals left out so much. It had not taken Phillips long to conduct the first marketing research on Bellatrix. He had visited local bars and restaurants to see what his prospective clients would want, if these aliens could get it. He had set out to get it for them. He had first purchased and demolished a large building near the center of the capital city – near the embassy. He had it rebuilt using local spray concrete and arranged liberal wiring and environmental access. He could totally manipulate the gravity, lighting spectrum, humidity, atmosphere, acoustics, and security environment of each suite or section of suites. He contracted with local greenhouses to raise plants from a number of worlds for the interior. His marketing team gleaned Marmut art and Earth entertainment complements. Each suite had access to showers, baths, sand pits, pools, alcoves, breeze generators, sky simulations and the like. 
 
   Phillips was trying for the holodeck comparison from old science fiction shows – it wasn’t a bad comparison. His new, hotel restaurant was initially a disaster. Food was mediocre at best and that wouldn’t do. Luckily, Phillips had made friends with the Marcle captain of the Queen – the liberated slave ship that had been converted to a luxury liner. The Marcle had directed him to an obscure cult that believed in reaching nirvana through food – well – that’s what it seemed like to Phillips. They produced a kitchen staff that could proselytize their religion to a whole new array of species. They were damn good chefs – fast, competent and willing to adapt – thank God, or Annapuma – the Hindu goddess of cooking – or whatever was their equivalent. Their food was great and the cult – Phillips chefs – really latched on to reasonable facsimiles of Earth dishes.  Earth dishes and drinks were going to be a specialty and Phillips was going to make sure any guests paid the transport, setup costs – plus some. This hotel’s rates weren’t going to be for pikers.
 
   The grand opening was slated for next week. Phillips had invited the civilian embassy staff and local dignitaries for a trial run a few days prior. A lot of the wine had evidently been diverted and Phillips had had trouble, keeping the staff from taking souvenirs themselves. Evidently, there was a brisk black market in diverted hotel merchandise. Phillips had been without mercy on staffers that were caught and his draconian enforcement measures had paid off as less and less was – diverted. He had acquired a sizable security apparatus. He wasn’t about to get kidnapped again if he could help it. His nearby restaurants and bars were making him filthy rich – again. He considered it heaven to start a business without licenses, taxes, blue laws – except – there were weird restrictions on gambling on Bellatrix – though drugs, sex, liquor – no problem. Child labor, no problem – just don’t gamble or they’d rain on your parade? Whatever…each culture enforces its particular insanity. Phillips pushed the envelope on that while calling it entertainment and the locals were left scratching their heads in consternation. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Will Castellano, Earth Regulatory Force lieutenant commander, had been left at the new Earth Embassy on Bellatrix. He was in charge of the security contingent. There had been no contact with Earth for the last two months and Castellano felt like he was being left swinging in the wind. Locals, with a scary problem, had approached him. Seems like some real heavy hitters had been buying up Earth products and stealing what they couldn’t buy. They had gotten their hands on an English language cylinder and many brochures about Earth. They had killed one local and left him hanging where he had been…questioned. They meant business and were heavily armed. The local reporting this heard…”they weren’t sure of the strength of the embassy to a space based attack and heard them say they would be back with ships (plural). That didn’t sound good.
 
   The locals here had heard of embassies but had never really formalized the concept. The fact that this land belonged to Earth was something that he had had to shove into the head (couldn’t always say face) of many creatures that thought they had the right to visit, to inspect, to tax, or to investigate anything at the embassy at any time. Will’s personnel would set them straight...often by physically picking them up and carrying them a discrete distance from the entrance. This treatment of locals had caused a concerted effort by a business cabal to hinder the Earth personnel from acquiring a small space hull – or any other business ventures. The cabal’s hindrance had been thwarted by the huge financial resources the Earth personnel had been amassing by selling NuRiz, the nearly indestructible paper substitute that allowed color printing. The Earth entertainment technologies were also extremely profitable. Small 3-D video game projectors had become the rage and they had sold out the last shipments. The locals hadn’t quite mastered their manufacture yet though they could play them.
 
   The newly acquired space hull had been retrofitted with Earth propulsion, navigation, weapons, defenses, and communication. The last shipment from Earth had brought several quantum-entanglements, communication systems; so, the new ship, christened the Osprey, could message the embassy or select Earth registry ships if they were within 100 lightyears. A new transponder was also installed on the frigate class warship. 
 
   The waste disposal system for the ship had been discovered at Eridani and had been successfully mated with a new invention. The Bellatrix scientist, Shumatralla, Shuma for short, had constructed a device that could convert elemental hydrogen into almost any other element. He was enjoying the notoriety his invention had caused. His going from being academically ostracized to celebrated status hadn’t gone to his head. He was turning into an outsourced research arm of the Earth embassy civilian staff. He was working to further develop his device to produce complex molecules plus a hundred little side projects. The idea of turning waste into hydrogen and then into useful elements would prove a boon for supplies on a long mission. He had gravitated to the Earth team on Bellatrix because they were ones that encouraged his work and appreciated all its nuances.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Osprey’s First Flight
 
    
 
                 While the captain of the converted slave ship, the Queen, was directing the luxury liner to Earth, the ERF Osprey, was undergoing shakedown trials around Bellatrix. The Osprey was a converted hull that had been retrofitted with all Earth, and Bellatrix, had to offer. The lieutenant commander from the embassy on Bellatrix, Will Castellano, commanded the ship because the Earth Regulatory Force was spread so thin. The ship had a skeleton crew but only required a crew of six to function. The Bellatrix scientist, Shuma, was aboard, constantly fiddling with his mass converter. There was little margin of error with only six crewmembers but they had gone so long with so few that it seemed almost the normal way to do business.
 
   They were still in the Bellatrix system when the navigator alerted Castellano.
 
   “Sir, we have three unknowns inbound pretty fast. They are much faster and larger than normal freighters,” the navigator stated before Castellano could answer. “Sir, they must have detected us because they’ve changed course to intercept.”
 
   “Bring us to battle stations ensign,” Castellano said and wondered why things never could just go easy. “Let’s see what they want.” The crew rushed into their suits and awaited the arrival of the three ships.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   .
 
   The captain of the Exploration Service had seen the new ship near Bellatrix. He had been sent to investigate reports that Earth had set up an embassy on the planet and were building warships. It was convenient that the ship they were investigating was out here so conspicuously lurking around the planet. There had also been a report that pirate scouts had been snuffling around this sector.
 
   He’d see about their unchecked imperialism. You have to stifle seedlings before they grow. He thought he could easily handle this small Earth ship with his cruiser since all three of his ships out-massed the little frigate class ship.              
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Castellano was thinking furiously. I can outrun them but what type of impression would that create? They are probably Exploration Service. They will want to board – no way, that is happening. Nowhere to run to but the surface and that’s not happening. Well – a strong defense is a strong offense. “Hail them Sparks. Welcome them to Bellatrix and invite them to visit us tomorrow at the embassy. Offer them lodging at the Eugene at our expense tonight. That will make that slug Phillips happy too. Send them a Care Basket Mister Oakley.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 “Captain,” the communications officer of the ES ship said, “I identified our ships as Exploration Service to them and demanded they identify themselves. The ship identified itself as the Earth Regulatory Force Osprey.”
 
   “They do not deny it then,” stated the Captain.
 
   “Captain, they’ve offered to pay for our stay at the Eugene. That is a lodging or tavern I presume. They said they would like to welcome the Exploration Service to the neighborhood and were sending over a gift.”
 
   “Battle stations,” the captain bellowed. “We’ll see how much sarcasm they use after this cruiser punches holes in their little ship. What are they doing now?”
 
   “Nothing, Captain. All sensors show they are just sitting there. They don’t seem to be doing anything.”
 
   “Prepare to fire. Wait for them to start something. This may be a quick trip.”
 
   A few moments later, the intercom lit up from amidships. After a jangled conversation, the comm officer of the ES ship turned to the Captain and grunted to get his attention.
 
   “Well,” said the Captain – obviously annoyed. “What is it?”
 
   “Sir,” the crewman struggled with what to say, as he seemed embarrassed. 
 
   “Grunt it out Tros – what is it?” the Captain hated some of the Tros crew – subspecies everyone. 
 
   “There is someone banging on our airlock amidships,” said the comm officer.
 
   “Well. Which of our other ships has the audacity to send someone to our ship without contacting us first? Turn on the outside camera and tell me who it is?”
 
   “We turned it on sir. There is no one there!”
 
   “Captain,” the comm officer grunted gently to get the Captain’s attention. He grunted again, “Captain. The Osprey says they have one of their crew at our airlock.”
 
   “Impossible,” said the Captain. “Open the damn airlock after you assemble a team. Get full decontamination gear and make sure they have armor and full molecular disruptor gear. If they grunt wrong – turn them into molecules. You understand me.”
 
   The crew acknowledged and disappeared quickly.
 
    
 
                                                                               ***
 
    
 
   ERF Tech Seaman Oakley saw the outer airlock door cycle open and then tugged his package inside. He turned off the visibility screen on his suit and thought he had figured out how to turn off the invisibility function on the bulky pack he was carrying. Shuma had tinkered up two packs last week to transship his own pressurized cargo. He had done it for himself but the fellow was way smart, reminded Oakley of an absent-minded professor. 
 
   Hell – he knew where the controls were supposed to be but it was tough with gloves on when you couldn’t see the thing you were carrying. Where was that damn switch? He thought. Oakley could hear the atmosphere cycling and when his suit announced the atmosphere was breathable – he turned his helmet faceplate transparent. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 The ES crew was nervous to say the least. The equivalent of the bosun aboard the ES vessel banged the camera mechanism when the outer airlock door closed and the airlock started to cycle. He banged the monitor again and a figure in a silvery suit appeared. Cheap electrics he thought. He had heard these Earthers were supposed to have some hot electric gear. He hit the monitor again and the creature’s silvery helmet was suddenly clear. He could see its flat, pink head. Yukk. Wonder why our cameras weren’t showing this creature earlier? Cheap Tros junk…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 Oakley decided it was best to keep his suit field turned on to be in case the ship’s crew overreacted. Commander Castellano had emphasized that he should be on his best behavior – what translated as best to aliens – he didn’t have a clue. The inner door opened and five aliens: a couple of Tros, an Ullumff and some other species were holding molecular disruptors pointed at him and they were in the gall-darndest looking pressure suits you ever saw. They looked like some parents had caught a bunch of teenagers doing something naughty at a Halloween party and they had thrown on the nearest costume. “Hello. I bring gifts for you from Earth,” he said, in Trade, in Tros, and then in Ullumff. Oakley grinned when he saw the disruptors because he knew they couldn’t harm him.
 
   The senior looking of the five aliens spoke in Tros and said, “Do not even grunt unless I tell you. Take off that helmet.”
 
   Tech Seaman Oakley removed his helmet and put it under one arm. He still hadn’t made his package visible yet. It lay at his feet but wasn’t visible. “Okay. No problem,” he said. “Do you want these gifts?”
 
   “Step inside and shut that door behind you. Move slowly. The Captain may want to talk with you.”
 
   Oakley picked up his package by the handle covertly as he turned and stepped into the inside corridor of the alien ship. The corridors were pretty broad – much wider than the Osprey.
 
   The bosun notified the ES Captain that he had the Earther contained just inside the port side airlock amidships. The captain ordered the bosun to keep him there and not let him see any more of the ship – it would give the Earth personnel too much of an advantage. 
 
   Tech Seaman Alan Oakley was getting angry at just being made to stand around. He had his suit field turned down to about half strength – any higher and he wouldn’t have the traction to walk. He thought, screw it. “You want these gifts?” he said in Tros.
 
   “What gifts? I told you not to grunt. Do not speak unless I tell you to speak,“ said the bosun.
 
   Oakley bent over slightly and fumbled ‘til he found the switch that turned off the field on his package.
 
   The large Ullumff in the group opened fire with his molecular disruptor as soon as the large silver box became visible, and didn’t stop until the boson hit him across his arms, hard, with the butt of his own weapon. 
 
   “You ##@%%$ **#*&% ***&@*^* &^&#(*&##&. How could you be so stupid you ##@%^^ )&@&@?” The bosun was furious and Oakley could catch the sweet cinnamon smell of anger??... as he yelled at his crewman.
 
   The bosun was not disturbed by the fact that his crew had fired. He was disturbed because the wild firing had dissolved a good piece of the inner airlock door – in an outline of the Earth alien. The bosun was also disturbed that the disruptor had no effect on this alien and it was the only type of weapons they had with them. The Earther acted like nothing had happened and made like it wanted to speak. “Speak,” said the bosun.
 
   Boy.  These guys were jumpy. “Here. I brought some welcome gifts. I have several bottles of wine, a video scenic player, calculators, and some brochures and catalogs for the Eugene Hotel. I also have Earth products we sell as well as some apples and jalapeno peppers. The catalogs and brochures are all on NuRiz. We make that too. We have a couple of Earth language training cylinders for you. Welcome to this section of space. It will be nice to have extra help here keeping the trade routes open. No pirates will work this area with all your ships around. Tell us how many will be coming to the Eugene Hotel and we will set up the free rooms.” Oakley finished his little practiced spiel as the ES crew stood looking at the damaged airlock door behind him and the useless weapons in their arms.
 
   The bosun went down the hall a bit and keyed the intercom. He had a rather lengthy talk with the ES Captain and then came back to the group.
 
   “The Captain thanks you for your hospitality and wants to meet your personnel very much. He will bring a complement of eight plus himself to the U-gene. He wants me to escort you to another airlock further to the rear since this one is damaged. The Captain wants to know if you need assistance getting back to your ship and could he escort your ship back to the planet.”
 
   “I need no help getting back to my ship thank you. My commander regrets that he has business elsewhere currently. We will return to the planet shortly and will meet your group tomorrow after midday at the Eugene Hotel. The map and coordinates are in the literature we left for you,” Oakley was relieved they didn’t try to restrain him. He was glad his suit had been on light defensive mode. It had not been set to react violently. Oakley was glad Commander Castellano had suggested the passive setting for his suit. He didn’t want to hurt these guys since they were essentially trying to do the same thing he was doing. They didn’t have much backup either.  Bit disturbing they would try to kill me if I tried something though… guess I would too if some alien was visiting my ship for the first time.
 
   Oakley bade them farewell and climbed into the rear airlock. He turned on the invisibility for his transport box and his suit as the airlock was finishing its cycle. He chuckled to himself knowing they had been watching him leave the airlock. He rushed back to the Osprey as fast as he could fly because the commander had wanted to shock them by leaving so fast.
 
   Oakley had no sooner entered the Osprey before Castellano ordered the ship to depart at half speed – faster than the top speed of the three ships confronting them.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The captain of the ES ships was shocked as he was told that the Earth ship had left the area at faster than the top speed of any of the fleet. It was no longer in sensor range. He had the bosun and the others relate their stories about this Earther turning invisible and then an impossibly short time later – their ship had left – so rapidly. He sat looking at the brochures in Trade – in full color. He watched the exotic, beautiful scenes on the little player and multiplied numbers on the small calculators. It was incredible. Evidently, it was not impossible since here it was. 
 
   He would have a long report for his supervisors but he needed to do more in depth investigation first. He grabbed a bottle, studied it for a moment, then twisted off the top and poured himself some deep red liquid into a clear glass. He smelled it and it smelled interesting. He dipped a finger in it and then touched it to his tongue. He then took a little sip – then another. It wasn’t long before he took a bite of apple – delicious. Now what were these little green things? They had descriptions of the items and how they were used and current trade prices. He read the description and then bit into the jalapeno pepper.
 
   The first mate heard the Captain bellow and rushed in to find him with his head under the spigot in his washroom drinking copious amounts of water. “I am fine – just investigating the Earth products,” the Captain said with slurred speech and twisted the top off a second bottle. “…just investigating…” he said, and the mate backed out of his cabin…
 
   
 
  



 
   The New Tourist Destination 
 
    
 
   Captain Andrew Williams had jumped from being a leader of a synthesist team to commanding the Earth’s first star ship. What a transition, he thought.  He had led an interstellar flight to Tau Ceti, engaged in battle over Earth and then negotiated a treaty. It had been years – more years than he wanted to count even though he didn’t look his age. Rejuvenation techniques from the first group expedition to Bellatrix made him look 25 – reversing the years he had spent doing research in the time expediting Enclosures. Now, our planet has an Earth Regulatory Force, a lunar quarantine station and ten trade centers on Earth.
 
   The alien tourists were starting to visit. The Queen, a converted slave ship, had just arrived from Bellatrix. Those alien tourists had just visited the California redwoods and were now routed to see whales breaching off-shore. I hope the visitors don’t get seasick. Several aliens in the group were from desert planets and could never have seen so much water. It was sure to be an experience. Many of the group had wanted to see snow slopes like the snowboarding in the video scenics we had given out as samples on several planets. It wasn’t like they would be able to decipher decades of molecular circuitry. The whirlwind tour was the first of many mini-jaunts. Each Earth tourist destination was trying to outdo the last. That would pale rapidly but it was the newest thing. It sure had diverted the world’s attention.
 
   Earth had become the premier location for interstellar tourism. Our hotels and restaurants were quickly getting the reputation as perfection for many species of interstellar traveller. It wasn’t the reputation we had sought – it just happened we were good at it compared to every planet we had seen in this far-flung arm of the galaxy. Gravity, humidity adjusted environments where the native, Earthers, spoke Trade and a plethora of other non-terrestrial languages. No import duties and Earth was SAFE. We had proven we were kick ass strong. It was rumored that all our interstellar travellers were warriors who even practiced war skills even with their games. We had started that rumor ourselves. Earthers were also rumored to be fantastically wealthy in the way they spent lamlee and had trade goods that were exceptional. The Earthers spoke in the high culture dialects of most major interstellar languages and offered fantastic services at fair prices. The Uoott Guide couldn’t keep up with the rave reviews since it had come out a couple of Earth years ago. 
 
   The food on Earth was becoming renowned also. Black market Earth devices and foodstuffs brought exorbitant prices anywhere off planet. It would be a long while before supply caught up with demand. Attempts had been made to copy Earth products but the alien copies were shabby attempts at best. 
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Lee Post came up to Williams. Lee was a construct composed from ancient lamlee, a molecular construct from the Ylee forerunner race that had disappeared from this area of the spiral arm millennia ago. He had taken a human form and was their only link to the long disappeared Ylee – a race that appeared more like cephalopods than human. 
 
   Andrew turned to the human analog, Lee Post (post Ylee) and inquired as to his status.
 
   “I am still absorbing the differences between a land based and water based culture. The differences are both greater and lesser than I remember. Your anthropological differences are interesting and they still vary across your land masses. That is, in itself an intriguing phenomenon. Your land based culture is as different as the sea cultures that vary due to depth, salinity, current, volcanic activity, mineral deposits and the like…it seems more similar than I would imagine and you could advance technologically faster than aquatic life because of your easy access to fire – aquatic life had to rely first on thermal vents. Land based life had a much easier time ascertaining astronomical data than aquatic life but less than you would imagine.”
 
   “That was quite a diatribe,” Andrew responded with a grin. “What have you concluded?”
 
   “I have concluded that your race has not traveled enough to run into the more belligerent races that must still inhabit this spiral arm,” Lee said.
 
   “What makes you say that?” Andrew said.
 
   “You have not suffered defeat yet. It is inevitable?”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Andrew asked.
 
   “There have always been races that challenged the Ylee. I cannot imagine they have all disappeared.”
 
   “We have fought every race we have come into contact with so far,” Andrew said remembering the conflicts on Tau Ceti, Sirius, Eradani and Bellatrix – not to mention the tiff with the Exploration Service.
 
   “There are more species out there and my information is out of date. We need to look for descendants of the Ylee. We need to be heavily armed,” Lee Post said. “I have extrapolated where possible Ylee outposts may still be active – they are not close to this planet using your current drive designs. I think we can improve on those designs so I may reach them.”
 
   “Tell me more what you think WE ought to do,” Andrew said intrigued and concerned by the construct’s statements. He knew that Earth could never be sustained with its current state of knowledge of the universe – we were too parochial. We would have to push for larger fleets and deeper penetration of the spiral arm. He nodded to Lee and they sat down to look at options in earnest.               Andrew didn’t look forward to approaching Brad about another expedition so soon after the last one. Earth was experiencing growing pains already. More ships for defense and another expedition had better have a profitable goal. Everyone would have to understand before anyone would move a step off planet. 
 
   As Lee presented his case – Andrew realized that the construct had just articulated, in a highly cogent way, what he had been losing sleep about – already. There were always bigger, badder guys out there – they just hadn’t run into them yet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Deeper Into the Spiral Arm
 
    
 
   “You want to do what? We’ve gotten through our exploration and trade jaunts without too much loss of life. We go traipsing deeper in toward the core and we are going to get handed our head. We’ve been lucky so far and you know it,” General Brad Kyger huffed at Andrew.
 
   “We’ve gotten so much in trade. We have new technology and resources. Rare earth elements are plentiful now. Humans are going out into the stars. Doesn’t that excite you? We’ve gained so much,” Andrew stressed.
 
   “Oh sure: molecular disruptors, pirates, diseases, parasites, belligerent aliens – even slavers …great,” Brad countered.
 
   “You’re not being fair,” Andrew said. “We have life extension treatments, new energy sources, immigration to other worlds and Lee Post has laid out research for faster ship designs that would give us further strategic advantages. Our invisibility gear and suits give us a head start. It will take all the aliens a while to catch us.”
 
   “Unless they are ahead of us already,” Brad said quietly. “I got approval this morning to do a feasibility study for another expedition. I am just voicing my concerns. The Council gave the approval this morning.”
 
   “Why’d you mess with me over this if you already agreed with me?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Andrew,” Brad said. “Let me level with you. It is all we can do to keep every splinter group on Earth from leaping off into space. We need to find habitable but uninhabited planets so we don’t do another white man-Indian tragedy. We will lose whole colonies if we don’t know what is out there. Radical exoduses are bound to stir up trouble and they’ll want protection that we can’t give them – yet. We’ve got a lot of that protection on the drawing boards but we aren’t there yet by any means. The life extension has screwed up everything too. Think about the insurance companies reaping their windfalls, pensions defaulting and corporations that will fail. Think of the missed inheritances and the power brokering going on and you get some idea of what is happening.”
 
   “We have to find out what is going on out there. Take the new drive technology that Lee Post proposes and get Tod, Susan, and Shiv, plus anyone else you need, and see if it is feasible in the short term. Humans are sitting ducks on Earth because we don’t have enough genetic material spread around if Earth gets destroyed,” Brad said.
 
   “You think that could happen?” Andrew said.
 
   “I dream about it every night. Remember the Exploration Service manual describing histories of signatories discussed mass extinctions… whole planets. We have one gene pool here – essentially – right now. We’ll need established colonies away from Earth as soon as we can. We can’t support them so they’ll need to fabricate whatever they need by themselves,” Brad continued.
 
   “Your Bellatrix scientist, Shuma, may be some use if he gets his invention perfected soon. You’ll need to involve him. Get him back from Bellatrix and put him in an Enclosure.  Look. Right now, we’re flush with resources. We’re like the Saudi’s before their oil reserves ran low. Factories all over the world are cranking out trade goods. We can’t make enough video games, scenics, calculators and the like. We could export all the fruit and most of the vegetables raised on this entire planet. They love our wine and beer – love it. We could ask the moon for it. We can’t make enough of it but the trade imbalance won’t last forever,” Brad’s voice fell off. 
 
   “We’re on it, Brad,” Andrew said.
 
   “I know, buddy. Just hope you get set up in time to do some good.”
 
    
 
                                                                     ***
 
    
 
   The enclosure in Arizona was bustling with activity. Lee Post had laid out the theory that Tod and two other scientists were struggling through on the screen. “We have to clarify this parameter of the equation. It doesn’t make sense. Where did you get this idea? It is impossible,” the scientist said.
 
   “It worked for the Ylee,” said Lee Post.
 
   “It is impossible,” said the scientist.
 
   “It occurred so it must be possible,” Lee said.
 
   “I just don’t see it,” said the scientist.
 
   “That is quite possible,” Lee said.
 
   Tod chuckled and said, “Okay I see it as a possibility since we have been altering the nature of space to travel as fast as we do currently. We alter the nature of the space around us in this Enclosure so that apparent time flows so much faster here compared to external to the field. We may be able to alter space but it seems like it is difficult this near a planetary body,” Tod surmised.
 
   “You see it,” Lee Post said. “You are quick. I would have not suspected land based life could see it so readily.”
 
   “I see the math,” Tod said. “I really have no idea how we can do it. Seeing the possibility is not doing it in real life. Do you know how?”
 
   “I do not know but I have an idea how we might approach the problem. I think it is more about how we lay out the fields and how fast we approach,” Lee said.
 
   “Approach?” said the two scientists.
 
   “…the boundary layer. It will be dependent on threshold velocity across the boundary. Your current technology makes this next technology possible. The boundary, from all I remember is…turbulent…more so at low velocity,” Lee said.
 
   “What do you consider low velocity?” Tod said.
 
   “I am unsure,” Lee said, “but I assume anything under 700 lights would be fairly…rough.”
 
   “Define rough,” Tod said.
 
   “Some shearing effects I expect,” Lee said.
 
   “Definitely rough. Can’t wait to test this out,” Tod said sarcastically. 
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Test Tech
 
    
 
   Tod Schroeder had been puzzling over the formulas that Lee Post, the Ylee construct, had laid out. They were far from complete and posed many more questions than they answered. Tod had a difficult time thinking of Lee as an animated pile of lamlee – Lee stood patiently by as Tod stared in concentration at the wall display. Lee appeared only to have partial knowledge of the drive technology of the Ylee. They had had a method of traveling stellar distances in the blink of an eye. Currently we travel at 1,400 times the velocity of light and negate inertia while doing so, Tod thought. We alter space or time while we travel but we’re just scratching the surface of what is possible. 
 
   “What else do you know about their drive technology?” Tod asked trying to tease out a bit more information from Lee Post.
 
   “Your question is a bit all encompassing,” Lee retorted in what could have been a humorous retort to Tod’s question. Tod was obviously frustrated and Lee was perceptive enough to recognize the fact.
 
   “Well, did you ever travel on one of their ships?” Tod asked trying to look at the issue from a different angle.
 
   “Yes. I told you I did which is why I know about the threshold effects,” Lee answered.
 
   “How did you determine the threshold velocity needed?” Tod asked.
 
   “I knew when we departed and approximately where we were when we jumped. I estimated the velocity and guessed we would not cross the threshold at the lowest or highest velocity. The Ylee were very conservative,” Lee said.
 
   “That is interesting. I don’t think you explained it that way before and you said the threshold was rough.”
 
   “Yes. Quite rough and I overheard crew say that passage on the ancient vessels had been even rougher because they were not as fast,” Lee said.
 
   “That is useful,” Tod said and stared off to the side for a few seconds. “Did you ever see the exterior of one of their ships?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. I saw the ship I traveled on before I boarded and as I was leaving,” Lee said.
 
   “Can you describe it?” Tod said.
 
   “Yes,” Lee said and stood there.
 
   “Would you do so now?” Tod asked.
 
   Lee stood there for a moment and then said. “Would you prefer a digital image of the ship – it is noticeably degraded due to memory damage over the millennia but I can assemble enough from multiple images to improve the quality a bit,” Lee said.
 
   Tod’s mouth dropped open and Steve sat forward and started paying attention again. “Yes” – they said simultaneously.
 
   Lee scanned the wireless inputs and outputs of the display and suddenly a blurry image began to form on the display. It became clearer as other images were overlaid and shifted in position. Then the image appeared in near crystal focus. “It is not the best image this instrument can display but that is about the best I can do,” Lee said.
 
   “That is outstanding,” Tod said tilting his head from side to side. “What are these streaks or blurs on the image?”
 
   “Those were the Ylee, themselves, traveling in movers. The ship was stationary and I had many, many images of it to composite – not so with the Ylee,” he said.
 
   “Do all their ships have these two rings?” Tod asked indicating rings at the extreme ends – fore and aft on the exterior of the ship.
 
   “I do not know,” Lee said.
 
   Steve moved closer to the display and pointed at the display. “It looks like they must have projected a field to encompass the ship from the ends. I wonder if it’s similar to what we are doing now. What are we missing?” Steve said studying the image. “Look at this smaller ring just inside the larger. What do you think that is?”
 
   Tod moved closer also. Too bad we don’t have three dimensional images, he thought. “Maybe… it’s a focusing ring like on an MRI.”
 
   “MRI?” Lee asked. “Oh. I had not accessed those files…magnetic resonance imaging using cesium gas sensors and room temperature superconductivity. Your technology using magnetic spin detection of hydrogen is quite advanced. Do you think the interior ring could be a focusing element?”
 
   “Possibly,” Tod said. “I wonder if the transport effect is created similar to quantum entanglement.” 
 
   “You know that became a catch-all phrase like fibromyalgia. Any extra-dimensional effect becomes quantum entanglement,” Steve said.
 
   “It doesn’t make the effect any less real. We have our communication system that works over 100 light years. That formula makes a weird kind of sense if we assume multiple dimensions are equidistant and the negative mass of the universe is simply hidden mass that we don’t detect,” Tod said.
 
   “Rett always said gravity was a push and that is how we got our ships working even if we didn’t understand all the theory. It seems reasonable that standing waves near Planck limit wavelengths would still play a part in this. All our advances are based on that gravity control. This might be like a ramjet – it doesn’t work ‘til you get it up to speed. The inner ring could be how they designated where they wanted to go. We’ll need to run some experiments,” Steve said and looked at Tod. 
 
   Tod tilted his head up in his typical thoughtful pose and then said, “I’ll gather up the team and you start collecting what you think we’ll need. We’ll have to use the Junior – that will require us getting Andrew and Brad’s approval. I suppose we can get an appointment within the Enclosure. That way we can get a year of research with just 6 days of current time. I’ll get you the approvals we need. I’ll need Joel and the Odin Research Team. Think we’re still set at the forty days for every actual day rate on food, air, and disposal. We’re way over double the best of any of the other enclosures on Earth.” Tod continued thinking out loud. “We’ll have to ramp up supplies and waste removal. Having slightly higher oxygen pressure inside is helpful too. I’ll go see Andrew and Brad.” He left Steve and Lee almost like Rett had left. 
 
   Maybe I’m picking up Rett’s old habits – leaving like a cat – without a large departure scene.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Andrew was as pleased to see Tod as a person could get by without drugs ranceceenduto en. The digital image from Lee Post made him ecstatic because he had had no idea where to start even investigating the Ylee drive. 
 
   “So you see, we need the Junior to gather the data.”
 
   “Great. I’ll go with you and Steve on the flight to record data,” Andrew said. “We will take Lee Post with us won’t we?”
 
   “Yep. We should take Shiv too – if she wants. Shiv always comes up with novel ideas,” Tod said. “LeiLei will want to go with Joel. Desiree will come with me – at least, I think she will.” 
 
   “You haven’t asked her? You better get on it. We should have everything pretty much on board. We can be ready tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   LeiLei and Joel came on board early and starting setting up the recording devices and algorithms. Shiv came on with Andrew, Tod and Desiree. Susan and Steve came in with a couple of cases of instruments.
 
   “Little help here,” Susan said.
 
   “What’s all this stuff?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Good scientists have the best stuff,” Susan smirked. “You know – instruments and stuff.”
 
   “Thank you for clarifying that for me,” he said and patted her rear.
 
   “Stop fraternizing with the crew,” Tod said.
 
   “Okay. Steve and Ling on board already?” Andrew asked.
 
   Tod nodded.
 
   It took them another three hours to square away all the loose ends. They were finally ready.
 
   “Good. I want to record everything.” Andrew directed. “Let’s get set up folks. Do we have our clearance from Brad and the ERF? Good. Set course toward Vega. We aren’t going to go that far but we need to head in some direction and that’s a pretty clear shot once we’re out a ways. Communications up. Test message is working on transmit and receive. Good. Let’s scan. Nothing really close…Steve. Everyone set…shipwide Steve…Let’s start at 750 lights for an hour and see what we get. Have the ERF transmit continuously. We countdown and go as soon as their transmission begins – you copy that, Steve?”
 
   “Copy, Captain. ERF Luna Trade Station is transmitting. Ten…nine…” …the transition to flight was an anticlimax. The time passed quickly and they dropped out of their travel mode. “Still receiving them – Captain – we never stopped.”
 
   “Very good, Mister Cutcher. Let’s crank it up 250 to 1,000 lights.”
 
   “Aye Aye, Captain,” Steve said and switched to shipwide, “Countdown from ten. Ten…nine…” and again their transition to and from travel was disappointing after a big buildup.
 
   “Crank it up another 250, Mister Cutcher to 1,250 lights. Still receiving them?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Five by five.” Steve switched to shipwide on all the MemDexs. “Okay, people. Keep recording and we’ll go to 1,250 lights in ten. Ten…nine…” this transition was smooth but Steve, Tod and LeiLei noticed some odd readings they all mentioned when they dropped out of travel mode.
 
   Shiv brought the anomalies into focus for everyone by giving a short summary. “There appears to be a spike in communications and a background radiation frequency shift when we first transitioned at 750 lights. There are lessor frequency shifts when we return from travel mode. There were shorter and shorter duration shifts as we transitioned at 1,000 and 1,250 lights but the frequency change was exponential toward shorter and shorter wavelength of standing wave, background radiation.”
 
   “Okay, folks. Let’s see what this baby can do. Lee – how fast can we travel with your last lamlee upgrade,” Andrew asked Lee Post who had been taking in all the action with aplomb. Andrew thought he detected some discomfiture on Lee’s part at the question but he answered rapidly.
 
   “The ship – we – should be able to reach 1,500 times lightspeed.”
 
   “Thank you, Lee, Mister Cutcher. Let’s see to this last leg of the test and then we’ll head back,” Andrew said.
 
   Steve switched to ship-wide and counted down to zero. The Junior smoothly transitioned to 1,503 lights for two hours and then dropped out of travel mode.
 
   Andrew was about to congratulate everyone when Steve interrupted. 
 
   “Sir, I’ve detected a ship at extreme range.”
 
   “Are there any ships expected in that area? What can you tell me from the readings,” Andrew asked.
 
   “No ships expected from that area sir…and sir,” Steve said with a bit of trepidation. “They changed course to intercept right after I detected them so they have detection gear equal to us or nearly so.”
 
   “Damn. Who are they and where did they come from? Anyone know anything about these people? Shiv – Do you?” Andrew said as Shiv came onto the bridge.
 
   Shiv looked at the display and readings. “Their ship is extremely large and may be as fast as ours,” Shiv said. “They are still distant but they appear to be traveling at 1,200 lights. That is faster than any other ships we have encountered. That may not be their top speed.”
 
   “We’re a light year from Earth. We’re still in contact with the ERF. Get us some backup out here. I don’t want to contact a new species by our lonesome. We’ve had to fight almost every group we’ve met. How long ‘til they get here Steve?”
 
   “They’ll be here at the rate they’re traveling they’ll be here in four hours. Best time we could expect backup is about six hours from now if we stay here,” Steve said.
 
   “We could always head back toward Earth ourselves to meet our backup.  We could get backup about an hour before they reach us,” Andrew said and paused. “I don’t want to set that precedent though. Everyone suit up. It will make navigating around more difficult but it is easy to take suits off. Keep my suit near at hand. I’ll talk with them when they get close enough for a video signal. Freely call out any ideas you have on these folks. Somebody get our manuals displayed. What language did they use to contact us?”
 
   “Trade, Captain. Pretty standard phrasing,” Steve said.
 
   “Send them the standard spiel asking them to list the ship’s complement, trade goods on board, requested accommodations, and length of stay when they get in communications range,” Andrew said.
 
   “Sir, they have increased speed to 1,450 lights. They’ll be here about an hour sooner now,” Steve remarked.
 
   “That doesn’t seem friendly,” Andrew said. “Shiv, I’d like to make you an offer. Folks, here’s what I’m thinking we ought to do. We keep shields up and ready to fire but let them make the first move. We’re out here by ourselves and I don’t want to show weakness. Every species has tried us first. Every species thinks they are superior – we need to keep our reputation. How many military grade suits do we have? We should have enough. Here’s what I think we should do.
 
    
 
                                                                 ***
 
    
 
   The alien ship approached rapidly. It was huge, a good five times all the dimensions of the Junior. The Earth ship identified itself, as soon as it was within hailing range. Andrew was the only crewmember without a full suit so he could quickly put on his helmet. He wanted to be able to use video if needed. Andrew hailed them again, welcomed them to the Earth system and asked if they wished to exchange information.
 
   “Sir, they are responding. They identify their ship as the Sesstra, a member of the Allung Brotherhood. We are to send the Captain and one other representative or they will destroy our ship.”
 
   The Junior suddenly rocked. “Good Gawd,” Andrew said. “What the hell was that?”
 
   “Sir, they just fired on our ship and the shot punched a hole in our starboard quarterdeck.” Steve listened to a short report from aft. “We took a casualty…Anderson. Didn’t know what hit him. We know we probably can’t outrun them and they have lasers almost as powerful as ours. I doubt they’ll wait long before they start punching more holes,” Steve said.
 
   “We can’t outrun, outfight them, and we won’t surrender. Suggestions?”
 
   Shiv appeared agitated and entered the conversation. “I have heard of the Allung Brotherhood. They are criminals who coerce whole planets through threats of force. They are as ruthless as primitive VicVic.”
 
   Andrew seemed somehow reassured by this statement. “I have gathered from our previous first encounters that there is always a pissing contest when species first meet.”
 
   Lee Post broke his silence. “Pissing contest? I am unfamiliar with that expression and do not understand the context.”
 
   “It simply means that all the alien species we’ve met have tried to determine dominance at the first opportunity. Criminals will use threats of force and more sophisticated species will use subterfuge or social intimidation to show their dominance. Steve. Ask them if we are to approach through an airlock or bring a shuttle to one of their ship’s large launch bays,” Andrew said.
 
   “Sir, they order us to use a cargo airlock now. They said they will use shuttles when they require it,” Steve said.
 
   “Let us go with our original idea. Desiree. I want you to be with me since you are our human linguist. Steve. Tell them to open their cargo lock and we’ll come over. Everyone, coordinate positioning and communications through your MemDexs.”
 
   Andrew had been briefed a bit more by Shiv and had Steve brief the oncoming ERF ships that were due in four hours. He wasn’t going to wait until they arrived. This would be settled well before then.
 
   
 
  


 
   The Allung Brotherhood
 
    
 
   Andrew and Desiree directed their suits’ flight path directly into the open cargo hatch door. It was about four meters wide. They entered about 15 meters into the large cargo deck and waited to be met by the Brotherhood. They didn’t have long to wait. The outside cargo door hissed shut and the cargo bay re-pressurized. The bay had yellowish lighting that seemed a little dim for human eyes. There was writing on small signs around the bay and it looked neat and clean.
 
   A large interior door swung open and in stepped six individuals. Five of them carried weapons. The weapons looked like molecular disruptors and the individuals looked froglike but stood about up to the human chins but they were twice the girth of the humans. Their bodies glided along while their feet had an oddly long gait. They had arms but those seemed like atrophied legs, adapted with rudimentary hands. They appeared to be well adapted for water with residual webbing in their hands and powerful legs. They were colored an ugly brown color and they each had two enormous jet black eyes. They had large mouths with ridges of tiny sharp teeth. Four of the creatures looked similar in dress and manner – obviously, soldiers and the fifth of the froglike individuals had finer accouterments with a shiny belt and scarlet sash of shimmering cloth. The sixth being looked vaguely humanoid with pallid brown skin and a bald head. He had an explosive servitude collar that the humans had encountered once before when first visiting the learning cylinder facility on an airless planet in the Sirius system. He wore what could only be described as a short skirt but was not mammalian.
 
   The individual with the sash came forward and spoke rapidly to the collared humanoid. That humanoid said, “Earthers. Take off your helmets. Which of you is the captain? Follow these soldiers.”
 
   Andrew smiled briefly, took off his helmet, watched Desiree do the same, and headed out with the phalanx of troops forming a square around the duo of humans with sash guy in the lead, with the collared humanoid bringing up the rear. 
 
   The corridors were extremely wide and gravity was near Earth normal. A short walk led to a conference room – more like a large throne room with an elegantly clad frog like individual sitting in a short hammock seat. He – suppose it was a he – sat in resplendent sashes and belts with two honor guards on either side.
 
   Andrew and Desiree stood quietly with their helmet under their arms and just waited for frog chief to speak.
 
   The silence went on for a long time. Finally, the boss decided he/it would speak. “We are of the Allung Brotherhood. We enforce… peace. Subjects pay us to keep their planets peaceful. We keep them safe. You will serve as emissaries to your people for us. Here are two collars of – honor – you will wear to show you have our favor. He handed two jeweled collars to the sash guy. 
 
   Andrew spoke. “You have a misunderstanding of how Earth trade works. Those who trade with us must follow our regulations,” Andrew said in Trade. “We provide our own security. We appreciate the gift of your ship to Earth but we don’t have enough crew to control it right now,” he said. “Shiv, it is all yours. Make sure they know the difference.”
 
   The resplendent chief seemed flustered. He motioned sash guy to put the collars on the recalcitrant humans. He suddenly dissolved, as did all the soldiers leaving only the chief and the humanoid slave. “Where is the controller for this ones collar?”
 
   Chief was pretty quick on the uptake, reached below his sash and extracted two small control units – one he handed to Andrew while he pressed the other. It wasn’t ten seconds before five soldiers came through the door and fired molecular disruptors at Andrew and Desiree. The Allung soldiers started dissolving one by one. When the last one had been disintegrated – Andrew turned back to the chief.
 
   “That was very helpful. It will save us trouble if you would call more of your crew here. We will not have to search throughout the ship if you could do that for us,” Andrew stated. “Earthers do not allow others to dictate what we will do. We do not enslave others or allow slavery in our controlled space,” he said as he handed the control unit to the humanoid.
 
   The humanoid looked at the device for but a second and pressed a yellow button. He then reached up, unclipped his collar and pressed an adjustment on it. The collar extended enormously in length and the humanoid rapidly moved forward and clipped it to the froglike being’s neck. “He will now be more trustworthy. Who are you? Where do you come from?” He made to hand the control to Andrew but Andrew motioned for him to keep it.
 
   “I want to know about you. What can you tell me about these beings?” Andrew asked. “You may kill this being if he gives you any trouble.
 
   “You must know that there are over 250 soldiers on this ship and this is but one ship of many. It will be hard to take control of this ship.”
 
   “Are there many like you with collars? Is there a way we can release them all at once?” Andrew asked just as he heard an exclamation from Desiree. 
 
   “No you don’t,” she said in English and Andrew saw her kick the froglike boss in the chest as he was reaching for a control near the wall. He saw her reach out very rapidly, grab one of his arms and snap it like a twig. The creature screamed.
 
   “I think that is the control for the other collared beings,” said the humanoid.
 
   “Do you understand how to release them all?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I can understand anything these creatures use. They use my people to maintain this ship. They barely understand how to operate anything. How can two beings try to take control of a ship this large?” the humanoid asked.
 
   “Fellows,” Andrew said. “Alle alle in come free.”
 
   Five silver suited humans appeared around the room. 
 
   “Thanks guys. Desiree, would you be so good as to take over the control room? One of you come with us. We’ll head toward engineering.” Desiree took charge of four of the human soldiers, put on her helmet, and set her suit to invisibility. His MemDex showed the positions of all twenty of his invisible crew that had entered the cargo deck when it had first opened.  What is your name?” he asked the humanoid.
 
   “I am Xilatoi. Others call me Meddle. I can take you to where the power, drives, and environmental controls are located. There are many Allung between here and there.”
 
   Andrew chuckled at the nickname and contacted Shiv on his Memdex. “Shiv, are you ready? Will they know the difference between humanoid and Allung?” he asked and then turned to the humanoid. Andrew saw that the chief was glaring at him while holding his damaged arm. “Will the crew obey his commands?” he asked Meddle. 
 
   “No. They advance and rule by intimidation. When the crew knew that he had lost control of this room he would be challenged by others,” answered Meddle.
 
   Andrew reached forward and removed the two sashes the chief wore and handed them to the humanoid. “He is no use to us then,” Andrew said and nodded toward the control box.
 
   Meddle pressed the green button on the small control and there was an audible pop – not a blast but that sounded no louder than and party favor. The Allung schief dropped with limbs jerking spasmodically. 
 
   “I didn’t want to waste this lovely cloth. Would you release the rest of the collared beings?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I can release only some from here. Other controls must be used in other parts of the ship. I will release all I can,” Meddle said and pressed the requisite buttons.
 
   A strident message could be heard through Andrew’s MemDex. “Captain,” LeiLei was heard to say. “We have problems here. We need backup. There is smoke and haze in the corridors here. It makes us visible and some of their crew has weapons that affect us. Samuels took a hit from some acid projector that got through his shield a bit… he’s gone. Their crew has a few portable lasers here. We can take a couple hits from those.”
 
   “Be there when I can. Fall back if you have to…Shiv has just deployed but it will take a while for her attack to take effect. Shiv? What is your status?” Andrew queried.
 
   “My brood is spreading out. The Allung have proven to be an acceptable medium for growth. I am proceeding to distribute them widely. We had taken a few casualties also but that has stopped in these areas while their crew is – distracted,” Shiv replied.
 
   Desiree and her team were approaching the bridge when a crowd of humanoids attacked them. The corridors were filled with smoke that made their suits visible. Evidently, Allung in the back of the throng had shorted electrical connections to produce the acrid haze and then sent the humanoids to their death. The Allung had sent every collared slave at them with any knife they could find. The humans could easily have killed the humanoids but instead tried to knock them unconscious. Their suits took over any defense against any attacks they personally missed. The humanoids and haze slowed down the Earth team but did not stop them in their march to the bridge. One Earth soldier used a decapitated Allung corpse as a shield to protect their team from another defender armed with a hand laser. The shield was adequate and the defense was as short-lived as the defender.
 
   “Phillip, good idea for an improvised shield. Jonathan, you dematerialize the door and Phillip follows through with his shield. That should give us a second or two while they react. Take them alive if they don’t resist. We’d like to get them before they kill all the humanoids. I’m going to see if I can kill all the lighting in this corridor. I don’t want to be backlit when we cut through to the bridge,” Desiree said. “I see a wall panel over there.” A puzzled Desiree opened the wall panel and found switches that turned off the lights. “Okay fellas. One line. Squeeze up.”
 
   They stood in the dark. Their night vision kicked in immediately so the corridor simply appeared a bit hazy in their helmet displays. Jonathan used his molecular disruptor and cut a large opening in the bulkhead door. Phillip shoved his corpse shield through the opening and the rest of the team swarmed into the control room.
 
   It was chaotic only for a split second as the armed defenders only had molecular disruptors that disintegrated the corpse shield but could not penetrate the Earth suit shields. That Allung defender had no shield to protect himself however. He was suddenly nonexistent.
 
   They herded the seven remaining Allung into the center of the control room and raised the lighting level of the room. 
 
   “Who is senior?” Desiree asked.
 
   “You can not take over any ship of the Allung Brotherhood,” said a very large individual with a scarlet sash.
 
   “Too late,” Desiree said.
 
   “You are female are you not? I recognize the udders,” said the large male. “How dare you even speak to a male of any species?”
 
   Desiree reached forward quickly, grabbed the arm of the large male and threw him to the ground using the enhanced speed and power assist of her suit. She then gripped that arm and ripped it off his torso so suddenly the other soldiers with her couldn’t react.
 
   The creature screamed and clutched his arm stub. Desiree faced the remaining Allung. “Treat his wound.”
 
   One of the smaller Allung rushed to a nearby cabinet and removed a large metal box, opened it and took out a cylinder. She sprayed a grayish gob of foam over the wound and the bleeding stopped almost immediately. She then tore open a small packet, took out a large round patch and stretched it over the injured part. The large Allung quieted rapidly.
 
   “We would be willing to trade for items like that trauma kit. Does it work for other species?” Desiree said.
 
   The Allung said nothing. “How many arms and legs will I have to rip off before you answer my questions?”
 
   “You have violated our code. We will not deal with you. You still will not control this ship. There are many of us and few of you,” said the large Allung with the injured arm.
 
   “We have several thousand on board right now. They should start eating your crew any time now,” Desiree said deadpan. “Earthers do not accept threats. You are lucky we were a civilian vessel that had no soldiers on it.”
 
   “You are not soldiers?” said the smaller Allung who had treated the injured one.
 
   Desiree laughed which made all the Allung jerk back for some reason. “We are scientists and technicians. Our soldiers are coming to see if we need help. They should be here shortly but it will be too late for most of your crew.”
 
   “What do you mean by eaten?” asked the injured Allung. “Surely you do not eat other intelligent species?”
 
   “No. We do not. We enjoy battle and trade. We would much rather trade but we enjoy battle. Your species ought to be a lot of fun for us if each ship or fleet insists on fighting. You must feel the same way to turn down incredible riches in trade. Some of our allies DO eat their enemies though. Have you heard of VicVic?” she asked.
 
   “There are no VicVic in this area of galaxy. You spin lie after lie,” said the large Allung who got slowly to his feet with the aid of the smaller crewmate. 
 
   Just then, an intercom came on with horrible screaming and pleading. It couldn’t have been timed better. Desiree indicated that the humanoid who had accompanied her team should answer.
 
   There was much yelling and talk with intermittent shrieks of pain. It soon became quiet and the humanoid turned back to Desiree. “That was crew from the rear of the ship pleading for assistance. They said small, pale green insects were blinding them and then cutting into their bodies. They said the insects were incredibly smart and fast. Then the channel fell silent. Were those the VicVic you told him about?”
 
   “Yes,” Desiree said.
 
   “I have heard of VicVic but they are supposed to be as tall as you…very large and powerful,” he said.
 
   “You are correct. Females are dominant and larger. They can produce a brood at any time. The males are smaller and have a much shorter life span but grow at an incredible rate if there is sufficient food. The Allung here are a tasty source for that,” Desiree said.
 
   “Will they bother my people?” the humanoid asked.
 
   “No,” Desiree said. “VicVic inherit the knowledge of their host mother and have innate memory that the mother can program at birth. They will bother no one that does not attack them,” she said and turned back to the injured Allung. “Did I mention that VicVic like to eat live prey? Now, will you answer my questions or will you feed our allies?”
 
   “I will cooperate just to live enough to see your world die under the control of the Brotherhood. I will see you die a slow death yourself. I will…”
 
   Before he could finish his threats, Desiree grabbed his good arm and ripped it from his body with her suit enhanced power. She then ripped his mouth open and shoved the bloody arm stump into his mouth until he started choking for air. She shoved aside the smaller Allung who went to help the larger and watched until its struggles got weaker and weaker. She then borrowed Jonathan’s disruptor and dematerialized the gory remains. She handed the weapon back to her crewmate.
 
   “I have many questions. Who will answer?” Desiree asked.
 
   “I will answer your questions. I told them it was a mistake to attack an Earth ship before we knew more. We had heard many rumors but they thought they were all false,” said the small Allung.
 
   Desiree would have felt more reassurance if the small Allung had said it was a mistake to attack any ship instead of a mistake to attack until they knew more. She determined then and there not to let this Allung report their strengths and weaknesses. This Allung was too calm. Males of any species could be such weaklings… except Tod of course.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Allung The Way
 
    
 
   Captain Andrew Williams wasn’t proud of the deaths aboard the Allung vessel. He could sorely afford to lose four crewmen. Forty-two humanoids had been killed when one of the Allung had triggered their explosive collars. He didn’t even know what species they were yet. All but twelve of the Allung had been killed or eaten. The use of VicVic had been – disturbing – to say the least.  Maybe he should have run but he felt like it was the only thing to do. Earthers were getting a reputation of wonderful trading partners and terribly savage enemies. Desiree sure had earned her nickname of ‘the Ripper.’
 
   Andrew and Desiree were about to interview the first humanoid they had liberated. Backup was going to be delayed for another 10 hours. It was a good thing the plan had worked out. Andrew realized the Junior and its crew would have been chopped liver if we had tried to fight or run.
 
   The humanoid was still standing in the room they left him after the Allung ship had been secured. They immediately offered him a seat in the odd sling seats in an Allung meeting room. He looked discomforted momentarily but sat and waited patiently.
 
   “Tell us about yourself and the Allung if you would,” Andrew said.
 
   “Yes, Master. I…” started the humanoid.
 
   “Wait. Wait. I am not your master now. You are free,” Andrew said.
 
   “I do not understand, Master. What is to become of me? This ship is almost all I have ever known.”
 
   “Again. I am not your Master. You may help us if you wish. We are primarily traders,” Andrew said.
 
   “I am not a warrior like you. I saw what you did to the Brotherhood. They are strong and they have many ships. I have nothing. I have no way to earn a living. All I have known my adult life is as a slave,” he said.
 
   “What is your name?” Desiree asked. 
 
   The humanoid acted like he had been slapped. He was definitely afraid of Desiree. “I am called Xilatoi. I do not know my family name.”
 
   “You are in no danger from us Xilatoi. We will do our best to make sure you will be able to earn a living. We would consider it an honor if you would work for us. We know so very little about the Allung or your people. How do the rest of your people here feel about you? Do you have leaders among your people here?” Andrew asked.
 
   “My people here are from several different worlds. I am considered fairly senior among my people here because of being the longest serving among the Allung. There is one older than me but I have been longest serving.”
 
   “Would you like to go back to your homeworld?”
 
   “It has been too long. I vaguely remember my native food and the sky but my world is ruled over by the Allung. I do not desire to go back to their rule,” Xilatoi said. “My race is called the Phafalotoi. Others call us the Toi since many of our names end with that sound,” he said.
 
   “Very good, Xilatoi. Would you teach us about this ship, your people, and the Brotherhood? We value knowledge above most things,” Andrew said.
 
   Xilatoi looked shocked. He leaned back and raised his eyebrows just like a human would have. “How did you know I was a Knowledge Master?”
 
   “I am not sure what knowledge master means? Would you explain?” Andrew queried.
 
   “A knowledge master among my people is a person who studies the world around them in an attempt to make sense of the physical world. I studied many disciplines in my youth – my first fifty years,” he said.
 
   “How old are you?” Desiree asked. 
 
   “That is a difficult question because I have been in space a long time but about 150 of my planet’s years. I was only fifty when I was first pressed into service for the Allung. We thought if we cooperated, they would leave. That was not the case. They wanted more and more.”
 
   “Your planet’s years,” Andrew thought. Maybe they had shorter years than Earth. “What is the color of your sun? What is your climate like?”
 
   “Ah. You wish to determine if we are in the habitable zone around a stellar mass of a certain category. You too are knowledge seekers,” he said showing enthusiasm for the first time. “We too have a small yellow star very similar to Earth’s star but our star puts out more heat. Our orbit is a bit longer than the orbit of your Earth. I studied records of your planet.”
 
   “Wow!” Desiree said. “You are over 150 Earth years old and you studied for 50 years before you went into space. We definitely want you to work with us.”
 
   “Work with you…what an interesting phrase,” Xilatoi said.
 
   “We have a few million more questions for you but our backup ships will be here soon. Should we expect more Allung here anytime soon?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We will have to quantify soon to our mutual satisfaction…but no…it will probably be a half year before more show up. Understand that they are quite relentless and they will come. It is not a matter of if they will come but when they will come. You can expect more ships,” Xilatoi said. 
 
   “You will have to quantify more ships for us. We will not make any concessions to the Allung,” Andrew said and paused. “I would like to assign you an escort.”
 
   Xilatoi looked apprehensive. 
 
   “No. Please excuse me. I want someone to protect you. You are precious to us. We would like you to talk to your fellow Toi and decide what you wish to be done with your dead. We want you to reassure them and let them know that they are all welcome to work with us or we will drop them off at any planets were we trade. It is our policy to give a lamlee to every slave we liberate. Do the Allung allow anyone into their Brotherhood? Do they have known allies?”
 
   “You must be from their species to be in the Brotherhood and they have allies but not near this sector of the galaxy. They do not pay for goods and services, ever. They use intimidation for everything. You have lamlee? How will we be compensated if we work for you?” Xilatoi asked, obviously warming to the topic.
 
   “We have lamlee. You can be compensated in any mutually agreed on basis whether lamlee, rare minerals, or merchandize. We think that everyone should be compensated enough that they do not have worry about mediums of exchange. That way, we have them work in areas they find stimulating of their own choosing whenever possible. Intelligent beings are always more motivated if they are doing something they like to do. We desperately need to learn about the technology aboard this ship so we will not be overwhelmed when the Allung return,” Andrew said.
 
   “The Allung use lamlee to enhance their drives and weapons,” Xilatoi announced what must have been a taboo topic for him to discuss for decades. “I gladly accept your offer of employment,” Xilatoi said and grasped Andrew’s hand before he could stop him. He pressed the back of his Andrew’s hand against his high forehead. “I will go now to find which of my people are best suited to show your people this ship’s features and problems.” 
 
   Desiree said. “I’ll go with him if it’s okay with you, Captain. I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” she said.
 
   Xilatoi was quick on the uptake even though Desiree had spoken in English. He looked at her and said, “I would be honored to be accompanied by you. I heard you called Desiree. What do you wish to be called? I certainly feel safe with you after seeing your battle prowess.”
 
   Desiree stared at him with her mouth hanging open since Xilatoi had spoken in fluent English.
 
   He nodded, his equivalent of a smile, and said – again, in English, “I was given the task of researching your planet and species by the Allung. We had contact with traders from the star you call Bellatrix. I got the information and language training from them.”
 
   Desiree shut her mouth with an audible snap and laughed. “Which way should we go?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Nestor and the Hawk were the first two Earth ships on the scene of the battle. Admiral Brad Kyger was with them. His shuttle linked to the captured ship, the Sesstra, after a short video exchange with Captain Williams. 
 
   “Have we found them all?” was the first thing Admiral Kyger asked.
 
   “We seem to have found all the uninjured. There are a few that are still being used as food sources for the VicVic males,” Andrew said.
 
   “That’s creepy and revolting,” Kyger said, “but I suppose it is necessary.”
 
   “It was and is. How many men can you spare?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Men for what?” Kyger responded.
 
   “We have that huge ship to take back to Earth and refit. We don’t have the manpower to spare anyone. It had a crew of 250 plus 135 support staff – slaves I should say. Most of their crew are dead or lunch. Those Allung were tough. Our ship was no match for that ship. We need to see what we can learn from their technology and tactics. We have an incredible resource with Xilatoi.”
 
   “Who?” Brad asked.
 
   “Admiral. He is the one here, maybe more, who speaks English.” 
 
   “What? How did that happen?”
 
   “These Allung have been studying us. They almost had enough horsepower to kill us all or enslave a whole crew. We have to ratchet up our game a lot.”
 
   “Like I told you, Andrew, this is why I lose sleep at night. How long do we have ‘til more of these folks come our way?” 
 
   “We probably have months here but they got a lot of their information at Bellatrix. We have an embassy there. We will not have much to counter their forces if they attack there. Okay Brad. Our best bet is to negotiate salaries for all the released slaves, get this captured ship back to Earth, and reverse engineer any weapons and tech. Luckily, the slaves are the ones that understand the technologies involved.”
 
   “I will transfer a component over to liaison with the released slaves and start interviewing the Allung prisoners. They are dangerous as hell and I want them all to have those explosive collars on. I really don’t have much of a problem with how they are treated. We would be held as slaves or killed – it would have been bad. When can you leave?” Brad asked.
 
   “I think I can get everyone going here in another three hours – that will give everyone a chance to cycle through an accelerated sleep cycle of 8 to 10 hours. We’ll start that right away. I should have started that already – everyone has been awake for twenty hours or more right now.
 
   Tod and Steve had to be ordered to sleep, as did most of the crew. They slept soundly as soon as they stopped moving and closed their eyes for a second. They carefully kept knowledge of the accelerated time differential rooms away from the Toi or Allung. Shiv was still rummaging through the Allung ship after Andrew had slept an accelerated ten hours.
 
   Andrew approached Shiv. “How are you? What is the status of your brood?”
 
   “I am fatigued. Many of my offspring were killed. That was expected. The Allung were very appealing to my progeny as they were similar to a predator on my home planet. We used to attach ourselves to its skin, hatch and then eat our way though the body ‘til they grew and the host died.” Shiv stopped talking for a few seconds and continued. “You want to know how they will react as they grow larger. They will attain about half my size but I designed them to have extremely short lifespan. They will live only about one of your years and since they are all males – they can not reproduce. They will help navigate this ship for you back to Earth.”
 
   “Thank you, Shiv. That was much of what I wanted to know. Why do you not get some sleep?”
 
   “I must keep my offspring from eating things they are not supposed to eat. I will rest in a day or two,” Shiv said.
 
   “Good idea,” Andrew said. “I will leave you alone.”
 
    
 
                                                                     ***
 
   It took the better part of a day to get the Sesstra ready to travel to Earth. There had been two escape attempts by the Allung where five more of their number had been killed. It appeared that their code of honor required them to never be taken alive. The shock of the VicVic and the powered suits of the humans had given them a brief culture shock. The Brotherhood lived by their reputation for ruthlessness and these Earthers had not been intimidated or submissive. They knew their fleet would come and resolve the situation so they decided to learn what they could of the humans and their technology. They looked forward to the time when they could add these humans as their chattel. The prisoners didn’t know what to make of LeiLei. They had never met her species before but they were absolutely terrified of Shiv and her kin. The VicVic offspring who were living on the dying Allung scared them into acquiescence.
 
   It was determined on the return flight that their ship’s top speed was just a bit less than the Junior but they had more powerful lasers. They also had a weapon that projected a concentrated field similar to what the Earth ship used as a tractor field but it switched on and off rapidly and was intended to cause a fatigue shear through a ship’s drives or defense shields. It was a closely guarded secret as only a few of the released prisoners had any knowledge of its function or capabilities.
 
   Xilatoi knew of it and explained it to Andrew. He had chosen released prisoners who were knowledgeable about different Brotherhood technologies. They helped train LeiLei, Joel, and Shiv on their voyage back to Earth.
 
   
 
  



 
   Developing The Ylee Drive 
 
    
 
   Xilatoi told them the history of the Brotherhood for hours. He had lived almost 100 years with them. Their race was known as the Phlemm and they were a race who had been hunted by many species on their home world and had to develop intelligence to escape their adversaries. They had no qualms about capturing other species and placing them into servitude. They had no compassion at all for other species and thought they were better than all others. They were intensely competitive and loved to gamble and drink. They could eat any food, were hard to kill and never backed up from a fight. 
 
   None of the Brotherhood had even begun to cooperate with questioning except one small Allung. None would give their names. It wasn’t until later that they learned the Allung gave up their family names when they dedicated their lives to the Brotherhood. Even the small Allung said he was waiting until the rest of the Brotherhood arrived when they could retake their ship. LeiLei and Joel happened to be watching the prisoners with a hidden camera when they saw a commotion and heard a small explosion. LeiLei grabbed the collar controller and detonated all the prisoners’ collars. They ran to the detention room and found Seaman Clythe struggling to his feet with a wound in the neck.
 
   One of the prisoners had somehow wrested the disruptor from his grasp and Petty Officer 3rd Class Lee was still unconscious. All the Allung were dead but the small one, the one who had spoken on the bridge, had her collar almost removed from her neck. There was an odd tool in the edge of the collar. Another Allung had a hand stuck in its stomach under a type of skin flap. It was now obvious that the Allung were prepared to fight or escape. A cursory examination of all the bodies revealed secret pouches at various places over their torso. The Allung evidently acquired pouches like humans acquired tattoos. They stocked these pouches with weapons and tools. LeiLei was lucky to have caught them all with the explosive slave collars still on. Any future Allung would require terahertz or background x-ray scanning. No wonder the Brotherhood was contemptuous of attempts to take them prisoner. 
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   The Junior arrived at Earth and moved to the Enclosure. There was not room within the Enclosure for the Sesstra so it was grounded nearby.  Admiral Kyger ordered an immediate autopsy of the Allung corpses. He wanted to know their physiology with all their strengths and weaknesses. It looked like Earth would be fighting them soon and we would need every advantage we could get.
 
   Admiral Kyger was not the only one surprised by the hidden skin pouches. Even Xilatoi had never heard of these pouches and he had lived with these beings for a century. It was obviously a secret the Allung had been intent on keeping. Admiral Kyger, Brad, had crews of techs swarming over the Allung vessel for any scraps of technology that we could reverse engineer. The first tech piece to be teased out was their communication procedures and codes. The Sesstra had been captured with computers fully operational. It must have been so long since an Allung vessel had been captured that they were complacent.
 
   Their lasers had elements that created intense plasma with a tremendous output but the weapon took three seconds to reset between shots. It used lamlee in the control interface. The drives, sensors, and navigation were not as easily deciphered. Much of the computer system was moved into the Enclosure so it could be studied in accelerated time. The Enclosure had been reset to the sixty-to-one time rate. The waste removal, supplies, energy, air barely kept up with the needs of personnel within.
 
   Shiv had requested an audience with Andrew and Tod. Tod was getting to know her moods after the years they had spent together, many in the Enclosure.
 
   Shiv got to the point right away. “We detected an anomaly in the readings even at 750 light speed.”
 
   “Is this what you wanted to tell us? We thought you were working to decipher the Allung drives. They can cover a much larger area than ours and still travel as fast,” Andrew said.
 
   “Tell us about the anomaly. We did not mean to cut you off. Go ahead,” Tod said.
 
   Shiv looked from Andrew to Tod. “The anomaly happened right when we went to 750 lights. It happened each time at one point when we were going from stationary to faster than 700 lights. There was a longer transient event when going under 750 lights than over 750. The event at 1,000 lights was still there but it was much lower intensity. There was barely a ripple at 1,250 lights and at 1,500, it was only recognizable as a brief blip. We duplicated the effects on the way back except there was no event at all under 700 lights.”
 
   “Okay, Shiv,” Tod said. “How does this help us?”
 
   Shiv practically shivered with delight, which was pretty scary. “It was the research into the Allung sensor that we noticed something else. They can detect ships at a range in excess of ours – out to eight parsecs or so we believe whether they are moving or not.”
 
   “How did you discover that?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We tested it on the way here with the Sesstra and with tracking trade ships that were traveling to other systems beyond Earth. We have been able to duplicate the system and can use less lamlee than the Allung with better resolution.”
 
   “That is great, Shiv, but what does the navigation system have to do with the transition anomaly?” Tod asked.
 
   “I did not see the connection until Xilatoi mentioned that there was a point when starting from a resting position when the sensors would pick up a brief flash of erroneous data. I asked him to explain and he told me that they first introduced the system on Allung ships almost sixty of your years ago. Now, he explained that they briefly cut out the sensor when traveling at speeds over 700 lights,” Shiv said.
 
   “That is interesting so they are sensor blind for a few seconds as they get to speed. That is useful,” Tod said.
 
   “You do not understand. We have been working on duplicating their system for two full days in normal time but 120 days in the Enclosure. We were able to add this sensor system to a ship taking trade supplies to Bellatrix. Admiral Kyger had that ship perform brief trips at 750 and 1,000 lights while running the newly installed Allung sensor system without the cutout. He then transmitted the high definition images of the flashes when the ship reached the transient threshold. Here are the raw flashes,” Shiv said and displayed the flashes on the nearby wall view.
 
   “I don’t see anything but a flash,” Andrew said.
 
   “Did you try displaying the flash at slowed down speed?” Tod asked.
 
   Shiv raised and lowered her whole upper torso to show she meant yes. “You are correct. We displayed the flash in ultra high speed and it showed the stars between here and past Bellatrix. It showed everything in line with the ships heading between Earth and Bellatrix and far beyond. The flash was composed of stellar images, superimposed one on top of the other for about 500 light years from Earth. The only way we could discern any particular systems was because the ship was not exactly directed at Bellatrix and the image did not flare as much as when it went through the center of a stellar mass.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what the Ylee ship rings would do to allow a ship to transition? Those images must be in real time. We could see what was happening at distant locations if we could separate those images if nothing else,” Tod said. 
 
   “What was the transient event you recorded? Was it radiation? What was recorded? Was it at a specific location on the ship?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Did it happen to be a specific frequency at different velocities?” Tod asked. “We have recently learned to discern near Planck wavelength frequencies when we were developing our entangled communication system.
 
   “Yes,” Shiv said. “There is a specific frequency event for each velocity. I think, but I am alone in this, that the Ylee rings were designed to superimpose a field of standing waves that matched the specific frequency event and allowed the ship to enter the event horizon. I do not know how a ship will react once it transitions.”
 
   “I will contact Admiral Kyger about your progress. I did not expect you to enter the Enclosure since your species does not have as long a lifespan as humans since our longevity treatments,” Andrew told Shiv.
 
   “VicVic die from lack of stimulation as much from old age. I have never suffered from that since I met you humans. My species are not communal creatures like you humans,” she said.
 
   “What is the status of upgrades to the ERF fleet?” Andrew asked trying to shift the topic from old age and dying.
 
   Tod answered because he had been doing the lion’s share of work reverse engineering the Allung technology. “We have designs that can be incorporated into our ships in about two weeks. We can retrofit the older, smaller ships one by one in the Enclosure next to the Junior. We can do one every six hours accelerated or so that way. Brad should get them scheduled for that. The larger, newer ships can be done concurrently in about two or three weeks if we start on them right away. We’ll need the Admiral to convey the threat to the Council. Luckily, the administration is flush with funding right now. This will gobble up the ERF annual budget.”
 
   “Shiv, Kyger says you can have anything you need to make us a functioning Ylee drive,” Andrew said with sigh thinking of the tasks at hand. “Tod. What will the upgrades give us? Will we be able to defend ourselves from the Allung?”
 
   “We’ll have long distance communication and we can read their communications until they realize and change it. We have several of their language training cylinders. I have made copies of those and we will have a couple of personnel on each ship in the fleet that understands their language. We, of course, will only communicate with them in Trade. We also will have others who learn Toi, in case they have the slaves do any of the talking.”
 
   “What about weapons and defenses?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We now have more powerful lasers and their shearing weapon can be neutralized if we can determine what frequencies they use – we can overload them and burn them out. We also developed some torpedoes that navigate to the enemy shield and then engage a field neutralizer that matches field frequencies. The torpedo then passes right through the shield and explodes. That is the design we came up with before Bellatrix but never built. There is a few seconds pause to pass through their field when the torpedoes are vulnerable. That’s about it,” Tod said.
 
   “Get to it folks,” Andrew said and Shiv tilted her head a bit in consternation at the idiom.
 
   “He means we should now get back to work with his stalwart approval of what we have done so far,” Tod said.
 
   Shiv moved her torso up and down in acknowledgement.
 
    
 
                                            ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei and Joel were going over the Sesstra one more time. “I think we have mapped their entire ship,” LeiLei said and turned to her MemDex. “Computer. Display schematics of the Allung ship.” 
 
   The Brotherhood ship was displayed. “Computer. Display in red, any areas not recorded visually.”
 
   She zoomed in on three areas of the ship that were displayed in red. There were two small areas near the front of the hull on the starboard and port sides. There was one larger area near the Captain’s cabin.
 
   “What are those?” Joel asked.
 
   “I just thought that these beings liked secret places on their persons. They might also like secret places on their ships as well,” LeiLei said.
 
   “Ah. Let us get some support and check those places out,” Joel said and called Andrew and Steve.
 
   Andrew called Brad and the Admiral sent a squad of heavily armed soldiers to support the search.
 
   The Sesstra was quiet as the troops sent by Admiral Kyger encircled the three hidden areas of the ship. There was a bomb disposal team with each of the three teams just in case. They approached their area and quietly looked for hidden mechanisms. They then, jointly, dematerialized a portion of the walls to each section. The teams by the outer sections, near the hull, both signaled they were clear when they discovered some type of weapon installation. The third, larger compartment held three cryogenic capsules with two sleeping Allung in them. The third capsule was empty and it wasn’t clear whether it had been occupied or not. The room was a warehouse of clandestine weapons and communications gear. All the gear was removed first before they tried moving or reviving the sleepers. 
 
    
 
   A small explosive shaped charge was placed on each occupied capsule should the sleepers somehow be awakened by any signal. The Earthers debated what would cause these to wake up and it was decided that any takeover attempt would trigger a countdown of a few days when these Allung would be awakened and attempt to retake the ship. They had enough explosives in storage to destroy the ship if need be. It was obvious that these beings would not be easy to defeat as they had a never-say-die attitude. LeiLei admired the Brotherhood for their tenacity but the humans were not so easily enamored. All the modules were removed with no loss of power or connections and moved to a concrete bunker deep in New Mexico. Every bit of their bodies was scanned and the hidden weapons and tools in their pouches were replaced with a translated phrase in Trade saying toys are not allowed. Someone thought that would be funny.
 
   The ship was emptied of all personnel and heartbeat scanners were deployed on the hull. They detected no being alive on the ship. The third capsule’s occupant had either left the ship already or had never been there. Admiral Kyger was alerted to the danger and the security around the ship and the nearby Enclosure was strengthened. The hidden compartments near the hull of the Sesstra were a puzzle to the Earth scientists. They were not like any other technology on the ship. They traced the wiring to separate sets of control surfaces in engineering and the bridge. Xilatoi had never heard of any devices or hidden compartments though he did say that ship’s personnel would disappear a month or so and then reappear. He never had known the cause and had never heard the Allung talk about it.
 
   The unknown Allung weapons were removed and moved to the Enclosure. They assumed they were weapons. The power supply was readily apparent but the design was like nothing anyone had seen. It wasn’t until Lee Post saw the devices that any clue to their operation could be determined.
 
   Lee Post had been asked to come and see if he knew anything about these devices. He looked at it, examined it from several angles and then said, “This looks like a smaller version of the rings on a Ylee ship. I am unfamiliar with its function.”
 
   The techs and scientists nearly fell over themselves comparing the devices to the Ylee ship photo. They called in Shiv, Tod, Joel, Steve, Andrew, Susan – hell, anyone they could find to look at it and they all agreed that it looked like a smaller version of the Ylee design, complete with focusing ring. The focusing ring was only a semi-circle on these devices however. When Lee was asked about Ylee weaponry he stated that the Ylee did not like to fight and would run away if they could. He also said they had destabilized stars and destroyed solar systems of implacable enemies. That little tidbit got our hearts a thumping but he could not give any details about how it could be accomplished. The discussions got heated.
 
   Tod closed off the arguments that ensued. “Look. This is important or the Allung never would have had it hidden on their ship. They covered this up and their pouches for a hundred years. They obviously don’t give out information very easily. I think we have to try these things out. The brackets they are on aren’t built to withstand a huge backlash. The bays they were in were not armored for radiation or heat. They would not use something that would destroy their own ship or the explosives we found would have already been set up to destroy their ship with a self destruct. They don’t seem the type to take their own lives unless it takes others with them.”
 
   “I’m with Tod on this. We have specifications on the devices and it’s nothing we can’t duplicate – fabrication would be easy but we don’t know what it does,” Steve said. “We need to find out soon. We don’t know when more Brotherhood ships will arrive. It has been four days outside since the Sesstra landed. Let’s try it.”
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   The test was to be conducted in the desert west of the Enclosure. Both devices were on hand along with portable power supplies and sensor equipment strategically positioned around the test site.
 
   “All clear,” Tod yelled. “Testing in ten, nine…two, one…engaging,” he yelled. The sensors showed absolutely nothing except on a small display Shiv had brought. 
 
   “Nothing here,” Tod said, “Shutting down.”
 
   Shiv walked over to Tod and showed him the reading. “You think we should try them both then? We should measure the diameter of the fields generated,” Tod said and Shiv moved her torso in agreement.
 
   They set both devices on stands high off the sand and spaced the same distance apart as they had been on the ship. They were soon ready to test again. “All clear,” Tod yelled, “In three. Three, two, one, engaging.”
 
   Shiv moved rapidly with her device and then got a hand instrument and walked forward. She moved from one side to the other while the device was supposedly operating. She turned to Tod and said, “You may shut it down now.”
 
   Steve said, “I’m disappointed that it didn’t do anything. We can’t even light a candle with this thing.”
 
   Shiv came close and said, “We need to talk in private. I think I know what this does and Tod does also. The test was unsuccessful if anyone asks.”
 
   Tod yelled to the crew, “Let’s pack it up people. We need to head back and decide what to do next.”
 
   The personnel seemed dispirited as they went about their disassembly tasks. Tod went over to Steve and Shiv. “We can meet on board the Junior, Shiv, you think this is it too?”
 
   “Yes Tod. This is it.”
 
    
 
                                              ***
 
    
 
   The ride back was quiet. Tod put in calls to all the original crew of the Junior – hesitated just a second and called Brad Kyger and asked him to meet them within the Enclosure.
 
   Desiree and Joel had put together a light meal and coffee and encouraged arrivals to help themselves, as late arrivals here were often hours late with the time differential. They started exactly at the prescribed time and Brad and his staff were only fifty minutes late, which counted as on time inside the Enclosure.
 
   “Shiv, you begin,” Tod said.
 
   Shiv turned to the display, “This is where we found the devices through the keen observation of LeiLei and Joel. We think we know what these devices are and their intended use. We do not know where they got the information for these devices but they are a formidable weapon.”
 
   “Wait,” Joel interrupted. “The test today was a total waste and the devices did not do anything.”
 
   “They functioned as designed,” Shiv said and Joel looked ready to interrupt again.
 
   “Let her finish please,” Tod said, “Save the questions and comments ‘til later.”
 
   “These devices at the front of an Allung ship are designed to create a field just before the ship jumps to 700+ lights. They fly their ship through enemy ships.”
 
   “What?” Brad exclaimed. “How did you come to that conclusion?”
 
   Tod stepped up beside Shiv. “It was the formulas Lee Post gave us. The Allung navigation system cuts off momentarily when they jump to speed faster than 700 times the speed of light because there is a flash that must be bothersome to them,” Tod paused. “They know that already. We detected a transient event at that threshold speed when we were testing. We, however, dissected the image of the transient flash and found it was superimposed layers of stellar images roughly along the heading of the ship. It got clearer as we transitioned at higher and higher speeds. The test today showed that their two devices projected a field in front of their hull.”
 
   “Their devices are too small and positioned wrong to allow their ships to jump,” Shiv said, “So they must have had another use in mind.”
 
   Tod continued, “The formulas suggest that if they were moving the field at 700+ lights, then whatever impinged on that field would be instantly transported light years away. Their field would not enclose an entire enemy ship so only the portion of the enemy ship would be transitioned. The shearing effect is worse at 700 lights so that is what they would do. They would position their ship to ram enemy ships. The enemy ships would be torn apart and no one would realize what they had done. They obviously wouldn’t want to use the technique unless as a last ditch effort.”
 
   “So how can we use this device?” Brad asked.
 
   “We could use it just as they do or we can make larger rings that encompass our entire ship,” Tod said.
 
   “The Ylee Drive,” Susan said.
 
   “Yes, but just like we figured out what was happening from seeing images of the Ylee ship – we have to disguise or hide our jump rings. It won’t be long before the Allung figure it out. They have had all the pieces of the puzzle for years but never were pressed enough to need more. I suggest we do both. If we can project a field further from our hull, we could use the effect more offensively. We could even program the computer to turn and reengage multiple ships in small micro-spurts.”
 
   Brad didn’t like being away from Fran. They had spent way too much apart time within this Enclosure. He got up with his entourage and went over to Tod, Andrew, and Shiv. “Do what you have to set up a prototype of the full system on the Junior and have people reinstall that system on the Sesstra – we’ll need to rename that boat. See what you can do to enhance the range of those fields. Work with Lee Post more on those formulas maybe. I’ll get you any materials you need. Have you found any indication of a third Allung?”
 
   “No sir, nothing. I’m hoping there wasn’t a third one but they are tenacious if nothing else,” Andrew said.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   The Prototype
 
    
 
                 Joel was the one who actually figured out a design for retractable rings with a suggestion from Lee Post. He and Susan figured out a way they could manipulate the rings hydraulically. They tested extending and retracting the aft rings first and they worked flawlessly. The fore rings would bind and it took grinding and strenuous application of a sledgehammer before they too worked perfectly.  Tod, Shiv, and Steve monitored the ground testing of the fields generated by the rings. The first test had the Odin Junior in dry dock with extended rings. Sensors around the hull identified field intensity at multiple points around the hull for different power settings. Many tests were run with different settings until the computer model matched the actual field values. It would be different in space but close enough for initial settings.
 
   It had been five days since the Junior had landed in the Enclosure but 300 days within the time distortion field. The teams had worked tirelessly to install the beefed up lasers and enhanced shearing weapon. Lee Post had proved helpful by suggesting a control simplification that really improved efficiency. When Andrew asked other personnel if Lee Post had helped them, they would reply that he had on a few occasions. Adding up all the suggestions indicated he had improved efficiencies an order of magnitude from life support to navigation. Andrew tracked Lee down.
 
   “You have been giving suggestions, “Andrew stated to Lee, but he did not reply. The silence went on for several seconds. “Thank you for those suggestions. The tasks would not have been completed as well without you,” Andrew said.
 
   “You are welcome,” Lee Post said. “I thought of your first utterance as a rhetorical statement and not as a question. I still miss nuances using your language. I will try harder.”
 
   “The fact that you understand what you just said is verification that you are fluent in our language,” Andrew said. 
 
   “I have several millennia of recorded experience and it is hard not to share it. I try not to overwhelm coworkers with suggestions but try to lead them to the answer themselves,” Lee Post said.
 
   “That is what the finest leaders do – I consider you an exemplar of your species,” Andrew said.
 
   “You consider my kind a species?” Lee asked.
 
   “Yes. You think and you could create others of your kind if you wished. You recognize that you are alive. My people consider you a sentient species. Does that shock you?” Andrew said. 
 
   “The Ylee never recognized us as sentient and we do not know what happened to them,” Lee said looking off as if in the distance – thinking in a very human expression.
 
   “We wish to find them and what happened to them also. The fact that they did not see you as sentient seems is a gap in their consciousness. We may be able to find out if we survive the Allung and the new drive works out.”
 
   “Thank you,” Lee said quietly and Andrew was touched by his response.
 
    
 
                                       ***
 
    
 
   The Junior had been stocked with food and personnel. You could hardly move except in the gym or galley. Twenty Elite ERF troops had been stationed on board and many had already processed the Allung language cylinders. Most were specialists in multiple disciplines. More and more young Earthers had been applying for the ERF and these were the crème of the crop. The confiscated Sesstra was being upgraded as fast as they could in normal time but it would take several more weeks. Other Earth Regulatory Force ships would be moved into the Enclosure for retrofitting and it was estimated that one ship could be completed in three normal days to start. Retrofittings could be completed in just two days later, as they became more competent with the standard design.
 
   The Junior was to try to avoid battle whenever possible but the task was to learn how to control the new drive – if it didn’t kill them right from the start. To say there was tension on board was too mild. Long discussions had gone on about bringing all the talent with them in an untried vessel but it was finally decided they would try with the best. Andrew was in command but Susan was now over the drives with Joel. Tod was promoted to first officer with Desiree as weapons officer, supported by Lieutenant Tidwell over the ERF troops. Steve Cutcher was over communications with Ling, and Fran was over the environmental sections. Shiv, LeiLei, Xilotoi, and Lee Post were advisors.
 
   The Junior shot up to orbital altitude as soon as the enclosure was shut down momentarily. This allowed the Odin Junior to achieve orbit and the next ERF vessel to move to dry dock for retrofitting. Two ERF vessels were in orbit to accompany the Odin Junior to the testing area. The Junior moved rapidly using conventional drives to near the asteroid belt. 
 
   “Battle stations,” announced Andrew. There was entirely too much fumbling around. People bumped into each other in the corridors. It was a cluster. “We’ll be trying that a lot in the future,” Andrew said to Tod, “and at odd hours. Make sure all know what they are to do and where they are to go. Make sure they understand the chain of command.”
 
   “Aye sir,” Tod said, embarrassed by the poor performance.
 
   “Let’s try those new lasers. Designate some targets and see about our output, accuracy and heat effect,” Andrew said to Desiree.
 
   “Targets designated sir. Lasers are ready,” she said. 
 
   “How did you do that so fast?” he asked. 
 
   “Tod and Steve wrote some targeting algorithms that should make our lasers awesome,” Desiree said. 
 
   “Try as many asteroids as you can get in one minute. Fire,” he said.
 
   “Firing,” Desiree said, and the lasers fired continually for one minute and then all was quiet. 
 
   “And?” Andrew said. 
 
   “Our shields showed minimal heating at the frequencies we were using and we had 80% hits on our targets,” Desiree said. 
 
   “Eighty percent isn’t great when no one is shooting back and we’re relatively stationary,” Andrew said.
 
   “Number four turret was misaligned and produced all the misses…Adjusting now. Ready Captain,” she said.
 
   “Number four turret only. One minute only. Fire,” he said.
 
   “Firing,” she said and the whine crack of the powerful laser had their ears ringing when it stopped.
 
   “And?” he queried.
 
   “One hundred percent are hits now, Captain. Shield heating is nominal – less than with our older ones and eighty percent increase in power output. We beat the Allung units output by thirty percent,” she said.
 
   “Okay. Contact our escorts, the Odin and the Kitty Hawk and let them know. Ask them to release the first shielded target drone…Weapons…Standby,” Andrew commanded.
 
   “Tracking,” Desiree said.
 
   “Fire singly with 30% less than max until it penetrates. Fire,” he directed. 
 
   “Firing,” she said and started counting. 
 
   “How long until penetration with a single laser with Allung output?” he asked.
 
   “Twelve seconds, sir,” she answered.
 
   “Try with two at that setting until penetration and then three at that setting. Fire,” he ordered.
 
   “Firing,” she said and read off the results. “Four seconds with two and only two seconds with three at near the same point.”
 
   “Cut through the shield as fast as you can to disable the target drone. Fire,” he said.
 
   “Firing,” Desiree said and the target flared and rapidly disintegrated. 
 
   “I just wanted to disable it…fine…the stuff works. Steve. You and Tod – grab anyone else you need and write a defensive protocol for our ship so it automatically reacts to weapons fire. Shiv – do what you did with our suits software. I want the ship to sense an attack and turn away from hits to minimize damage. Tie in to the lasers and have them automatically adjust targeting as the ship maneuvers if you can,” he said. “Notify the Kitty Hawk that we want the heavily shielded target drone now. Prep a dud penetrator.”
 
   The penetrators were small missiles with an incredible range. They flew at 0.25 light and would track a target’s projected position and then impact the shield. The shield stops forward momentum of the penetrator and the shield frequency matching kicked in until the missile merged with the enemy shield, penetrated that shield, and exploded. The Junior had two recessed pods that held twenty missiles that could be individually targeted. The target drone came into view and the penetrator sped away. Before the crew could say holy cow, it had impacted the side of the drone…luckily with inert payload for the drone.
 
   “Score another for the home team. That worked pretty well as long as the IFF (Identify friend foe) doesn’t target us. Okay…everyone…let’s try the special we came up with. Notify the Odin to try out the special on the drone…sensors on everyone?” Andrew said and everyone on the Junior moved to a display showing the still heavily shielded target drone.
 
   “Hold on, Odin. We need to retrieve our penetrator. Desiree…okay…Odin…Give us two minutes and then its all yours… There is the special…let’s get aligned right behind it. It will be going to 740 lights…” Andrew said hoping all their guesswork was going to pay off. “Recording?”
 
   “Yes sir. Recording,” Ling said.
 
   There was a sudden, blinding flare of light, and the target drone disappeared. A collective gasp could be heard all over the ship.
 
   “Let’s go to the galley and play that back,” Andrew said and the command crew started to move to the conference room. “Mister Cutcher. You have the conn.”
 
   The group set up in the conference room. Tod sped the images back to when the attack weapon, the special, was initialized. Playing in ultrafast mode, the weapon was seen to get smaller and then there was the flare of light. Slowing those images down and zooming in, the flare showed a sequence of bright stellar structures, layered one after the other. “Computer,” Tod said. “Identify the approximate location of any of the images and alert when you have done so.”
 
   “Three locations are known past the initial launching point,” the computer announced. 
 
   “Display the starting point and display a connection between the known locations,” Tod said.
 
   The computer displayed the starting point in our solar system and then the next three recognized locations.
 
   “My god,” Ling said, “Betelgeuse – 433 light years from Earth, 23 Orionis – 649 light years, Psi Orionis – 1,091 light years away and five more not recognized. They are almost in a straight line. What was that? What happened?”
 
   Tod smiled and walked to the center of the room. “I want the person who came up with the idea for this weapon to explain what it is and how it works…Lee Post. Please come here and explain to your friends.”
 
   Lee Post looked truly shocked. He seemed stunned. He was obviously evaluating a lot of data. 
 
   “Come on, Lee. As I said…you are among friends,” Tod said.
 
   Lee came to the front of the room. “The weapon on the Allung vessel gave us the clues we needed. We took the drive from a shuttle. That shuttle drive has a top speed of about 740 lights. We built a sturdy but compact hull around the drive. All it has is a strong shield and the Allung device on the front. We lined it up toward the target drone and turned on the field. We accelerated the hull to 740 lights and it apparently transported the center of the target at least 1091 light years away. We have one of these devices with us. We extended the support brackets so this ship could also do the same as the weapon. We do not intend to go 1,000 plus light years. The images on our weapon showed many systems past Psi Orionis. It must have gone thousands of light years. We know the Ylee drive works but not how to control it yet. The Ylee drive used higher light speed multiples for smoother trips,” Lee said and then quietly moved back to the corner he was standing in earlier.
 
   Tod came back to the front. “The Ylee equations showed us some contradictions – we thought. This test suggests the equations are correct and our preconceived notions of multiple dimensions are seriously flawed. Slower threshold speeds cover the longest distances. We think faster threshold speeds will cover shorter distances and should be less rough,” he said. 
 
   Ling said, “Rough?”
 
   “Lee said he heard that velocities of 700 lights caused shearing effects and that didn’t sound good to me,” Tod said.
 
   “Sorry. Did you say – he heard? We are basing this on a – he heard?” Ling queried.
 
   “Yes, Ling. The equations and this last test bear him out. We weren’t lined up exactly with Betelgeuse with this test. We are sending our reports to the Odin and Kitty Hawk and prepping for our test with continuous communications with the Odin,” Tod looked at Andrew who nodded and took over the discussion. 
 
   “Get a light meal and we’ll run the first test in two hours at 1800 hours. I’d say to get some rest but you’ll all need to be in suits by that time,” Andrew stated, “Okay folks…back to business. Let’s get this ship squared away. Move it people,” he said and looked at Xilatoi who was looking dejected. Andrew walked over to him.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I realize how poorly I was treated on the Allung ship and what I was missing after being here. It is depressing,” he said.
 
   “It is going to get pretty dicey here soon.”
 
   “Dicey?” Xilatoi asked.
 
   “We will have trouble soon,” Andrew said.
 
   “Exactly. We will have trouble and you include me in that we. I am not afraid of trouble. I feel upset that I am alive after many of my friends died.”
 
   “Humans call that survivor’s guilt and we consider it normal. Your survival helped most of your friends stay alive. You kept many humans alive. We will always remember your service and bravery,” Andrew said and he could see Xilatoi’s countenance brightening.
 
   The time passed swiftly as a million little details were finalized. Tod and Andrew had a serious disagreement when Tod had tried to push testing at top speed. It was Shiv that saved the day with her to the point analysis.
 
   “But it doesn’t make sense. It seems that going faster should make us go further,” Andrew said with a raised voice.
 
   “We have the smoothest transition that way according to Lee,” Tod said quietly.
 
   Shiv leaned in between. “We can hit 1,500 lights for a tenth of a second. Lee Post says that there is a transition effect going through the threshold and coming out. Going slower is supposed to be rougher,” Shiv said.
 
   “I want the shortest burst at 1,500 lights then. That is the closest we can get to max. Where do we point our ship for this? Directly at a star or near one?” Andrew asked in a quieter voice.
 
   “A point off Bellatrix… at least we have friends there. Let’s do it,” Andrew said.
 
   The married couples that could manage it were together, though it wasn’t as romantic in a spacesuit. The communications were constant from the Odin to the Junior as they counted down. The full hull rings were deployed fore and aft and the Ylee field was functioning. Suddenly the moment arrived.
 
   “1,500 lights – engage,” Andrew said and there was a brief flash and the drive shut down. “It didn’t work,” Andrew said.
 
   “You better look again at our position Captain,” Steve said. “We’ve traveled a little over a light year from our start position.”
 
   “What happened to communications?” Andrew said.
 
   “Just a short gap skipper,” Ling said beaming.
 
   Tod and Shiv obsessed over their data and Susan and Joel reported that the health of the crew and ship were nominal. LeiLei said that they should now calibrate their jumps by doing transitions at five light decrements and noting final positions. The computer might be able to correlate coordinates if is not too complex.
 
   “Notify Odin of our position. Tod, I owe you a drink. We are going to jump now on a slightly different vector at 1495 lights for the same duration. Engage,” Andrew ordered and again there was a short flash.
 
   “Distance and vector,” Andrew said. “Read them out.”
 
   “Same heading, Captain. One point zero five light years,” reported Steve.
 
   “Okay. Back to original heading toward Bellatrix and 1,490 lights. Engage,” he ordered.
 
   “Same heading. One point one zero two five light years,” said Steve.
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   This testing went on for three hours until they hit 1270 lights and the communication with the Odin stopped.
 
   “What happened?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “We are out of range,” Steve answered.
 
   “How far do we travel that last time?” Andrew asked.
 
   “A bit over 9.4 light years but we have traveled over 102 light years of cumulative travel,” Steve said. “Using the exact same duration gives us a linear plot so far. I’m not sure what it would be if we changed duration but we have a good feel for distance so far at this transition velocity,” he stated.
 
   “What transition velocity would we need to travel back to our starting point in one jump?” he asked.
 
   “That’s easy,” Steve said, “Transition at 1031 lights.”
 
   “Okay then. Hold on everyone. This may be rough. Head us back to Earth at 1031 lights,” Andrew ordered, “Engage.”
 
   Steve set it up as close as he could and engaged. There was a thump – thump sound like when you hit a little debris with a ground car. Communications came back with the Odin demanding what had happened.
 
   Steve read the output of his sensors and reported, “Captain. We’re almost to the orbit of Neptune,” he said.
 
   “Send all the data to the Odin and have everyone stand down from alert status. Have them put up suits and take an hour sleep break. Senior officers to the conference room in an hour and Steve – get some relief. Master Chief – you have the conn,” Andrew said and marched off bridge before he fell down with fatigue. The tension had drained the life force right out of him. He went to his cabin and collapsed on his bunk. Susan came in, kissed him and collapsed in bed next to him. 
 
   Andrew woke up and worried that he had not set his relative time field and had slept in real time. For eight hours, he had slept like the dead but a bit less than an hour had passed in normal time. He looked around and realized that Susan was still asleep and he sat back on the bed and gently shook her. 
 
   “Beast,” she said. “I was having a dream and I was just about to be ravished by a handsome prince.”
 
   “Would you settle for a Captain?” he asked.
 
   “Umm – might be persuaded – lucky I set your relative time. We have an extra hour plus some freshen up time.”
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   The crew trickled back to duty. Many seemed in sparkling moods after a good – rest. They all knew their breakthrough would change everything. It meant that interstellar travel would truly mean they could travel to other stars in hours instead of weeks or months. It was going to make distant stellar neighborhoods much closer and bring distant trouble to Earth’s doorstep.
 
   
 
  



 
   The ES at Bellatrix
 
    
 
   Locals had met the ES troops with luxurious ground transportation to the Eugene Hotel from the landing area. The ES Captain led his crew bravely into the strange looking edifice. He didn’t realize this was pretty standard fare for architecture on Earth. He had left nineteen of the crew in two ships, while their third ship stayed in orbit, as an overwatch. The ES Captain felt a bit out of place as the stomped through the lobby of the hotel. The floor was some type of polished rock or ceramic. Stomping did no good on such a floor. Who would waste the effort of stomping on a stone floor? This type floor would need to be cleaned continually but he admitted to himself, it did look pleasant.
 
   ERF Lieutenant Commander Will Castellano and the senior diplomat to Bellatrix approached the entourage at the front desk warily.  At least they had showed up, Will thought. Diplomat Beasley was not the usual sort – he was laid back and was not easily shocked. Will and Donald had become friends when Donald Beasley had a run in with the local criminal gang trying to pressure the embassy staff into paying protection money. Castellano had the miscreants thrown off the premises. The retaliation against the embassy ended when some invisible entities showed up in the criminal headquarters and tore it the shreds along with the head criminal. Castellano thought they could have benefited from one of the sayings from his grandfather from Sicily: È gran pazzia lu cuntrastari cu du' nun pô vinciri né appattari which means…It's insane to oppose when you can neither win nor compromise. Will had shared the videos of the event with Donald. Donald had – enjoyed them.
 
   It was easy for the diplomat to determine who was in charge of this crew. The big Ullumff Captain was followed by a gaggle of Tros with bags. “Welcome Captain. I am Donald Beasley, Chief Diplomat of the Earth mission here,” he said in Ullumff. 
 
   The Exploration Service Captain may have been surprised by the diplomat’s use of his language but he didn’t show it in the least. The Captain said, “I am Umma. Who is this other?” he asked indicating Will.
 
   “This is Lieutenant Commander Will Castellano,” Beasley said as Castellano saluted.
 
   Captain Umma snorted. “What was that? Is that a military uniform? You realize this planet is under Exploration Service authority do you not? What was the hand gesture?”
 
   “Captain, you outrank me and it is called a salute. It is our method of showing our subordinate status. My mission here is only to protect Earth citizens and trade routes. We do not challenge your legitimate authority in any way. We are only here for our citizens’ protection,” Castellano said.
 
   Beasley spoke, “Captain, this is not the setting for this discussion. We are here to welcome you and make sure you have no trouble getting your rooms.” He turned to the receptionist at the front desk. “These people are our guests. Nothing is too good for them: room service, drinks, entertainments are all on our bill at the embassy,” he said in Trade so there would be no misunderstandings. Beasley turned back to the Captain as local porters came around to the ES troops with rolling carts and offered to carry their bags as they were escorted to their rooms. “These beings will show you to your rooms and explain the services offered at this hotel. The bar is over there,” Beasley said and pointed to one of the two bars.
 
   “We’d like to meet you at our embassy after you have awakened and eaten in the morning.  I will send an escort in the morning to show you the way.”
 
   Captain Umma snorted and turned to the locals who were trying to get the crew to put their bags on the rolling cart. The crew wanted to carry them themselves and didn’t like the idea of someone else carrying their possessions. Captain Umma growled and said, “Let them carry them for you.”  He thought these Tros must have been raised on a farm. He marched off without a word.
 
   Will decided that the alien, Rett, had behaved similarly but the Ullumff Captain, UmBllatt, had been more sophisticated. He decided to leave each his own and went with Beasley to get a drink.
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   Captain Umma had his own room…and what a room! It was huge. The Captain had traveled to over thirty-five planets with the Exploration Service and none were close to this hotel. This was beautifully decorated. The restroom was designed for Ullumff! How could that be? The lighting was in a spectrum favored by Ullumff? What floored him was when the local porter explained the controls to adjust the gravity and humidity in his room. He was stunned with that but the porter went on to explain how an electronic device called a computer would monitor when he addressed a panel in the wall. He learned he need only say computer and speak in Trade and ask for food, drink, or assistance and the computer would send what he requested.
 
   The porter asked him to tell the computer when he wished to be awakened in the morning.
 
   “I wish to…” the Captain said but the porter asked him to wait and say, ‘Computer’ first.
 
   “Computer. Wake me five divs after sunrise,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Captain. Wake you five divs after sunrise…acknowledged. Would you like anything to eat or drink before sleep?”
 
   “Yes…I would like some of the wine,” he said remembering the delicious sample he had from the Osprey.
 
   “What type and quantity? We have the following categories: white, red, sparkling, and rose. We have many subcategories of each.”
 
   “I am not sure. Could I have a little of each?” Umma said.
 
   “Of course, Captain…Demi bottles of our house wine to your room right away…Demi means half our standard size bottle. Anything else?” the computer asked.
 
   “I am a little hungry. Could you send some non-meat items also?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Your species is noted. I will also send a sampling of Earth vegetables and fruit that are favorites with other Ullumff.”
 
   “You have had trade with other Ullumff?” the Captain queried.
 
   “Not on this planet but Earth has much trade with Ullumff. They are on the preferred trade list and get the best prices on trade items,” the computer said.
 
   “Were you programmed to tell me this information?” he asked. 
 
   “No,” the computer answered. “This information is not on my restricted list and you are listed as a law enforcement official.”
 
   “Tell me what is on your restricted list and what does law enforcement mean regarding information access?” Umma asked.
 
   “I cannot give you any details of the restricted list but I can give you general categories. Do you want to hear general categories?” the computer asked.
 
   “Tell me the restricted categories,” he said.
 
   “I cannot give you wholesale costs of any items you consume or profits from private sales. I cannot explain details for security outside of general details of security for you and your crew. I cannot give specific details of any other guests or visitors other than your own crew. I cannot describe prohibited consumables for other guests. That is a general summary. You are listed as law enforcement meaning this hotel and the Earth government recognizes you as a legal authority – an enforcer of Exploration Service laws.”
 
   “What do you know of Exploration Service laws?” he asked.
 
   “Those entries are lengthy and contain all signatory codes for the Exploration Service member planets. Do you wish to find any particular regulation?” the computer asked.
 
   Umma head was spinning. This was so much information but, at least, these Earthers appeared to be on their side – not opposing them anyway. He heard a knock on his door.
 
   “Captain, that is room service bringing your food and drink. Do you wish me to unlock your door and let him in?” the computer queried.
 
   “Can he get in if I do not wish him to get in?” asked the Captain.
 
   “No. It would take the hotel manager and security observers to enter a room without the consent of an occupant. When your room is not occupied, the hotel staff cleans your room and clears any trash if allowed by the guest. Do you wish to let him in?”
 
   The Captain thought through what he had been told. “Let him in and clean my room when I leave. Have my men ordered anything?”
 
   “Allow entry this time and room cleaning when unoccupied…acknowledged. Your crew has not used the computer in their rooms,” the computer replied.
 
   “Send them no more than one bottle of house wine each and enough food appropriate for Tros,” he said as a being came rolling in with a cart full of small wine bottles, glasses, fruits, and vegetables – even jalapenos. This negotiation may take us a few days if this is how we are treated – many days, he thought.
 
   The crew could not take their eyes off the three dimensional programs playing on the wall displays until the wall asked them if they would allow someone to bring food and drink into their room. Most sprang for their hand weapons and aimed at the door until the wall said that their captain had ordered the food and drink for them. They were very suspicious about this service because the captain had never done anything like this for them before. One of the savvy Tros remembered that the captain was getting this all free and they relaxed when he mentioned that fact.
 
   The bottles were confusing until the being showed them how they opened by twisting off the top and pouring the liquid into glasses. He also demonstrated a drink called grape juice. Once one of them tasted that drink – it was consumed in moments. The wine was like nothing they had tasted either and it went almost as fast as the apples – the pears were eaten whole. They asked the room service person when they were supposed to get up and he went over to the wall and asked the computer as he had been shown. The computer answered and this led to more questions and demonstrations by a few of the Tros while the others went back to munching in front of the wall displays. The Exploration Service would not have the trouble they had lately in recruiting if duty like this was described. This was tromping.
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   The ES crew and their captain were awakened in the morning and they went down to one of the hotel restaurants. The food was excellent and the ES personnel were in a good mood when the armed escort arrived. The crew was a bit uncomfortable with armed soldiers in silver uniforms. Some of them were almost as large as the Ullumff captain. The walk to the embassy was short and refreshing. The embassy itself had strong outside walls and extensive security. The conference room where they were guided had appropriate props for resting around a large table. There were extensive refreshments all around the room. Diplomat Beasley and Will Castellano were there with several more of the diplomatic staff. 
 
   Captain Umma preempted Donald Beasley’s welcome by stating, “Why are we here? Your hospitality is pleasant but what do you hope to gain? We have a saying that finding food in plenty normally means it belongs to someone else. What do you want from the Exploration Service?” Captain Umma.
 
   Beasley started to answer but Lieutenant Commander Castellano put his hand on Donald’s arm and responded.
 
   “We do want something, Captain. We need your help. We are new to travel throughout the stars and our people will be trading on many planets inside and outside the Exploration Service confederation. We want you to know that you can rely on the Earth Regulatory Force for assistance,” Castellano said.
 
   Umma snorted and the ES side of the room was full of interesting smells the humans now recognized as disgust and disbelief. 
 
   “What assistance can you give us other than a nice room and food? Is this what you mean?” the captain asked. 
 
   “No, Captain. The good room and food was to put you in a good mood so you would listen to us,” Castellano said and Beasley tried to stop him. “No. I will not lie to him, Captain,” Will said turning back to the ES group. “We are prepared to offer you advanced Earth technology and reinforcement when attacked.”
 
   Captain Umma sat quietly for a few moments and showed no sign that they could read from his body language. He leaned forward and said, “Earth technology is very expensive. Why are your products so expensive then when my people buy them? We have bought calculators on other planets.”
 
   Will Castellano thought of another of his Sicilian grandfather’s sayings: La scarsizza fa lu prezzu. English translation: Scarcity sets the price but he said, “We set prices to the public on our costs to manufacture, transport, and market. When you buy from someone else who bought Earth technology you have to pay more.”
 
   “I understand profit as I have a cousin who is a trader. I also know that technology makes you dependent on the supplier of the technology for parts and service. Many times, the supplier hides how the technology works. That also makes you dependent. The Exploration Service will not become dependent and does not have a budget for expensive Earth products and your expensive hotel and food,” Umma said and they could smell the sweet cinnamon like smell of anger from him as his lurched to his feet.
 
   “Wait – wait…please, Captain. That is not what we want or need,” said Diplomat Beasley. “We are prepared to offer you the technology in toto.”
 
   “What does that mean?” the Captain said in a deep voice that sounded menacing as hell.
 
   “We will give you some very advanced weapons, computers, star drive improvements, and instantaneous communications. We don’t have enough for the Exploration Service but we can show you how it is made and provide parts and service. We cannot give it away free to everyone,” he said.
 
   The Ullumff Captain snorted in his equivalent of laughter. He was thinking that here is the insect in the drink – meaning here it comes…
 
   “We will give you – at no charge – whatever spare equipment we have if you will protect Earth shipments and trade as we will protect other ES shipments. We want a mutual assistance agreement,” Beasley said.
 
   “You cannot expect helping one squadron of ES will cause me to sign an agreement for the entire Service. These technologies do not exist anyway,” he said.
 
   “Captain,” Lieutenant Castellano said. “I guarantee you that they do. We will demonstrate all that we named. I have general instructions to help you become stronger. Captain, what is the top speed of your cruiser?”
 
   The Captain snorted again. “I will not tell you that fact,” he said and they smelled his disgust scent.
 
   “My top speed for the Osprey is almost 1,500 times the speed of light. Our shuttles can travel over 700 times the speed of light,” he said.
 
   “Impossible,” said Umma, “Why would you say such things?”
 
   “Captain, I want you to be our ally here. I want to give you the advantage over enemies. I cannot be your ally and let your ships and men be destroyed. Earth will not let friends be hurt without helping if we can. Captain. We can communicate instantaneously up to 104 standard light years. Your standard years are a bit shorter than Earth years.”
 
   “Now I know you are lying,” said the Captain.
 
   Will turned and motioned to one of his men. The man nodded and left through a side door and rolled a cart in with three 60 cm square boxes and assorted other controls and antennas. “These are three communication sets that will let you communicate over that distance instantly.”
 
   “Impossible…” said the Captain.
 
   “It works so it must be possible. It does not let you send pictures or sound yet but it will let you send short and long pulses using whatever codes you want. It is the only set we have extra. Only the matched boxes will work with other matched boxes. Our boxes cannot work with your boxes. It is new for us too. We can demonstrate the drive enhancements for you. They require lamlee to make them work.”
 
   “Where are we supposed to get lamlee? I told you we only have a small budget,” said the Captain.
 
   “Captain, we will give you as many lamlee as you need and extras for spares. Give – not sell,” Beasley said.  
 
   “Captain,” Castellano said. “Since you do not believe these technologies yet will you believe your eyes…” Castellano motioned to the open door.
 
   The room was quiet for a few moments and the Earth delegation quietly put their hands palm down on the table and turned to the wall near the open door. The ES crew also turned that way and three of them slid their molecular disruptors out of their holsters.
 
   Castellano said, “Do not be alarmed – this is just a demonstration. Now.”
 
   Three figures appeared against the wall. Their appearance startled the crew. The three who had their weapons partially drawn brought them up and fired at the figures. The figures did not try to retaliate but instead took off their helmets and stood at attention with their helmets under their arms.
 
   Captain Umma shouted, “You #$%^@&*@#). Put those weapons away. They do nothing.”
 
   The Earth delegation was trying to look as non-threatening as they could right at that moment. It had been a risky gamble but Castellano thought this revelation would be needed.
 
   “You said you would give us technology – we want this technology,” the Captain stated while pointing at the soldiers in suits and the Earth delegation smelled the acrid smell of surprise and curiosity. 
 
   “I can not give you this technology,” Castellano said.
 
   “I thought so,” said the Captain. “The first thing I want and you say you will not give it to me.”
 
   “Captain, I have no suits that would fit your crew and I do not have the equipment here to manufacture more. I will show you how it is done if you will pledge to keep the techniques secret to those outside the Exploration Service,” Castellano said.
 
   Beasley leaned over to Castellano. “Don’t you think you went a little overboard on your old instructions to… help the ES folks if you get a chance and even show them some of our tech. Doesn’t this put Earth at risk.”
 
   “Look, Donald. We are going to run into some bad actors out here. It’s just me with the Osprey and a few soldiers out here right now. I haven’t had any communication with Earth in months. If you are being beaten up in an alley – who do you want coming to save your ass? Three feeble old ladies hobbling down the street or three big brothers who are going to kick your enemies butt? Our tech is going to filter out there so I want the good guys to have it first – at least, not last.”
 
   “When do we get this demonstration? When do we eat? I am hungry from all this talking, “ said the Captain as the three suited men marched out of the room.
 
   “Do you drink alcoholic beverages this early in the day?” asked Castellano. 
 
   It was then and there that they knew they could work out a deal. Captain Umma said. “We have a saying in the Exploration Service…we only drink during nighttime…but it is always nighttime somewhere on the planet.”
 
   The negotiations soon went much better.
 
    
 
   
 
  





The Demo
 
    
 
                 The Exploration Service, Earth Diplomatic Service, and the Earth Regulatory Force personnel…bonded the rest of the afternoon during negotiations and the impromptu party afterward.  Castellano saw Senior Chief Traci Warrington coming out of an adjacent room followed by one of the female attaches to the embassy. Traci was getting a little long on the tooth for such young talent so the lieutenant commander walked over to the young lady who was straightening her hair. Castellano looked at Traci and then faced the young lady with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   She looked at Traci and smiled. “Good but lacks stamina,” she said appraising her assignation with Senior Chief Warrington. Castellano held his hands up in front while thinking about another of his grandfather’s sayings: Lignu vecchiu megghiu adduma ma cchiù prestu si cunsuma. English translation: Old wood lights better but burns out quicker.
 
    
 
                                              ***
 
    
 
   Everyone was near his or her ship the next morning. The ES Captain had finally agreed, provisionally, that they would protect Earth ships and trade in this sector if the speed enhancements and communications worked. Captain Umma was dubious but ship captains had to always look for improvements or they would be soon outclassed. He had been forced to give way to criminals once before and he was not about to let it happen again.
 
   Four ES observers were on the Osprey and techs were installing the quantum entanglement communications on the three Exploration Service ships. The ES communications officers were pleased because they still used a great deal of communications using coded short and long pulses. They couldn’t wait to try it out and did so at close range just to get a feel. They planned to separate an hour of travel time in opposite directions to measure performance. The observers on the Osprey were going to test speed and performance of the shuttle versus the top speed of the Osprey. Captain Umma was on his smallest ship, as he did not trust drive modifications on his cruiser. The tech came on board and opened a container for the captain to see. It contained over 100 lamlee! 
 
   “Would it take this many to improve the drive? There are not that many anywhere,” he told the tech.
 
   “Captain, I am to tell you and no one else how these work. You decide whom else you tell. Is that acceptable?” the tech asked.
 
   “Yes,” said the Captain thinking furiously. This would assure his career … or ruin it.
 
   The tech watched as the Captain made the other crew leave the engine room. 
 
   The tech said, “Captain. We used ten per ship but you have to think while you place them in the drive circuitry.”
 
   “I always think,” said the Captain in a voice even the tech thought sounded indignant.
 
   “No. No. Think about your ship going faster because of these lamlee. We found they do not work unless they have contact with your skin while you are placing them and you visualize what you want them to do. Apparently, the molecular circuitry is managed by telepathy.”
 
   “What was that last word t-lep-thi? It is not a word in Trade,” asked the Captain.
 
   “It means communication mind-to-mind,” said the tech.
 
   “That is impossible,” said Umma.
 
   “I thought so too but it does not work any other way,” said the tech.
 
   The Captain snorted but carefully counted out ten lamlee and placed them in the diffuser housing while thinking of his ship outracing an Earth ship. All ES ship Captains had to study star drive mechanisms so he knew where it should do the most good. He thought, we would observe the results of this action. He looked sternly at the human tech.
 
   The human tech thought, I sure hope this shit works.
 
    
 
                                       ***
 
    
 
   Aboard the shuttle Albert, inherited from the Odin, Oakley sat with the ES observer. The observer was in a bulky suit compared to Oakley’s but seemed comfortable and excited. The observer reported they were ready to start and Oakley sent the craft hurtling away at top speed for a div as planned. He then held the craft steady and let the observer check his instruments. He went through them again and then called the observers on the Osprey. 
 
   “This shuttle traveled at 712 times light speed. I checked our position and time twice. We are coming back,” said the ES observer over the radio and then sent a confirming message over the Earth quantum entanglement system. He had started his timer, a precious Earth watch, so he would know how long after he got back he could expect the radio signal.
 
    
 
                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Captain Umma was preparing to test their new communications and drive aboard the small ES vessel. He returned to the bridge and commanded the communications officer to send a continual message over the new communications system to his large vessel.
 
   “Full speed when you are ready navigator,” Umma announced.
 
   “Confirmed to engage at full speed for one div as planned,” said the navigator and the ship did so.
 
   “Captain,” the navigator said excitedly after he had finished taking readings of their position. “We traveled at 1,500 lights. The communications system is now working captain but it stopped while we were moving. We have the fastest ship in the fleet.”
 
   The Captain looked at the human tech, passed gas and said, ”Soon this will be one of the fastest ships in the fleet. About as fast as the Earth Regulatory Force ships – our new allies. Take us back to my cruiser before they test the range of the communication device. Full speed – engage.”
 
   “Full speed Engage – confirmed,” said the navigator.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   It did not take the Captain long to retrofit his other two ships. He looked like a teenager who just got his first new car, thought Castellano.
 
   “Lieutenant Commander Will Castellano,” Umma said while walking to stand directly in front of him. You also mentioned weapons. I apologize for not believing you. A ship that is fast can only run away – I want sharp teeth.”
 
   “There are two things we can do to increase your effectiveness. I see you have lasers but they are weak. We can increase their effectiveness and we can show you how to build missiles that go through ship fields. I recommend we upgrade all your weapons and targeting before you split up and test distant communications. I would not want to be caught upgrading without cover. We can have all ships guard while each is upgraded,” Castellano said.
 
   “Teeth first. Where will we do this work and who will do it?” asked Umma.
 
   “Here are coordinates just outside the city where we did the upgrades on the Osprey. We already have a small dock there. Let us put a ship overhead and the Osprey paired with one of yours for communications off planet. That will let you deploy your cruiser wherever you think,” Castellano said.
 
   “I do not like to take plans from others,” Umma said.
 
   “You suggest a plan,” said Castellano.
 
   Umma paused, “We must be ready and this plan is reasonable. I will order it now.”
 
   Castellano agreed and ordered the Osprey to coordinate with the ES ships. One landed and the work crews hurried out to it. Castellano told Shuma to figure out some way to make duplicate missiles at least as good as the Earth designs. I told him money was no object and he perked up because he loved to make new things.
 
   The laser installations were going slower than expected because the ES ship power supplies were ancient and they had to be upgraded. Luckily, we had plenty of the duplicate power supplies – they were the first manufactured items the Earth research groups had built. Earth power systems were much smaller, more reliable, and had three times the output of the older systems. The engineers on the ES ships were not going to let the new systems get hooked up until their captain explained that the old system would be their redundant backup should the new system fail. Lucky the newer systems were tiny compared to the old.
 
   The lasers required heavier cabling and a gas dynamic lasing component with heavy cooling. Tuning them was difficult until the ES people realized that these weapons would penetrate better using variable frequencies. They had been totally won over when the lasers were test fired away from the city and they saw the difference.
 
   It took two weeks to retrofit the six lasers on the smaller ES ships and the 12 on the cruiser.
 
   The missiles were going nowhere until a local supplier found a shop that could manufacture the cylindrical body to precision. Field neutralizers were available and the Exploration Service had a design. We had 120 made for the price of ten once Captain Umma started haggling – he was awesome. We used some Ultrex shaped charges we had for the warhead and used some surplus MemDexs for the brains. The missiles would be smart. Shuma used extra suit field projectors for the controls and drives. The field projectors were spare parts but we didn’t need them because the things never broke down. The whole design came together and we had a missile that would go 0.25C, hit an enemy shield, neutralize one shield area, penetrate and explode. 
 
   We tested two and looked for vulnerabilities. The missile was vulnerable while being deployed and in the second or so matching shield frequencies. They did blow respectable crevices in our heavily shielded targets. Tod had mentioned making this type of weapon and the explosively formed penetrators (EFPs) would punch through layers of hull.
 
   We mounted the darn things in racks of five each that could be swung out from any quadrant of a ship so each ship had thirty. We couldn’t imagine using one but – hey – Castellano thought – if you wish for peace be ready for war. He started to wish those bad guys he had heard about last month would come around but he knew his grandfather would have said: Be careful what you wish for…you may get it.
 
    
 
                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Shuma approached Lieutenant Commander. “You may be missing an advantage. I have been examining your computer systems.”
 
   “Yes,” Castellano said realizing this Bellatrix scientist always had useful ideas. “What are we missing?”
 
   “You have to be stopped in space to use your lasers effectively do you not? Your enemy must also be stopped.”
 
   “Yes that’s right,” Castellano answered. “We don’t get instant penetration. We had tried explosive-pumped x-ray lasers at one time but we never got them working. Do you have a way we can get instant penetration?”
 
   “No. That is interesting. I had never thought of a bomb-pumped x-ray laser…” Shuma said and paused while he absorbed the idea. “No. There is a way we can use our current lasers in a new way.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Will said, intrigued.
 
   “We can slave the targeting controllers together to several laser projectors so they target the same points on a moving target from a moving ship. It would double or triple the energy against their target. I could also slave several ships together if the ES commanders were willing,” Shuma said.
 
   “That is so simple,” Castellano said and saw Shuma take on a dejected expression. “No, no,” Castellano corrected. “It is a brilliant idea. I do not see how we missed the obvious. I do not think the ES ships will let us do much more. They almost rebelled when we upgraded their power units with the new designs but they might…if you could program the Osprey and train our people first…we could do another demo for the ES. They would see the benefit. When can you start?” he asked.
 
   Shuma looked uncomfortable. “I already wrote the programs – I wanted to test them on the ship and work out the problems first. It is a matter of calibrating the projector turret latency.”
 
   “As fast as you can,” Castellano said thinking about the local that had had his skin flayed by the criminal interrogators. We better be prepared. “How long will it take?”
 
   “I do not know. Can you give me tech support?” Shuma asked.
 
   “Anything you need,” Castellano said hoping they would have the time they needed.
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Donald Beasley contacted Castellano, who was off-planet, in the Osprey. “How are the preparations coming?” he asked.
 
   “Fine ambassador,” Will said. “Ships are about as stout as we can make them without building more. We don’t have time for that.”
 
   “How are your plans coming for defense of the embassy?” he asked.
 
   Will Castellano paused. As a naval officer he understood naval conflict and had been trained on theories of space battle but the defense of land based strong points had never been his forte. “We are about to test a new laser targeting system up here. As soon as we finish this test, I will have my development team finish our installations at the Embassy. Is that acceptable?”
 
   “Sounds good, Commander. Let me know how my people can help? Beasley out.”
 
   Castellano signed off and cursed his nearsightedness. He didn’t want to tell Beasley that his development team was one Bellatrix scientist and a tech. He turned to his senior chief and told him to contact the master sergeant at the embassy and have him profile their possible defenses. He then turned back to Shuma who was about to run their first laser targeting test at some nickel-iron asteroids – having run out of target drones. “Whenever you are ready,” Castellano said.
 
   “Firing,” Shuma said while they observed the target on their displays. The focal point came nowhere close to the asteroid. “Adjust one variable Oakley. Fire.”
 
   This focal point was even more off target. “Adjust one variable at a time Mister Oakley. Acknowledge.”
 
   “Yes sir @@$%%(^*,” Oakley said using colorful metaphors. There was a short pause and Oakley came back with, “Ready.”
 
   “Firing,” said Shuma. This time the focal point was in line with the target. “Align the other plane.”
 
   “Sir,” Oakley said as some more cursing and clanking sounds came through. “Ready.”
 
   “Firing,” said Shuma and the scintillating flash of a hit appeared in their displays. “Good Oakley. Now let’s work on turret two.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, Oakley had sighted in the second turret. 
 
   “Now we will try them together on a faster target. Can you pick one?”
 
   “Targeted,” Oakley said.
 
   “Firing,” Shuma indicated and the focal point was directly on the small asteroid, which shown briefly and then flew apart. “Very good, Oakley. Now we will try moving in the opposite direction. Let me know when you are ready to pick targets.” Shuma said with the Osprey moving at about 12 kps.
 
   “Ready,” Oakley said.
 
   “Firing,” Shuma said and again there was some latency caused from the mechanisms more than the computer lag time. 
 
   It took another six hours before they had coordinated the other four lasers. They could control three at a time because of the way they were mounted. It wasn’t an ideal arrangement but it was a heck of a lot more powerful than before. Castellano was pleased though Shuma kept thinking up new improvements.
 
   Castellano had to sidetrack Shuma from trying new improvements. “A decent weapon now is better than a perfect weapon too late.”
 
   Shuma thought Castellano’s paraphrase was brilliant and Will wasn’t about to try to dissuade him about that. Will also told Shuma he wanted him to think up defenses for the embassy. Shuma quickly pulled up aerial views of the embassy and started making notations on his touchpad that had become his constant companion.
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   The report from the master sergeant was grim. They had suits and standard carry weapons but nothing crew served that could touch an airborne attack or a large ground attack. They hardly had enough crew to man the Osprey, much less defend the embassy. They did have a fairly powerful laser and molecular disruptor on the Shuttle – Albert. Castellano assigned Shuma to search through all their Earth literature and anything he might come up with to protect them from space based attacks by molecular disruptor, kinetic weapons and lasers. Castellano took a couple of Marines with him and headed over to the Eugene Hotel to talk with Eugene Bradley Phillips. Will hated that old bastard – excuse me – young looking bastard but Phillips always seemed to have resources and sources unavailable elsewhere.
 
   Phillips was walking out to greet them as they just entered the lobby.
 
   Boy, this guy must have this place wired to greet us so soon, Will thought. 
 
   “Commander Castellano, how nice to see you,” Phillips said. “Would you like to talk in my office? It will be more private. Do you want your men with you? I don’t bite,” he said.
 
   “You men get comfortable out here,” Will said in a way that meant they better be on their toes and watch his back.
 
   Phillips motioned to the front desk with his hand and an employee came over to see if the men wanted anything. “Right this way, Commander,” Phillips said while escorting Will back to his lavish office and past his receptionist who was a looker on any planet.
 
   “So. You are here about the Allung Brotherhood. I expected you sooner,” Phillips said.
 
   “The who…” said Will.
 
   “I thought you knew since you’ve been so busy preparing,” Phillips quipped. 
 
   “We didn’t know their name but they are bad actors and apparently have a reputation for following up their threats.”
 
   “Let me fill you in commander. I was going to contact you if you hadn’t contacted me. A team for the Allung Brotherhood came to Bellatrix to find out about Earth. They bought Earth technology, stole some, killed four natives that I know about,” Phillips said.
 
   “We only knew about the one they tortured,”
 
   Castellano said as Phillips went into more detail.
 
   “They killed two during the thefts when they did not know how to get more items and the third was a delivery person to the embassy. He was apparently questioned about details on embassy staffing and security. The fourth was a worker at your dock where you fitted out the Osprey.”
 
   “That clears up a lot,” Castellano said. “What are they after?”
 
   “Ah…the question,” Phillips leaned back. “My sources say that these beings move into an area with a lot of muscle and demand constant tribute. They are the interstellar protection racket. The authorities, typically the ES, have to look the other way because they aren’t strong enough to stop them. They come in with overwhelming force – based on their scouting of the area and destroy anyone who opposes them. They destroy the businesses of any competition. They stay in force ‘til resistance stops and then leave an occupying force. They enslave any scientists or tech help they want. They enslave many others for unknown reasons.”
 
   “Did you get a feel for when they’ll be back and in what force?” Castellano asked.
 
   “I expect them back any time. I don’t know what force they’ll bring with them but it will be designed to overwhelm and capture the entire Earth contingent. I hope you and the Exploration Service will be able to stop the space assault. I have been training my security forces in irregular warfare,” Phillips said as he leaned forward on his desk.
 
   “You’re kidding,” Castellano said. 
 
   “No. I’m an old man though I look young. I read all the time and have seen decades of wars on Earth. I know how to make improvised explosives. I was into chemistry as a kid and there are no regulations here to control any of the chemicals. They are going to run into IEDs and equivalents of RPGs.”
 
   Castellano laughed. “You are teaching these people how to make improvised explosives devices and rocket propelled grenades?”
 
   “We have caches of weapons and explosives all over the area. I have extras but I need some protection from space-based attacks. I’ve trained my security staff to work in cells so no one knows too many others,” Phillips said and pulled out a bottle of Earth sherry. “Rare dry Amontillado if I’m correct,” and poured two glasses of the beautiful amber liquid.
 
   “How did you know? Hell – I don’t want to know,”
 
   Castellano reached over and accepted the glass. He took a sip. “Umm, thank you. I can see how you made your money. We need the explosives and RPGs. I’ll send over a vehicle and a team to retrieve them. Just tell me where. I know you have a field generator that will protect a block but I don’t have a defense for space borne lasers yet – working on it,” Castellano said.
 
   “I see you have intelligence sources too,” Phillips said laughing.
 
   “Not as extensive as yours…” Castellano said. “We’ve made enhancements that may give us a chance but I won’t say more as it doesn’t help. Would ten sets of encrypted comm gear help you coordinate? They are powerful and small.” 
 
   “That would help a lot. Let me know if you come up with a defense for the lasers. You can’t move a building out of the line of fire.”
 
   “Heard that…” Castellano agreed, finished his drink and walked out. “Sergeant, get a utility vehicle over here and pick up a load of explosives and RPGs.”
 
   “Explosives,” the sergeant said incredulous. 
 
   “…and RPGs,” Castellano replied.
 
   “No shit, pardon me sir,” said the sergeant.
 
   “See Mister Phillips here,” said Castellano.
 
   “Utility vehicle. Right away sir,” the sergeant replied and looked over at Phillips with a lot more respect than he had thirty minutes prior.
 
   
 
  



 
   Self Correcting Error
 
    
 
   Shuma approached Will. “I have been thinking about kinetic and laser defense. Your literature discusses liquid armor and armor made of silica. The silica is suspended in a low viscosity fluid with a small percentage of sulficant to keep the particles separated. A sharp kinetic strike will force the particles together and distribute the force. I thought about this and came to the conclusion that we could produce a liquid shield.”
 
   “That is a lot of thinking Shuma. We used to make bullet resistant vests with liquid layers but not against lasers,” Castellano said.
 
   “My replicator can produce crystals in nearly unlimited quantities. I can produce nearly any crystal now: aluminum oxide with chromium or beryl and vanadium. I was experimenting with more complex molecules and these two were not difficult to synthesize.”
 
   “Shuma, you can make rubies and emeralds?” Castellano asked.
 
   “Essentially. We could make a slurry of these with silica and suspend it in a shield to defend against kinetic and laser weapons,” Shuma said. 
 
   “How can we make a shield though? How would it work? Would it work?” Will asked.
 
   “The math says it would disperse even multiple hits on the same spot. We can make it. We use the pressor beam that lessens gravity on the side where the beam hits but disperse the field. That pushes matter away. We pump the silica fluid up and let it spread over the surface of the field and collect any from the bottom and recycle it,” Shuma said.
 
   “Would it not spread unevenly and leave areas unprotected?” Will asked.
 
   “A major problem I considered but I worked out a solution. We use sulficants and a static charge to separate the particles evenly. Pouring a statically charged, dark powder onto the surface of a liquid shows how it works. The powder spreads out as soon as it hits the surface of the fluid,” he said.
 
   Castellano was dubious. “I do not think it will work.”
 
   “I have a working model, Will,” Shuma said using Commander Castellano’s first name for the first time.
 
   Castellano was surprised but smiled and said, “Let me see.”
 
   They walked to a lab off the embassy courtyard. The scientist gave the lieutenant commander a set of goggles and put a pair on himself.
 
   “You could not have done this in two days,” Will said.
 
   “I used a small time acceleration field. It took half a day to produce the time distortion field like you have on your planet. The information was in the Osprey computer. I worked almost a month and a half on this project – plus the crystal and silica production. I have been working around you humans too long. I am picking up bad habits,” Shuma said then turned and jabbed a button. “Firing.”
 
   A bright patch lit up on a small, glowing dome as a laser fired.
 
   “How long can the field resist?” Will asked.
 
   “This laser and field would be the equivalent of two of our new ship lasers aiming at the same point on the embassy field. The energy is reflected outward through the fluid – like fiber optics, but with the ability to withstand much more energy.  It would take many, many hits to do anything. A small amount of fluid vaporizes on contact with the beam but that too disperses and dissipates energy.”
 
   “You are awesome,” Will said.
 
   “I am realizing that but you beings have so many nice gadgets.”
 
   “Where did you learn that word?” Will asked.
 
   “Oakley. He helped me assemble equipment.”
 
   “I should have known. You will pick up bad habits from him,” Will said and shifting to a serious note, “Begin the embassy installation as soon as you can.”
 
   “It really should not take long. The hard part is manufacturing the fluid, figuring out percentages of chemicals, and how to collect the fluid around the base before recycling it. The pressor is one of our two spares and they never break.”
 
   “Great. Make enough fluid for a field over the block with the Eugene Hotel. They have a field generator. Have local shops make the collection trough for the bottom and use the other pressor unit there. Show them how to do it. Use Oakley to make the fluid if you can automate the production somewhat and do it within your time field so we can get it installed this week…embassy first of course,” Will stated.
 
   “Is that all?” Shuma said sarcastically.
 
   “You are developing bad habits,” Will said.
 
    
 
                                                          ***
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc of the Allung Brotherhood reviewed his plans for the sector. The scouting mission to the fringe system had produced some information that could advance him in rank. The scouts, apprentice and junior coercers, had found a technologically backward planet at the edge of their territory with a newly arrived species. The new arrival was from a remote system that appeared extremely rich in products and ideas. These new arrivals were establishing bases in our territory and establishing trade routes. They had some interesting technical skills we need to harvest. The new arrivals posed some unusual challenges too. 
 
   This new species seemed to have standard light arms on the ground but were only concentrated in a couple of locations on Gralon 3 – the new arrivals called it Bellatrix. They seemed to have built a frigate class warship that had some new features worth reviewing. We will have to acquire their technology and harvest any specialists they might have.
 
   I now command six ships that should overwhelm any of their resistance. This acquisition mission was assigned to me because the home planet of these new arrivals, Earth, was too much of an unknown, Bracc thought. One of our scouting ships had been impatient and may have alerted Earth…sloppy. Now I’ll have to have hostages and scientists from their planet when the task force arrived at Earth.  This mission to Gralon should give me a chance to move to senior arbitrator – I’ve been senior coercer long enough.
 
   Bracc contacted the senior coercers on his other ships. He was the most experienced but the others seemed to acquiesce to his commands. The troop transport had two surface vehicles with light armor. One was a missile frigate and one was to carry any harvested talent for indoctrination. Three were cruisers with the latest acquisitions in weaponry. They would give no warning and attack when they achieved positions above the targets after the standard rest period. The detection system showed indistinct traffic around Gralon. They would arrive tomorrow and harvest.
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Captain Umma was alerted to a formation of ships approaching. The signal was distorted at this distance but it was definitely more than one ship. He had been in a standoff with the Allung Brotherhood once before as a new recruit. He knew the bitter taste as they had plundered an innocent planet and he had to leave and let it happen. He vowed it would never happen again. He contacted Commander Castellano on the Osprey. “How do you want to work our response? This may not be the Allung. It could be a large trade ship but we must assume it is the Brotherhood. I thought we would have more time to prepare. I do not have the resources to defend the surface.”
 
   “I have the same issue. I will alert them. We were about to call you with the same idea. Your ships were not here when their scouts left and they should not know you are here. They are expecting one ship. We should give them what they expect. Do you think they will repeat the same tactics you mentioned?” Castellano said.
 
   “They use the same tactics. They will have a strong force. I do not know how they will be armed but they have never lost a battle. They keep bringing in more and more ships until the planet surrenders. They extort tribute, which gives them a steady stream of wealth with little effort, take slaves, and obtain any new technology they can. I appreciate your last efforts with me. The ERF will not die without a fight,” Umma said.
 
   “We had a military officer once say – You do not win a war by dying for your country…you win the war by having the other poor, dumb bastard die for his country. You can substitute planet for country and it still sounds good,” Will Castellano said to Umma.
 
   “Do we still plan to fire first?” Umma asked. 
 
   “If they have a weaker vessel—attack…if their vessel is equal to yours—attack…and if it is stronger than yours, also attack. He will demand something from us first – correct?”
 
   “An interesting philosophy you people have…they always have talked first before attacking,” Umma said.
 
   “Wait until you are talking and fire with everything available and have the computer move your ship to another area. Beings never interrupt themselves when they are talking. We will. Fire and move.”
 
   “I will remember our planning if we are losing or if we win. You remember that they have never lost a battle – expect great resistance even if we catch them by surprise,” Umma said.
 
    
 
                                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Well, so much for being a large trade ship, Castellano thought as the sensors showed increasing details of the approaching ships. Damn. Six! He hoped the nascent cooperation with the Exploration Service would continue. He hoped their plan would surprise the enemy. He hoped their upgraded weapons and plans would be enough…he was scared but he kept it out of his voice – off his face.
 
   “Move us into position. It will be hours before they get here. Oakley, what’s the status from the embassy and Phillips?”
 
   “Just got off the horn with the Top…He said the embassy is set…finishing up downtown around the hotel. Phillips’s Posse has set IEDs on all approaches from possible landing zones. They have thermal shielding if these Allung use infrared,” Oakley said.
 
   “Phillip’s Posse? Wish them luck – tell them about six hours to possible contact,” Castellano said amused at how the military always came up with nicknames and acornyms. “Get eight hours of sleep if you can – they’ll be here soon. I’ve controlled the shipboard time rates to wake you two hours ahead of any contact.”
 
    
 
                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc saw the larger ship in his sensors. “What is that?” he demanded.
 
   “It appears to be an ES cruiser,” said the sensor tech.
 
   “Why are the ES here? They never stand and fight. They know our reputation. Send the troop transport to secure the surface with the missile frigate for cover. Watch for the Earth frigate. Open communications,” Bracc stated but was amused at the futile resistance of the lone ES cruiser.
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   “Sir, they have sent what looks like a troop carrier and a missile frigate toward the surface. Computers are ready. Umma says they have received communications with the Allung,” Oakley reported. “I have notified the surface.”
 
   “Stand-by people. Let us be ever thankful for what we are about to receive.”
 
   “Funny,” said the bridge crew in unison.
 
    
 
                                                        ***  
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc initiated a transmission to the Exploration Service cruiser while having his other cruisers and a destroyer line up beside his craft. He expected the ES ship to run away any moment. “This is Bracc of the Allung Brotherhood. We have business on this planet. Move away or be destroyed. This is our territory now.”
 
   “This is Captain Umma of the Exploration Service. This is a protected planet under…” Captain Umma said while giving the signal to initiate the firing sequences.
 
   Bracc’s ship rocked as twelve lasers struck three points on his cruiser. They had just snapped off when that ES cruiser jumped to a new position and started firing at his second cruiser. “Senior!” yelled the sensor tech. “There are four ships out there.” The senior’s ship rocked with other hits as his hull was penetrated in three places. The hits knocked out his drive and communications… everything but the shield. 
 
   The second and third Allung cruisers returned fire as the ES destroyers moved to new positions and fired a barrage of missiles. The second Allung cruiser was closest but kinetic or explosive weapons did not worry its captain. Their shield would stop anything, he thought…that is…until two of the missiles matched shield frequencies and impacted on the hull. The penetrators tore huge holes in the hull. The second Allung cruiser’s remains were torn apart when the fourth and fifth missiles tore through at 0.25c as the shield fell. There was little left. The third cruiser was out of range and the first two missiles missed since it moved. The commander of the third Allung cruiser was a quick study and ordered his crew to fire in the brief time when the missiles were negotiating their shield. The lasers from the third cruiser cut through the shield of one of the ES destroyers. It went dark and then exploded. The Osprey had darted between all three Allung cruisers and had aided in the disabling of the main cruiser. Castellano, along with the remaining ES destroyer, concentrated his fire on the third Allung cruiser and it too went dark. Their missiles tore through it like tissue paper at a quarter the speed of light.
 
   Castellano thought they were home free when the Allung destroyer fired and penetrated the Osprey’s hull amidships. That same Allung destroyer was lined up with the ES destroyer. The destroyer suddenly disappeared, as did 2/3 of the ES destroyer. Castellano contacted Umma’s ES cruiser that was still pounding the primary Allung cruiser, which seemed to be temporarily disabled. “Do not let any enemy ship line up with your ship. The Allung destroyer did something, plunged to speed I think, and demolished 2/3 of your destroyer. Do not let anyone align a ship with yours,” Castellano implored.
 
   Umma’s ship responded, “Acknowledged.”
 
   The Allung destroyer reappeared as a barrier in front of the initially damaged Allung cruiser just as he fired field-matching missiles. The combined lasers from the ES cruiser and the Osprey cut into the hull of the Allung destroyer giving the missiles the time needed for them to do their work. The Allung destroyer detonated in a bright, soundless flash of debris. The Osprey and the Umma’s ES cruiser concentrated on cutting the damaged cruiser to ribbons. The cruiser was obliterated but not before a shuttle escaped to the surface. Castellano assessed his ship’s damage as they headed to give aid to the surface. He could not contact the surface but Umma’s ship contacted him and they were in reasonable shape. 
 
   “Ready to take on the missile frigate and the troop carrier?” Castellano asked.
 
   “We were lucky, my friend,” Umma returned.
 
   “Knowledge is no match for luck my friend,” Castellano said with the glow of comradeship after sharing battle with a trusted partner.
 
   “I lost many brave Tros,” Umma said praising the species he had disdained earlier. They had fought bravely. “What was the weapon used by their destroyer? Was this not as difficult as I said?”
 
   “I do not know but it appears only to work straight ahead of one of their ships. It was a difficult fight but a easy battle does not make a skillful warrior,” Castellano paraphrased. 
 
   “Will Castellano… You use quotes like my uncle. I like my uncle,” Umma said. “…the surface?”
 
   “Yes. You first. I am still patching holes in my hull amidships,” Castellano said but he was thinking about the eight minutes of the battle. How are they holding up? He wondered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
 
   Senior Coercer Blahma assigned his company of troops to take control of the embassy. The troopship had landed south of the embassy with just a short drive to the embassy. They were ordered to acquire any new technical devices and harvest any personnel that appeared useful. They had two lightly armored support vehicles.
 
   Senior Coercer B’las was assigned to use his missile frigate to reduce the defenses of the embassy and any around the downtown target. He lost contact with the ships in orbit but he had his task and would carry it out if he ever wanted to get promoted to the Arbitrator track.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The troops filed out of the carrier and set up a perimeter as they brought out their support carriers. They used the vehicles to carry the acquired technology or harvested personnel. The junior coercer knew that good choice in harvested personnel would get him promoted to senior. They had plenty of explosive collars and controllers. He was still daydreaming when the first explosion went off flipping the carrier into the air.
 
   The RPGs hit the troops as they were bounding for cover. Many went down when the kinetic weapons and disruptors opened up. His troops reacted well and moved toward the attackers position and off the road. The volume of fire from the Allung troops was impressive and the resistance disappeared as quickly as it had begun. They reassembled and moved toward the embassy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   B’las had his disruptors fire first but there was no damage since they had a shield. Then something unusual happened. The shield turned translucent and sparkled. He fired and it had no effect. He fired again and it had no effect. What was this? He sent several missiles and they impacted and fell away to explode with great force away from the embassy compound. He could not use any of his weapons effectively against the embassy compound. He was forced to call the ground commander, Senior Blahma…what an indignation that was. “Senior Blahma. This is B’las. No effect on the compound.”
 
   “Quit wasting your time there. Protect my troops. They are being cut to pieces. Use your infrared scanners to find the attackers and do some good there,” Blahma said.
 
   B’las swung his ship low over the troops. This should give the locals something to fear but just then, the second carrier was flipped end over end in a huge fireball. B’las scanned the nearby roadsides for body heat but there was none. He didn’t know that the attackers had thermal insulation that shielded their body heat. It could not shield the rocket trails from multiple RPG launches though. Nine trails targeted the ground troops and cut them to pieces in a crescendo of violence. The laser and disruptor fire from the frigate swept the roadside and disintegrated the approach resistance. The frigate continued sweeping the roadsides as the half strength company of Allung moved to the embassy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Castellano contacted Umma. “The frigate first?”
 
   “Agreed,” said Umma as they dropped toward the frigate that seemed totally focused on the ground. They needed to get closer in atmosphere.
 
   “They don’t seem to have noticed us,” Oakley said.
 
   “Never interrupt your enemy when he is making a mistake…except with coordinated fire,” Castellano said. “Fire!”
 
   The beams from Umma’s cruiser and the Osprey hit the frigate in two critical locations and cut through the hull like butter. The bridge and drive areas were sheared through and the craft plunged to the surface – unfortunately off road and not on the Allung troops below. The disruptors and lasers swept the road clear down a meter of topsoil and rock. They examined the area with infrared but saw nothing more than hot spots from the burning debris. Now to the transport and shuttle. 
 
   “Commander Castellano, Umma here. Do not give any mercy as these beings are known for their treachery.”
 
   “I agree. Get the troop carrier and watch for the shuttle. I lost track of it during the battle.”
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   “We will lose the troop carrier if it takes off,” Umma said. “Do not get directly in front of it.”
 
   “Noted,” Castellano said as he fired with his five remaining lasers. Umma’s cruiser also fired and cut through the aft hull. Two remaining missiles matched shield frequencies, penetrated and blew clean holes through the hull. The ship would not fly again. 
 
   Blahma was nowhere to be found and there were no survivors among the ground troops or in space that they could find.
 
   Donald Beasley heaped praise on Umma and Castellano. Umma was in a foul humor. 
 
   “Why am I so upset? Why…? Most of my troops are dead. I lost three of my ships and my own ship is damaged,” he shouted at Will. “That is not the reason I am upset.”
 
   “Why?” Castellano asked.
 
   “They will be back. That is why I am upset. We won a skirmish at great cost. It was a great deed but no one will know of it. The Allung will return with many more and we are not able to defend this planet against many of anything. They destroy all who know of their weaknesses.”
 
   “I agree. That is why I want you to take our plans, our modifications, and return to your base. Bring back reinforcements,” Castellano stated.
 
   “I agree. Here is something you have earned – though you must destroy it if the Allung come back before I can return,” the ES captain said while handing Will a slim black book.
 
   “What is it?” Will said taking the slim volume and flipping through it. “This is a manual showing basic Exploration Service base locations and classes of ships and their armaments.”
 
   “It is a bit out of date but you have earned the knowledge. It also shows some about enemy threats and their known areas of operation. That section is obsolete. It is the least I can do after you freely gave us your technology. There is no higher trust between races,” Umma said.
 
   “Helping you saved us. Come back soon. Make the modifications first and then come back friend. The Allung shuttle is probably traveling a route that hides it from us. Smugglers used the technique on Earth. It will become visible when it is far enough away to feel safe. You can now travel faster. I have something for you,” Castellano said.
 
   “I think you are right. What is this?” Umma asked as Will gave him a sack. Umma opened it. “Lamlee… hundreds and hundreds of lamlee.”
 
   “You will need them my friend. Use them well. Upgrade many ships. I certainly do not want these to go to the Allung.”
 
   “I will demonstrate the weapons and the drive improvements. The lamlee will prove you are allies,” Umma said, turned, and walked off without saying more.
 
   Those cat-like exits will always take a bit of getting used to, Castellano thought but he liked the Captain. He realized how much he had to do and posted patrols of Phillips’ Posse and sent Oakley and Shuma to investigate the troop carrier to see what they could recover. He felt uneasy about it so he sent two of them in suits and ordered them to stay buttoned up.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Shuma turned to Oakley. “This ship is very large. There are many hiding places on it. The Allung Brotherhood is known for stealth. Let us get more help.”
 
   Oakley looked down the length of the ship and its open gantry. “I totally agree with you,” he said and called to request a perimeter team and additional search units. “They ought to be here in an hour.”
 
   “Ah – an Earth time unit,” Shuma said. “We should wait.”
 
   Oakley agreed. He had seen too many movies where the impatient soldier died a horrible death. Not happening…he thought. 
 
   Backup took two hours to get there. It took another fifteen minutes to set up perimeter sensors and assign search teams. It was Oakley’s idea to map the interior like they had done on the Queen – the slave ship they had captured earlier in his tour. The MemDex’s integrated all teams’ information on the fly. The interior view and possible estimates for room use was rapidly building. The search culminated in two hours with several areas near the bow and engine room conspicuously blank. 
 
   “What are these areas?” Shuma asked. 
 
   “I do not know,” Oakley said, “but we’ll see if they are occupied.” Oakley took small sensor cubes and used their magnetic bases to attach to the walls near the blank areas. “Let us back out now.”
 
   “What are those?” Shuma asked.
 
   “Just some old Earth tech. They are heartbeat detectors,” Oakley said as Shuma gave him a look he interpreted as incredulous. “No…really…the sensors detect the shockwave from any person…being…because the heart beating transfers that shock to any surface. We use these searching vehicles.”
 
   “Will this take long?” Shuma asked.
 
   “Nope…Bingo,” Oakley said.
 
   “Bingo? It means?” Shuma asked.
 
   “It means we have found our Captain – I bet,” Oakley said and notified the perimeter teams and the master sergeant. They froze everything and placed cover teams on all six walls around the, occupied, blank area.
 
   The master sergeant set it up so they would disintegrate one wall from cover. All the teams prepared. “On three,” the sergeant broadcast. “One, two, three,” he counted and the wall before them dissolved.
 
   Captain Blahma saw the lighting change, jerked around with his disruptor and sprayed the corridor. He disintegrated sections of walls near the soldiers but it did nothing to them in their silver suits. Suddenly he was paralyzed with a strong electric shock. He dropped to the deck and lay there jerking spasmodically until the sergeant reluctantly signaled his man to quit. 
 
   The sergeant looked over the prone figure and realized that handcuffs or flexcuffs wouldn’t work. He unceremoniously flipped the creature onto its front and pulled the creature’s arms behind it. He reached into his utility pocket and pulled out two 5 cm flexible disks. He took one, stripped off the covering, pressed the creature’s hands together and held them there for two seconds. He then did the same thing to the area that passed for ankles.
 
   The sergeant then passed his MemDex over the creature and it beeped over several locations. The sergeant motioned to a cover officer who took a terahertz scanner and again, searched the subject finding pockets and pouches all over its body. They pulled out item after item from the creature’s body pouches. The cursory, first search turned into a laborious centimeter by centimeter examination of the creature’s body. No area was skipped and the skimpy clothing like a toga over shorts was removed. The prisoner began moving about and they put him in a restraint chair that had been brought to the scene.
 
   They rolled the prisoner to a transport, drove to the embassy, and presented him to the commander and the head of mission, Donald Beasley.
 
   “What is your name?” Beasley asked. “I am Diplomat Beasley and this is Commander Castellano. What is your name?”
 
   The prisoner was silent and stared at their faces. 
 
   “I don’t think he’s going to say shit Donald,” Castellano said.
 
   “Ask him again,” Castellano said.
 
   “What is your name?” Beasley asked.
 
   “I am Senior Coercer Blahma of the Allung Brotherhood,” the prisoner said. “I thank you for giving me your names. Now I will be able to single you out when my brothers come to harvest this planet and your home world. You think you have won,” the creature said and made a sort of whistling sound that could only be laughter. “Our task force was just an intelligence mission. We will return with a hundred ships and erase any memory of what happened here. No being will ever hear of this accidental occurrence.”
 
   “So…you wish to call your total defeat as an accidental occurrence,” Castellano said angrily. Castellano thought of Rousseau who said, generally speaking, the people who know little, speak a lot and the people who know a lot speak little. Sure, fit the bill with this guy who kept talking and talking. Now he wished he’d just shut up.
 
   “I have something important to say,” the prisoner said amidst its stream of arrogant boasts. “Come here Diplomat Beasley.” 
 
   Beasley walked over and when the prisoner didn’t say anything, he leaned forward.
 
   The prisoner opened its mouth, sprayed Beasley directly in the face with something out of its mouth and turned toward Castellano. Beasley was screaming, writhing on the floor and the prisoner secreted fluid on its hands. Its hands came apart. Castellano drew his sidearm and pumped two rounds through the head of the being and it dropped straight down like an empty cloth sack. Beasley had stopped screaming. His body was unmoving and locked in a position of agony. Castellano walked over and put two more through the body of the prisoner as the door flew open and security swept into the room. They scanned the room and froze in position.
 
   “Record this,” Castellano said to the responding master sergeant and his team. “Have the doctor dissect this thing, record it all with all the body pouch locations. Investigate everything that came out of this…thing. Don’t move it yet. Call a decon team here to clean us up and this room first. Then assign teams to completely scan that transport ship. I want everything on it logged and analyzed. I then want that ship retrofitted with any tech we have and back into the air under our control. Get it over to the dry dock as soon as you can. We’ll use it against these bastards.” He paused. “Get with Phillips, see who he thinks might join us and have talents we can use. Might as well, and get some locals to join us. Broadcast clips of the battle and who these beings are and how we kicked their ass. I want as many locals on this planet to know what happened here so someone may survive and damage the Allung reputation.”
 
   “Sir…think…I’ve got all that – do you want me to repeat it back?”
 
   “No, Sergeant – query your MemDex to prioritize the list and get on it. Report back to the Lieutenant. Transfer this recording to Lieutenant Hawkins,” Castellano said as he stood waiting for a decontamination team and thought how he was going to ruin the day for some Allung before they took this little group down.
 
   
 
  



 
   A Short Hop
 
    
 
                 The crew of the Osprey was primed for the jump to Bellatrix. Personnel were anxious because they had not been in touch with anyone there in months. Everything was a bit scary with the Allung around.
 
   “Steve, my MemDex says that 934 lights will jump us about 251 lightyears. How close can we get without hitting something? I want to be able to jump right back here if we run into anything hostile. Let’s not land us in the star itself – okay?” Andrew said and turned on an all MemDex broadcast. “This is historic. We are doing this at 934 lights. Hang on to your hats – button up the suits and buckle down everyone.” Andrew said and chuckled to himself – like a suit would do any good if this screwed up.
 
   “Steve – give the three count and let her rip.”
 
   “On three, everyone. One – two – three,” Steve said and there was a louder thump-thump sound like hitting a little pothole in a vehicle with wheels. 
 
   The Odin transmission shut off. Andrew had Steve try the one Bellatrix communications set and called the embassy. There was a near instant reply. They appeared to be a bit over 2 light years from the planet and they could get there in a short hop at 1425 lights.
 
   “Captain, I just got a strange transmission from Lieutenant Commander Will Castellano,” Steve said.
 
   “Well?” Andrew queried.
 
   “He said – lot’s to talk about – the pardon arrives after the man was hung. Welcome back.”
 
   “Wonder what that means? Mister Cutcher – take us in the 2 light years at 1425 lights please,” Captain Andrew Williams said. “Engage when you’re ready.”
 
   “1,425 lights…acknowledged…engage,” he said and there was the lightest of bumps.
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   Will Castellano was distraught over Donald Beasley’s death. He respected the Allung in a lopsided way. They were ruthless assholes – real survivors. He was distraught over their detection system. The Junior had somehow gotten close before they could react. They would have been toast if the Brotherhood ships had gotten so close so fast. He knew the Bellatrix base stood no chance against a force of any size. He couldn’t even turn over the base to a higher authority since Captain Williams was essentially a civilian. Hell. I’m the highest ranking member of the Earth delegation – still alive – he qualified his thoughts.
 
    
 
                                                                    ***
 
    
 
   Captain Andrew Williams noticed some debris in orbit and he noted a cruiser in the Earth dry dock just outside of town. He had Xilatoi, Shiv, Joel, LeiLei, Tod, and Susan accompany him to the embassy compound when they landed the shuttle. They were met by the Lieutenant Commander – Will Castellano, Master Sergeant Watanabe, Tech Seaman Oakley, and the Bellatrix scientist, Shumatralla.
 
   “Commander, where is Beasley? What the hell happened here?” Williams asked.
 
   “Beasley is recently dead,” Castellano said. “Have you heard of the Allung Brotherhood?”
 
   A chill ran through Andrew. “Unfortunately – yes. What happened?”
 
   Castellano began to recite the happenings of the last weeks. Williams and his entourage sat enthralled. 
 
   “I’m sorry about your losses. How many did you lose?” Williams asked.
 
   “We lost Beasley here, two crewmen on the Osprey when the Allung lasers penetrated our hull. Phillips’ Posse lost twenty-five to the ground assault,” Castellano answered.
 
   “Phillip’s Posse? How does he fit in?” Williams asked.
 
   “He was great. He set up a security force with improvised explosives and RPGs that cut the ground troops to ribbons. It wasn’t until they set their missile frigate on it that we took any casualties. How did you get past our sensors? We upgraded ours to the Allung standard plus a bit.”
 
   “We have some info for you and it seems – you have some new ideas for us,” Williams said.
 
   “Shuma here came up for a defense for ground installations that is nothing short of brilliant. His duplication process is much improved too. We have this manual from the Exploration Service too,” Castellano said.
 
   “My god, Castellano. This shows the location of the Exploration Service bases, codes, tonnage and descriptions of their ships and enemy configurations. How on Earth did you get this?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We made good friends with Captain Umma of the Exploration Service. He should get to the nearest base in about five days. I just don’t know how long we have until the Allung Brotherhood shows up to eliminate us,” Castellano said.
 
   “Why would they come back here? You soundly defeated them,” Andrew said.
 
   “You don’t understand how they work then. Here it is…they have never been defeated in hundreds of years. Wonder why that is? They have been defeated – I suspect many times but they cover it up,” Castellano said.
 
   “What do you mean by cover up? How could they cover up a defeat?” Andrew asked.
 
   “They come back in whatever strength is needed and destroy any traces – any witnesses to their defeat. They come back in whatever strength it takes to erase their defeat from memory – any strength. They came with six ships and they got their ass kicked by an Earth-ES alliance. They will be back with hundreds of ships – whatever it takes to erase memory of their defeat here. What do we do next?” Castellano asked.
 
   “We have to get your information back to Earth and let everyone know that the Ylee drive works – works like a champ. We have to upgrade your ships here using time differential enclosures,” Andrew said.
 
   “Doesn’t that violate our policy?” Castellano asked.
 
   Shiv stepped forward. “Despite your idioms and contractions – I understand your conversation. Leave LeiLei, and me, to set up a large time differential coverage here. We will upgrade the Allung troop transport and the other Bellatrix transport. We will produce a small fleet in a few weeks. Bring back crew as I would have trouble doing it myself again so soon.”
 
   Castellano nudged Andrew and whispered the questions, “Again? What’s the story behind that statement?”
 
   “Later…” Andrew said.
 
   LeiLei stepped forward and pulled Joel with her. “I require Joel. We work better – together.”
 
   “I will go back to Earth and give them your designs for duplication,” he nodded toward Shuma. “I will also start upgrading our fleet. You understand the hidden technology on Allung ships?”
 
   “We do now… as long as you understand that these creatures can secret toxic poisons and other substances,” Castellano said.
 
   “Noted,” Williams said. “What do we do about the Exploration Service?”
 
   “That is the question isn’t it?” Castellano asked. “What should we do? They are the only reason we survived here. They suffered heavy losses and fought bravely.” 
 
   “…to protect themselves…” Andrew stated.
 
   “Look. They were friggin’ brave…fought like hell and covered our backs. I’d trust them – Umma – at least, in any battle anywhere. I say we give them everything we’ve got…in for a penny in for a pound,” Castellano said.
 
   “You like sayings don’t you,” Andrew said.
 
   Castellano got angry. “Tell me it isn’t right then. We are in this for our friggin’ survival and from what I’ve learned of the Brotherhood – they are gonna come loaded for bear.”
 
   “Loaded for bear?” LeiLei questioned.
 
   “Sorry…another idiom. It means they will be heavily armed and reinforced,” Castellano said and realized that the feline had asked the question to diffuse the tension – smart cat person, Castellano thought.
 
   “Okay,” Andrew said, “here are the details of all the improvements we have. Send us all your upgrades and data you have. LeiLei, you, Shiv and Joel set this place on fire.”
 
   Shiv leaned forward, “Place on fire? Another idiom I presume?” she asked.
 
   “Let us get to work. We are going back to Earth. Commander Castellano. I am leaving these troops with you plus all my supplies. Use them well. I will get back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Godspeed Captain,” Castellano said as Captain Andrew Williams reboarded his shuttle to begin transferring supplies and personnel. 
 
   It took another 24 hours to transfer personnel and supplies to the Bellatrix base. The jump back to Earth was an anticlimax.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   The Junior popped into the Earth system with the comm system maxed out. They demanded to see Admiral Kyger and transferred as much information as possible with the entangled comm until they could send the remainder of the information by normal transmission methods. 
 
   Admiral Kyger had conflicting emotions about Andrew’s report. He was ecstatic about the success of the Ylee drive and appalled by the Allung attack on Bellatrix. The obsession of the Allung Brotherhood that they should be undefeated and that their method of achieving this goal by genocide and slavery was rattling. He knew it was not something the Earth could ignore – or even tolerate. They would have to upgrade all their ships and go on a total war footing. They only had a chance if they went to full production using enclosures. He leaned over and put together a request to be heard today before the World Government council. He could not tolerate politics with this – no delays – no debate. He decided to call council members he could count on for support. He would do whatever it took to pass this through the council and that meant some council members would have to disappear. He did not mind dissenting opinions but there was no time – none. He talked to his aide and the aide hurried off. No electronic communications for this one. He might have to do this alone – at least he had access to elite troops.
 
    
 
                                                                     ***
 
    
 
   The council voted overwhelmingly for the emergency, though temporary measures. Enclosures were hastily erected across the US and ship upgrades and construction starts blossomed. A large portion of the construction fell to Desiree’s family business. Their conglomerate was huge and had a hand in all ten, trade centers across the globe. Huge areas were covered with fields and used the new fabrication process Shuma had developed. Fran had helped him get a patent and sold licenses dirt cheap – he still became wealthy.
 
   The Odin and the Kitty Hawk had already been upgraded but they got the Bellatrix software upgrades for their defense from Shuma. The missiles used at Bellatrix were upgraded also. The shuttle drives were miniaturized and fitted with the Allung weapon and turned out by the thousands in Enclosures that had sprung up across the US.
 
   Fran came into Brad Kyger’s office. “What’s up babe? You look like you’re in a huff.” He turned toward her. “I’m really busy.”
 
   “This is really important numbnuts…really,” she said at him – angry for his attitude.
 
   “Sorry…what is it?”
 
   “I think we’re going about this all wrong,” she said. “I’ve been talking with Ling – she’s outside. I wanted to talk with you first.”
 
   “What is this that we are doing wrong?” Brad asked – puzzled. 
 
   “Let me bring in Ling – she understands the psychological part better,” Fran said.
 
   No sooner, then he said, “Okay,” then Fran rushed out of the room and drug Ling in by the arm.
 
   “No. Tell him what you told me,” Fran said to Ling.
 
   “I was talking to Xilatoi,” she started.
 
   Brad was starting to get angry himself. “No one else… Tell me what is on your mind.”
 
   “These Phlemm – the Brotherhood are tough and live on their reputation. They strike fear into anyone. I am amazed the ES Captain stood up to them at Bellatrix,” Ling said. “We need to stop them.”
 
   “Ling, get to the point please,” Brad said. “We are planning to stop them.”
 
   “No. You are planning on treating the symptom…that’s the problem.”
 
   “You plan to mass enough ships and technology to stop them here at Earth…right?” Ling asked.
 
   “Yes. I think we can stop them here,” he said proudly.
 
   “Great. Then what?” she asked.
 
   “They won’t mess with us here,” he said.
 
   “No. You are thinking like a Earth man…not like a Toad,” she said.
 
   “A toad?” he said questioningly.
 
   “That’s what everyone is calling them. You have to give an enemy a derogatory name. I like it and I wasn’t the one who came up with it. We need to do more of that…”
 
   “…and your point is?” he said.
 
   “We launch a propaganda campaign against them too. Their strength is in their reputation that they are never defeated. They have that reputation carefully crafted and reinforced. We defeat them here – they will marshal more forces and keep coming. They will attack any colonies we form – forever until they are stopped. Earth can’t do it alone. We have to get everyone into the act against them. Their secrets make them strong. We have images of lots of dead Allung. Show how they escape. Show how they have implanted poison sacs and implanted glands. Show how they have secret compartments on their ships with hidden weapons,” Ling said and caught her breath.
 
   “Okay. How do we do this deed?” he asked.
 
   “We have their computer codes and we know how to defeat their ships. We need allies. We need the Exploration Service. We should offer a bounty on these suckers by rank. We know they have Coercers and Arbitrator ranks. We distribute information on these vermin – everywhere. We show them what they do to those they capture and enslave for their lifetime. We need it so they are killed wherever they are found.  We show how to defeat their ground troops. We can’t do our great defense here and expect them to stop – that isn’t going to happen. They will pull resources from other places just to squash us unless they are pressed everywhere at once. We need campaign materials in a zillion languages and then we need to sell the Exploration Service on it. We need to help them disseminate materials and Enclosures. We need to help them prepare and then take it to them. We know where some of their bases are located from their computer records. They thought that their records were encrypted – toads aren’t computer gurus. I suspect their slaves were doing a half ass job on purpose. We ought to figure a way to hack their explosive collars. I suggest we get LeiLei working with Steve and that Shuma guy on that – sure would be nice to turn all the slaves loose on a fleet when we come in range wouldn’t it,” she said gleefully. 
 
   “Anything else, Doctor Tanaka? Any other requests now that you’ve rearranged our defense strategy? Ling? Nothing?” Brad said shocked but amazed at Ling’s plan. It made sense…scary female.
 
   “Well there is one thing,” she said a bit meekly.
 
   Brad raised his eyebrows and thought, this is gonna be good.
 
   “I would like to be posted to the Odin as an officer – medical officers do that don’t they,” she said.
 
   Brad thought about it for a few minutes. “You mean posted with an officer, don’t you? Captain Shuler maybe?”
 
   “I am not going to piss off the whole fleet ranking system – hell – I do that daily. Lieutenant, we will need a psychiatrist on board anyway with this mission. You can take the indoctrination training tomorrow. I’ll write the order now. You’re sure,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Admiral,” she said with a grin.
 
   “Dismissed, Doctor. I want to scold my wife,” he said and Ling pranced out the door.
 
   “Scold me?” Fran said.
 
   “Well…I do want to give you a tongue lashing,” he said with a grin.
 
   “I thought you were busy,” she said.
 
   “I really am now that you brought me that little hellion. I have many calls and memos to write,” he said.
 
   “Okay,” she said and kissed him thoroughly. “Raincheck then… I have to certify about a zillion new environmental systems for enclosures anyway.”
 
   “Okay…late dinner? I’ll have to set up a differential to get this all done in time. Would you send in my aide, hon?” he asked.
 
   She blew him a kiss on the way out.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Support for Bellatrix
 
    
 
   The Junior, Odin, Kitty Hawk, and Puma (the renamed Allung cruiser Sesstra) were ready to cast off. They were packed full of supplies, equipment, and personnel to leave at Bellatrix before trying for the ES base at 47 Tau, which was 371 light years from Earth in the Taurus constellation. The ES cruiser with Captain Umma should reach there about a month after leaving Bellatrix, which would be in four days.
 
   The ships arrived at Bellatrix only a short distance apart, which was encouraging. They had worried about arriving within the star, the planet, within one of the moons or within another ship – not an appealing situation. Commander Castellano approved of his promotion and all the additional troops, Earth foods, and techs. The Kitty Hawk stayed with the Osprey and the converted Allung troop carrier. They put the Osprey back in the dry dock to upgrade to the Ylee drive and trained the few personnel it had on the miniaturized shuttle drive missiles. The nice thing about these weapons is they were programmed to hunt down Allung craft and do quick jaunts at 720 lights to destroy one ship after another. The field penetration missiles took a few seconds to bypass the shields and could only be used once each. Commander Castellano loved the new weapons and the lasers with even increased power output. He appreciated the replacement troops but wanted ten times as many ships. 
 
   The Odin, Junior and the Puma were set to go to 47 Tau – purportedly the large ES base where Captain Umma was headed. Lieutentant Tanaka, from the Odin, had given a program on the Phlemm for the embassy staff and from Phillip’s Posse that pulled no punches. It labeled the Brotherhood for what they were – the parasite scum of the galaxy. It showed all their tricks and secrets in gory detail. It included a lot of video recreated from MemDexs that showed humans kicking their ass – yeah – it left watchers cautious but ready to kick the Toads asses. Those programs were good quality in 30 major languages and it said what you could do and how to kill the slimy assholes.
 
    
 
                                                          ***
 
    
 
   “Ready, everyone. Suits sealed…we don’t know how we’ll be received. We have proper codes but we don’t know if Umma is there yet,” said Captain Shuler, the ranking ERF officer of the expedition. “All ships stand by – engage.”
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   “Commander…commander,” the scan tech coughed to attract the attention of the ES watch commander who paid no heed. “Commander! Three ships just appeared very close to our base.”
 
   The watch commander languidly turned his attention to the junior officer at the scan station. “This better not be one of your false alarms. You have this position only because of your mother…remember that. Let me see.”
 
   “They are broadcasting the proper codes. They look fine to me,” the watch commander said.
 
   “Those codes are general codes…not to be used on multiple ship approach commander,” the junior scan tech stated flatly.
 
   The watch commander snorted. “See who they are.”
 
   The scan tech switched to the approach frequencies and challenged the approaching ships.
 
   “This is Earth Regulatory Force Captain Shuler commanding the Odin, Junior and Puma. We are here on an urgent mission to prepare for an Allung Brotherhood attack. We have new weapons and technology for you. Is Captain Umma back yet? We have much to discuss.”
 
   “Dispatch the alert ships. Both squadrons. Earth…aren’t those the beings that make all the little calculators,” said the watch commander.
 
   “Dispatch both squadrons of alert ships,” acknowledged the scan tech who was ecstatic with action for the first time in ages. Earthers – wow – this is so stompin’, he thought.
 
    
 
                                                                    ***
 
    
 
   “We have six ships approaching Captain. Looks like two cruisers, two destroyers and two frigates – two groups of three. What do you want to do?” asked the tactical officer.
 
   “Put Kiminsky out with a welcome package. The first cruiser to contact us will have the ranking officer. Scan and let me know. Shields up…designate the drive sections of all ships. If this goes to hell I want to disable them.”
 
   Tech Seaman Kiminsky thought it was pretty cool when he heard about Oakley meeting the ES ships at Bellatrix. It didn’t feel so neat right now…shit…but an order is an order he thought as he stepped out of the airlock and waited for the ES ships to position themselves.
 
    
 
                                                         ***
 
    
 
   ES Captain Bettlum positioned his ships a good distance away from the alien ships. There was something familiar about the large cruiser…it was an Allung cruiser but it looked different about it that he couldn’t place. 
 
   “Identify yourselves and prepare to be boarded,” he shouted into the communications microphone.
 
   “No boarding. We will accept escorts for our shuttle to the base commander. Is it still Sletquez?” said Shuler.
 
   “You will open your airlock and prepare to be boarded,” said Bettlum. “Her name is Slessques.”
 
   “We are an independent signatory planet and are not subject to your search. I have sent a man to your airlock to present credentials,” said Shuler.
 
   “You arrive in an Allung cruiser. The Allung have never been defeated anywhere,” stated Bettlum.
 
   Shuler was losing patience with this clown and he heard Ling chuckle. “Lieutenant Tanaka,” he said in a tone chastising his novice lieutenant.
 
   “Sorry, Captain. Commander Castellano told me a phrase in Sicilian that is apropos in this situation. Pezzu di carni cu l'occhi. It means a piece of meat with eyes…clueless.”
 
   Shuler chuckled. It was appropriate but the situation was tense. Come on, Kiminsky. “I sent a crewman to your airlock amidships. He is unarmed,” Shuler repeated to the ES ships.
 
    
 
                                                                     ***
 
    
 
   “Captain,” said the security officer. “We have banging on our outside airlock amidships but the cameras are not showing anything.”
 
   Captain Bettlum was not the sharpest knife in the drawer, which was why he was just commanding this group in the rear end of the galaxy…standing watches still at his age. “Open the #%$@@# airlock,” he shouted. “Get your #%%#^#@ team down there first and cover the interior door. Now #^&&@(*” he yelled.
 
    
 
   The outer door closed and the airlock cycled. The cover team inside watched as a being in a shiny suit appeared from nowhere inside. It had two small cases with it.
 
   Only one of the security team here had a pressure suit. They better be glad I’m a good guy, Kiminsky thought. “Take me to your leader,” he said in Trade.
 
   “We will search you first. Raise your appendages. Hand me those packages,” commanded the leader of the security team.
 
   “May I hand you the packages first and then raise my arms,” Kiminsky asked.
 
   “Yes. Do that,” said the group leader.
 
   Kiminsky was searched, ineptly and handed back the cases.
 
   “Open this small case. It is locked,” said one of the crew searching Kiminsky.
 
   “It is for your captain as a personal gift from my captain,” Kiminsky said and opened the case.
 
   “That is a lamlee in a neck holder,” said the being.
 
   “Yes. You have a discerning eye for detail,” Kiminsky said.
 
   “How did you just appear in our airlock Earther?” asked the being.
 
   “That is just some of the technology we are here to give you,” Kiminsky said. “May I see your Captain or will he escort our shuttle to meet the base commander?”
 
   “I will take you to the Captain.”
 
   Kiminsky was marched down corridors and crew stared at the silver suited Earther as he moved past. The looks were curiosity and not anything else though there were several species aboard the ship. Most were Tros or Hllumff. They arrived at a large conference room that looked exactly like any other conference room on Earth. Bettlum was seated at the head of a long table and he was a Hllumff.
 
   Kiminsky had had enough training that he was pretty fluent in Hllumff since he had such a deep voice. He greeted the Captain in that language.
 
   “Greetings, Captain. I bring you greetings and gifts from my Captain to you. This is intended for you as a personal gift. The other case is something a little different. It is a three dimensional player for a presentation about the Allung,” he said in the Hllumff language.
 
   The captain opened the small box with the lamlee in a necklace designed similar to the dung holder that was already around the Captain’s neck. “You understand Hllumff. You must be an intelligent species. You said this second case is something about the Allung?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. We defeated the Allung at our planet, Earth and a larger force of six Allung vessels at the planet you know as Gralon 3. Captain Umma will be here very soon,” Kiminsky said.
 
   “Defeating the Allung is impossible,” the Captain stated.
 
   “Captain, that is what they say…not what the Exploration Service should say. Three of your ships plus a frigate of ours defeated six of their ships. The small ship with us defeated the Allung cruiser we have with us. We took it from them. It is outside. It is not impossible to beat the Allung. We are here to help you do it,” Kiminsky said.
 
   Captain Bettlum was not gifted intellectually but caught the drift after a while as he looked at his new necklace. He decided he would look at the presentation later. “I will escort your shuttle to the base commander.” He decided that they probably had stolen the Allung ship somehow – that in itself, was reason enough to see what was going on. Maybe he could get in on this if he kept close to these beings. They were getting a reputation for having some interesting foodstuffs and trinkets. “Would you like to ride with us?” the captain asked.
 
   “I would be honored,” Kiminsky replied and acknowledged the receipt of the transmission…of the entire interaction recorded through his MemDex.
 
   The Captain and bridge crew turned from Kiminsky’s transmission and sent the word to load and board the shuttle. They were to take him, Ling, Andrews, Shiv, LeiLei, Xilatoi, along with two ERF combat soldiers. They all wore their suits on defensive mode and they had lots of small items to give away.
 
   The shuttle landed the assemblage of personnel. A trotting conglomeration of ES troopers – followed by the lumbering Captain Bettlum, met them.
 
   “Welcome to our base, Captain,” Bettlum said as he looked at the odd grouping of species. He seemed taken back by Shiv.
 
   “This is Captain Williams, Lieutenant Tanaka, Techs Jones and Tolsen. These are advisors Shiv, LeiLei, and Xilatoi,” Shuler said.
 
   “I will take you directly to Base Commander Slessques.” The Captain escorted them into the bowels of a huge weathered concrete edifice. They walked forever until they came to a Spartan office. An administrative aide ushered them into the adjacent room where a small being – Shuler did not recognize the species – got up and stood quietly. The being was a delicate looking biped with a strangely thin face of grayish skin. She had nasal slits, no hair, and did not appear mammalian. The eyes were very large and darted about with focus. Shuler got the impression of calm and good humor.
 
   Captain Bettlum proceeded to flawlessly pronounce their names as he had heard from Shuler. Williams looked at Shuler with raised eyebrows. Bettlum might be an ignorant being on some things but was outstanding with protocol.
 
   “Welcome to our base, Captain – others. I see you are more traveled than I would have thought. You have captured an Allung cruiser I believe. You are using recent Trade and you have new technology that let you approach our base without detection. I also hear you have technology that allows you to become invisible. How are these things possible? You left Gralon 3 with Captain Umma?” she inquired.
 
   “Captain Umma left thirty days ago. We left – Shuler looked at his MemDex – five divs ago,” he said.
 
   The base commander tilted her head. “I am interested. How long are your days?” she asked.
 
   “They are about two divs shorter than standard days,” Shuler said.
 
   The base commander tilted her head again in the same way. “You have enhanced the drive so it can travel at 1,500 lights and then you jump here instantly. “
 
   “It is a recent development and we plan to assist you getting these improvements. Here is one part of that improvement,” Shuler said and indicated the case carried by one of his soldiers.
 
   Shuler nodded and the soldier set the case on the desk. The base commander looked at the soldier, momentarily tilted her head to side and then reached and flipped open the case. 
 
   Ling turned to Shuler and said sotto voce, “She’s telepathic.”
 
   The base commander turned to Shuler, “Your mate is correct, Captain. It has helped eliminate many difficulties. I apologize for not telling you initially but the gravity of the situation called for this slight…omission…Thousands of lamlee? I cannot discern their purpose. Are you paying us for something?”
 
   Captain Shuler smiled at the reference to his mate and Ling was blushing but looked dynamite in her uniform…not my mate yet, he thought. “The lamlee are used to improve your electronics…any electric circuit.”
 
   “What is your reference to time? Please tell me how we can work together? I too believe the Allung are a scourge that should be eradicated. What is this presentation? Lieutenant Tanaka – please let us move into my conference room. There are seating accommodations that should work for everyone. Captain Bettlum – please join us. I like your new necklace,” she said stunning the ES Captain. “I see you do not need a power supply…thoughtful…I am impressed. Lieutenant – with your permission, Captain.”
 
   Ling set the projector on the table as the group arranged itself around the room. The presentation began and the three dimensional image displayed a rotating Phlemm in detail showing the surgically implanted poison sacs and how it sprayed. The images changed to the myriad of pockets in the Phlemm bodies of five different individuals. The view then showed the items secreted on their persons and how they used them to escape. The secret compartments of the cruiser and the troop carrier were then shown. The weapons of the Allung were detailed showing how the enemy uses them.
 
   Ling appeared in the display and described how Earth and the ES had defeated the Allung ships. The presentation was sprinkled with video taken from individual MemDexs showing the bravery of the Exploration Service. It showed them destroying Allung cruisers and the frigate – downplaying the role of the Osprey. The section on slaves was graphic with the showing of hundreds of dead slaves with explosive collars. The next section showed Xilatoi talking about how the Phlemm treated beings they captured. It was startling but ended with survivors saying names, where they were captured, how long enslaved by the Phlemm, and where they were freed. It was an emotionally hopeful ending.
 
   The base commander turned to Captains Shuler and Williams. “I want to visit your ships. I would appreciate seeing the inside of the converted Allung cruiser also. You can better explain your…enhancements. Is this possible?”
 
   “Certainly. We would be honored. Please bring whomever you wish. We will provide a full recording of your visit for your senior staff,” Shuler said. 
 
   The base commander got up and started toward the door. She turned around. “Captain Bettlum. Would you accompany me?” she said and turned to an aide. “Get my staff to the west landing in ten divs. Tell them anyone late will be demoted. Get all the engineers up and to the base. I want any needed strategy personnel here within two divs…now.” She started walking to the shuttle. “How fast does your shuttle go?” she asked.
 
   “This can travel at 740 lights. We’ve adapted a smaller drive for the new weapon,” Shuler said as he aided the base commander on board. They were all back at the Odin in minutes.
 
   “Tell me about this time differential enclosure. We have never used our fields in that way. How do you get fresh atmosphere and water? What do use for power? How do you bring in food? What do you do with waste heat?” she asked question after question while walking to the bridge. “I would like a demonstration. Do you have a star chart?” she asked. “May I look at one?”
 
   Shuler brought up a high definition display. “Can you enlarge this area a bit?” she asked and Shuler showed her how spreading her fingers apart could enlarge any area. She seemed delighted at everything on board and played with the chart for a few seconds. “Can we get this too? This would be so helpful.”
 
   “We have a limited number of these displays with us but we have a few we can give you,” Shuler said.
 
   “What do you call this star?” she said.
 
   “That one we call 30 Tau. It is a bit over two hundred light years from here. It is a dwarf star similar to our own,” Shuler said.
 
   “Can we go there? There is a secret ES base there with a reserve fleet. I have an old Academy friend there that needs to be in on this…is that possible?”
 
   “Helm. Plot a jump to 30 Tau. Where would the planet be?”
 
   “It is aligned with us right now if I am not in error. How long would it take?”
 
   “Helm…One point one AU off 30 Tau. Notify me when your ready and notify the other ships first – have them stay here.”
 
   “Aye Aye, Captain. Other ships notified. One point one AU off 30 Tau. Ready,” the navigation officer said.
 
   “Engage,” he said and there was a slight bump.
 
   “Where to now?” asked Captain Shuler as the base commander looked out at the screen alight with sensor readings from hundreds of ships of all sizes.
 
   “Let me communicate first. They may get upset at a strange ship appearing almost in their midst,” she said and they turned over communications to her and she adjusted the frequency. She got it tuned in and talked with incredulous scan techs. She raised her voice and finally got some action. “Go right there,” she said. “The base commander here will be there.” She appeared extremely excited because she knew what this would do to space travel.
 
   Lee Post walked on to the bridge and the base commander faced him and staggered. “What are you? You appear like a human but you are not. What species are you? You have an extremely unusual telepathic function – very faint but there. I sense amusement and…interest.”
 
   Lee smiled and said, “Base Commander, my name is Lee Post and I am an artificial construct made out of lamlee.”
 
   The base commander was shocked to her core. He didn’t feel like an artificial being and she said so.
 
   “Thank you. The Earth beings say the same. I am quite alone right now. Explain to me what you sense.”
 
   “I sense great intelligence and emotions. I sense a light telepathic ability. You seem like a sentient being – you would not be considered a construct with the Exploration Service. Would you like a job? I would have you work for me if you would consider it?” she said.
 
   “Thank you but the Earth beings asked me first. I am looking for the Ylee and they will help,” he said.
 
   “Then the Ylee are not a myth?” she asked.
 
   “No. They were an actual species and may still be out there. I will find them but thank you for the request. The land based species see us as sentient when the Ylee did not…or, I suspect… they chose not to recognize us as sentient because we would not still be their servants doing their bidding.”
 
   “Let us meet with my counterpart here. He will be at dinner. Let us interrupt him,” she said and marched unerringly back toward the shuttle. 
 
   Captain Shuler had to hustle to keep up as well as his escort. He signaled LeiLei, Shiv, and Xilatoi to stay put.
 
   The shuttle left within a few minutes and was directed to land at a palatial estate. They debarked and marched up to the door. Security guards were running up as the door opened. 
 
   “Base Commander Slessque here. Tell Xyl I want to see him now…here…now,” she said in a way and the Earth group felt the mental nudge that accompanied the verbal request. The doorman hustles away and the security guards lowered their weapons. Slessque turned to Shuler and Williams and said, “Yes. I can apply a gentle nudge that you may have felt…nothing that could not be disregarded but useful sometimes.”
 
   A male of Slessques’ own race came to the door. “What are you doing here?” he asked and looked up in shock at the strange beings with her.
 
   “Grab a couple of your staff. You need to come with me to their ship. I was at my base until less than a div ago,” she said.
 
   “That is impossible,” he said.
 
   “Look into me,” she said. “I open myself,” to you and she closed her eyes and canted her head slightly to the side. 
 
   Xyl did the same and was motionless for a few seconds. He looked up with a shocked expression. “I did not know you felt that way? Will you ever forgive me?”
 
   “Of course…about the Earth beings and their new technology…” she said exasperated.
 
   “Oh…sorry. Let me throw something more formal on. I will get my senior staffers. Half a div…”
 
   It was exactly half a div when, a crew of four were added to the passengers aboard the shuttle and they were back at the Odin. 
 
   “Captain Shuler, may we go back to my base?” she asked and Shuler nodded to the helmsman and a bit later they were back at the ES base at 47 Tau.
 
    
 
                                                                    ***
 
    
 
   It took a few minutes to convince the newcomers that they had actually come over 200 light years but they finally were convinced looking at a spectrally shifted sun of a different size. The different ES base helped. They moved to a time differential suite on board the converted Allung cruiser but that could only be set for a differential of ten. First priority was to build a field to produce a time differential enclosure with a stepped entrance. 
 
    
 
   The best they could accomplish was a differential of thirty so the time inside was thirty times faster than the exterior. Production started to roll when they adapted their first ship in two days – real time. Training and testing went faster than expected because of a supply of lamlee and having project champions who could commandeer any worker and any material at any time.
 
   Soon there were ten huge enclosures and they were running out of asteroids to blast for target practice. The Exploration Service had converted fifty ships within a week – normal time.
 
   Captain Umma showed up late because his environmental system had been damaged and he came limping in with barely breathable atmosphere. 
 
   He got a warm reception when he came in. The base commander had him come to her office with his senior officers. They came in and were called to attention for a third of a div. They knew they were going to be chastised for losing three ships. She then had them fall in and follow her back outside where a huge throng of workers and soldiers starting yelling and cheering. She had them fall in again and gave a speech that would make a harlot blush. She then awarded them the highest award a living member of the Exploration Service could attain and she proudly attached one to each of their uniforms. 
 
   The cheers afterward were louder than before if that is possible. The base commander held a moment of silence for their fallen comrades and gave a short speech about their bravery and sacrifice. Even the Earth crew got misty eyed. 
 
   The base commander announced that Captain Umma was to be promoted to the Earth equivalent of rear admiral and Captain Shuler assured him that his crew would have a shore leave there that they would never forget. He did tell Umma’s group they would have to bring their own wives and girlfriends if they wanted. They did. 
 
   It was to be fifty ships altogether and they would leave in the morning. One battle group was being readied to go to protect Gralon 3 (Bellatrix) under the command of Captain Bettlum. He had twenty upgraded ships – equivalent to five battleships, six cruisers and nine destroyers and frigates. Admiral Umma would be in overall command.
 
    
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Commander Castellano watched the approach of the Allung Brotherhood fleet with trepidation. That’s the only thing it could be. It looked like multiple ships were coming from multiple directions. There were three groups of ships approaching. One group was slightly ahead of the rest. They were still too far away to discern how many or what size but they would be here in a few hours. The Kitty Hawk sent it back to Earth for reinforcements. It felt really alone here right now but he was going to put on a tough face. At least, the Allung would think they were the same weapons technology as before. He did have two of the new shuttle missiles with the Osprey and the converted Allung troop carrier.
 
   Tech Seaman Oakley said, “Commander, I’m in need of one of your rousing phrases.”
 
   Catellano looked at Oakley and chuckled, ”I can’t think of any group of warriors I’d rather go into battle with than you people. You always said you wanted a target rich environment – when I finally get you one you complain that it is too rich – no pleasing you people.”
 
   Oakley and the bridge crew chuckled back.
 
    
 
                                       ***
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc had been ignominiously defeated. Then he had had to explain what had happened when four ships defeated his six ships. The sensors showed two ships still in the system. They would not defeat fifty ships from the Brotherhood. We will not let one being on this planet escape except as harvested servants. He would have every Earther either dead or wearing a collar – ‘til they wished they were dead. 
 
   The remainder of the fleet would soon be at Earth to harvest a world. The Brotherhood rarely acquired much new technology but this operation may make up for the loss of six ships. New tech and new slaves may still allow me to advance in rank, he thought. Unfortunately, Master Coercer Blestmk was in charge of this operation with two supporting lodges. My embarrassment will be expiated soon, he thought with satisfaction. These Earthers will pay dearly for their insolence.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   Master Coercer Blestmk had nothing but contempt for Bracc. Losing three cruisers, a troop carrier, a destroyer, and a frigate to four ships was shameful. It had to be incompetence. He had enough force to make them grovel now. Sensors only showed two ships in system and that matched the report from the incompetent Bracc. 
 
   The Master Coercer contacted the other support ships now they were close to the rally point. He laid out his strategy – approach from two areas with the third group held in reserve. They would destroy any of the field penetration devices by attacking in pairs. One ship would protect the other. There would be no escape – no surprises from these Earthers this time. Exploration Service personnel made such fine servants in the short time they lived. He was looking forward to showing Bracc how this was done. He might make it to Prime Coercer but he must focus.
 
    
 
                                           ***
 
    
 
   Castellano could make out forty three ships – lord, it is a battle fleet he thought. Those six big ones must be their equivalent to battleships. I hate to think what those babies can put out. “Program those new slicers so they only go after those ships. I don’t want them coming back at us. Remember they are reusable. They jump through their target, slice it up, then jump back and do it again.”
 
   “Slicers. I like that, skipper,” Oakley said, ”I bet everyone will call them that.”
 
   Castellano nodded thinking that someone would have to survive before they would use the terminology. 
 
   “Heads up, people. I suspect they will try to talk first so just program the new missiles to jump through the biggest ships and work their way down,” Castellano said.
 
   “How many jumps in these new weapons?” Oakley asked.
 
   “No idea, Mister Oakley, but it's a good question. I would like to write a manual on these things next week,” he said.
 
   Oakley laughed. “Me too, sir. Me, too.”
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Bracc contacted Blestmk, “They attacked while talking and there were other ships hidden behind a larger ship.” 
 
   “Do not teach your superiors Bracc…watch and learn. There are only two ships here. There are no others in sensor range. My other ships can see the area near these ships and they are clear. One of these ships is your old troop carrier. Maybe I can get it back for you so you will have something to command. Do not contact me again until this is over. Communications. Open a channel to these soon-to-be-slaves. Get close enough so they can count our ships.” Blestmk turned to the comm console.
 
   “This is Master Coercer Blesmk of the Allung Brotherhood. Stand down all weapons and prepare to be boarded,” he said.
 
   When Castellano heard the beginning of the demands, he ordered all weapons to fire at the battleships. The lasers, even concentrated in threes would penetrate but the vessels were so large – the beams wouldn’t do much damage. The four new missiles they had – leapt from their launchers and pierced a battleship each but in only one case did the missile slice out the drive and control systems. All the Allung ships opened fire and the automatic defense jerked the ship back and forth trying to keep the beams from staying on one spot long enough to penetrate. The troop carrier lasted about thirty seconds before its hull was punctured and the shields died. Shuttles left other Allung vessels to board and take over control. The Osprey had been penetrated a couple of times but it could still move. 
 
   Three of the missiles came back and sliced small sections out of the battleships. Something critical must have happened this time because one of those battleships exploded in a mind numbing burst of light. The blast distracted the gunners long enough to give the Osprey a few more seconds of life. The beams found the Osprey’s engines a few seconds later and it lost propulsion and fields. Castellano could see as the Allung regrouped to claim their prizes. He was able to see that two missiles made a third pass and took out another battleship. It wouldn’t be long now.
 
   Suddenly, many Exploration Service ships appeared. There was a brief reaction pause and lasers and the new missiles were spewing at all the surrounding ships.
 
    
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   Master Coercer Blestmk called the reserves and ordered the use of the ultimate weapons. His ships lined up on the Exploration Service ships and took out such large sections that any ship hit would disappear. Sections of debris soon littered the area. Four Exploration Service cruisers were destroyed in moments and an ES battleship a moment later. Missiles destroyed five Allung cruisers. Lasers cut through the Allung destroyers and frigates. They were being ground up like hamburger.
 
   The remaining Allung battleship disabled an ES cruiser as two more Allung cruisers were destroyed utterly. The new missiles continued to reappear and poke holes in the Allung battle grouping. The remaining Allung battleship broadcast an order to ceasefire to the Allung and the Exploration Service followed suit. 
 
   Commander Castellano was forced to watch as the ES ships realigned slowly. The Allung were lining up on the ES formations when the ES ships disappeared and reappeared seconds later behind the Allung. They continued to fire and cut down the last three Allung cruisers. 
 
   Ten Earth cruisers appeared at that moment and the Allung surrendered. Earth shuttles transported up more troops to aid in searching and liberating slaves. Master Coercer Blestmk was not prepared for boarding parties on his battleship to disintegrate the hidden areas of his ships or to use weapons that stunned his people from a distance. The Earthers would scan his people and cut through skin to reach any hidden pouches. They would tape their mouths shut until they could be rendered unconscious and have any hidden poison sacs cut out. The Earthers were not gentle. There were many Allung killed ruthlessly by freed slaves. Some Allung detonated collars rather than release their slaves. Allung who did this were allowed to breathe space – many were given this privilege. 
 
   Allung, who appeared from hidden compartments, surprised many search teams. Seemingly, invisible attackers surprised many Allung and disintegrated them on the spot. Several hundred slaves were liberated and several thousand Allung died. Only a few of the leaders were spared. The remaining Allung were disintegrated. There were no trials. They became hydrogen.
 
   Twenty-two Allung ships of the original forty-three had been destroyed and five were unsalvageable. The rest of the ships were sent to the surface to be retrofitted and upgraded. Two Allung ships were among the unaccounted, which left fourteen captured ships. These would be converted to Earth or ES use under the joint command of newly promoted, Captain Castellano and ES Captain Bettlum.
 
   ES Captain Bettlum lost nine ships of his twenty but he would get them replaced. He could not so easily replace the 390 crew, which had been lost. The ERF had two of its ships disabled with ten casualties. The ERF was to get the remaining Allung battleship because it was in such bad shape plus they’d salvage another three destroyers.
 
   They started retrofitting the frigates immediately in the Bellatrix enclosure. An Enclosure had been set up with a self-
 
   destruct in case of a successful Allung attack. They decided to try to build a type of courier system using the first two converted frigates. They were converted first because of their importance. They were sent with recordings of the battle and outcomes against the Brotherhood. There were several Allung prisoners and liberated slaves to tell their story to the media. The Earth personnel were determined to crush the reputation of the Brotherhood. They wanted people to loath the Brotherhood and treat them like the vermin they were – that required propaganda. The courier ships could warn of any conventional approach by an enemy and the ES and ERF could redistribute forces to counter any attack. 
 
   The Exploration Service manual had been scanned when received from Captain – now Admiral – Umma and copies were sent to Earth. The couriers returned from 47 and 30 Tau before the ship returned from Earth. The changes were propagating through the Exploration Service. Earth was moving up in the pecking order of the Service. The Exploration Service got a new lease on life and could actually cover all its member systems now. They decided the frigate courier system was the best they could do now. It became standard to set up an extensive sensor system around sparsely protected planets with a courier alert system to a strong reserve force. The planetary contributions required through Exploration Service treaties changed from grudgingly given to willingly given.
 
   The Allung attack on Earth did not occur immediately. An unexpected happening delayed the attack and changed the scale of the attack. The Allung had recently been overextended in the spiral arm and faced passive resistance. They had a major setback at Rigel of all places. It was 860 light years from Earth and the Exploration Service personnel there had just heard of new tech from Earth. The commander of the base was an old coot who, just happened to have had his mother killed by the Brotherhood. His sister had been harvested for her skill as a navigator. The courier ship had just brought him the Earth presentation on the Allung. It was like pouring gasoline on a fire. The Allung had sent scouts around the planet where he was stationed. These scouts killed his aide before departing. He had no force worth counting but had no compunction about using anything to stop these vermin. 
 
   He wasn’t sure he believed this entirely new Earth tech but the courier frigate had left him a new missile as a demonstration. He sent the courier ship to ask for backup as soon as the Allung Brotherhood task force was detected. He didn’t expect anyone to come in time – it took months to get to this outpost.
 
   The flagship of the Allung fleet was a battleship and a lone ES destroyer stood in its path. The Master Coercer of the Allung fleet was amused this old captain would so foolishly stand before him. He had just demanded the capitulation of the entire planet to the Allung when the ES captain aimed his one, new missile at the bridge of the flagship. The missile worked flawlessly and sliced out the bridge and secondary controls of the battleship. The Allung had been so confident that they had been having a pre-battle celebration. The senior officers of the fleet disappeared with the bridge.
 
   The reserve Exploration Service fleet of cruisers appeared adjacent to the temporarily leaderless Allung fleet. The Exploration Service disabled and destroyed the Brotherhood ships without mercy. It was a rout – a crushing defeat for the Allung Brotherhood. The aging ES captain became a hero and started touring ES bases.
 
   
 
  



 
   The Threat from Earth
 
    
 
                 All was not well with the Allung Brotherhood. The five most senior Arbitrators had just heard the news from Bellatrix and Rigel* (*Earth designations).
 
   . 
 
   “How could this trivial, backward planet near the fringe of the spiral arm threaten an empire two thousand light years across?” demanded Master Arbitrator Cetosme. “We have had major defeats at Gralon 3 and Narselon 4. Those planets had just been scouted and intelligence said they were nearly defenseless. Is it poor scouting?”
 
   “I suspect a leak within the council,” said the Most Senior of the Phlemm in the room.
 
   “What!” Cetosme exclaimed. “I have heard no rumor of this!”
 
   “Exactly,” said the Most Senior. “Let us examine the facts. Our scouts had done a thorough job extracting information. We even interrogated the aide to the commander at Narselon. We had sent a force large enough to defeat any conceivable resistance. The Exploration Service commander meets us with one ship – one! He is old. He happens to fire a new weapon at the flagship that somehow destroys a gathering of the fleet leaders. Two – the only two ships that escaped, confirm these facts. Furthermore, the Exploration fleet was waiting for us – waiting for us. They have some new type of stealth technology that allows them to hide from our sensors. Someone is leaking our plans – someone in this room I suspect.”
 
   The room clammered with ‘Not me” for a few seconds until Cetosme spoke. 
 
   “There is rumor of a new drive Most Senior,” said Cetosme.
 
   “I have heard them. What is more likely? These Earthers arrive by conventional drive and invent new drives that suddenly appear throughout the Empire or they distribute their known stealth technology to the Exploration Service?” the Most Senior said.
 
   Cetosme replied, “What new stealth technology? Why would they give anything away?”
 
   “Humpf,” grunted the Most Senior. “I have had seven confirmed reports of their soldiers becoming invisible and reappearing later. Traders from all over the Brotherhood Empire have reported where their soldiers have turned invisible and their suits fight for them. Many – many reports.”
 
   “Well yes…I had heard those reports,” Cetosme said.
 
   “Which would be more likely? Which would explain the precise targeting of our command group at Narselon? Why would they lure us into complacency with one harmless frigate at an out-of-the-way planet? Which explanation would be most likely?” said the Most Senior.
 
   “Sound reasoning, Most Senior, but I have doubts,” said Cetosme.
 
   “Be minded, Cetosme, that new members of the council – like you – should be very circumspect when questioning the advice of more senior members. We must plan to root out this menace. Already I see our hard won reputation faltering. We are getting resistance from areas that never troubled us before,” the most senior said.
 
   “As you say, Most Senior,” said Cetosme.
 
   “I detect a note of resentment Cetosme. I have faced resentment many times in my reign as head of this council. Let us handle this issue this way. Cetosme – you are now to plan the pacification – the acquisition and harvesting of Earth. Make your plans well because you will be accompanying that fleet. The council will give you all the support you deserve. You are dismissed to begin your planning,” the Most Senior said.
 
   Cetosme tried to hide his resentment and backed out of the room…dismissed from the rest of the meeting! He was furious. You can’t dismiss a member of the council from a council meeting…or…he thought you couldn’t…
 
   …and that support you deserve meant that they would only give him the ships that they thought were necessary. He would not fail in this – ah – he knew where he would go…yes… his mood lifted and he walked swiftly.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   The research and development center for the Brotherhood consisted of a huge complex with the most pampered of the harvested. Scientists and techs from many species were sequestered here and treated very well – if they produced and kept producing improvements. Cetosme swept into the building and the guards fawned over him as he was escorted to the research labs. He found the Tros sitting at a desk, tinkering with some apparatus.
 
   “Is it possible to make a ship invisible to our sensors?” he demanded.
 
   Rett did not like being disturbed – never did… especially by the Allung Brotherhood since his capture. He had been tortured for days until he said he would work for them. He had not even have a chance to cash in all he had earned working for the humans. He did not get the accolades for his improvements to the Earth systems. He did not like his prison. The wonderful treatment he got here did not even rise to the level of accommodations aboard an Earth space ship. What impossibility did this smelly being want now? He had improved their lasers and drives. They had given him more food and a larger room after that but that was the extent afforded their slaves.
 
   “I do not know…possibly,” he said. He had learned never to give them a flat negative.
 
   “You have met the Earthers?” Cetosme asked.
 
   Rett was silent.
 
   “I asked you a question,” Cetosme said. “Answer me?”
 
   “Sorry. I thought you were making a statement since I had clearly told others that I had,” Rett said thinking they all looked alike.
 
   Cetosme held back showing his anger at this slave’s impertinence. “Can the Earthers turn invisible?”
 
   “They have suits that can make them invisible,” he answered.
 
   “I have told this before,” Rett answered. He had been tortured before and learned to tolerate it.
 
   Cetosme was furious. “Why have you not shown us how to do this feat?”
 
   “I did not have the materials to make this possible. I still do not,” he said.
 
   “…but you have seen them do it?” Cetosme asked.
 
   “Yes – on many occasions,” Rett said.
 
   “Can you make a ship invisible to sensors?” Cetosme asked again.
 
   “I do not know enough about multiple dimensions in space to do that…” Rett said flatly.
 
   Cetosme paused and contemplated his situation. He was not in a trusted position on the council but if he could turn this around – he would gain support and cast doubt on the Most Senior.
 
   “I will give you access to additional information that gives us an unstoppable weapon. I will grant you your freedom if you can get this stealth technology working,” he said.
 
   Rett looked at him waiting for him to say more. “I would be interested in learning this new information,” Rett said knowing he would be killed as soon as his contribution became limited. They could not afford to let him go – knowing more than he knew now. Learning more would be useful to stay live a bit longer and be treated well.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Rett was led under guard to a new building and through a maze of doors into a huge vault. In it were devices and research papers from dozens of species he had never seen. Some of the devices were strange and some familiar. The three guards took him to a restricted area within THIS restricted area. He was given food and liquid and told to learn from this material. It didn’t take him long to realize that this information would take years to understand. He did get a shock when he saw a video of the creature that had made these notes. 
 
   The video was in an obsolete recording format that hadn’t been used in hundreds of years. It showed a grainy recording of some type of water-based life form speaking through a translator box. The creature would make clicks and high-pitched chirps. Some of the sounds seemed out of the audible range but the box spoke in recognizable Trade and was describing the makeup of multi-layered space-time. It described how dimensions were wrapped around each other and how most beings follow the entire length of the wrap in normal space in a seemingly continuous journey. The creature described how you could jump between dimensions with a high enough velocity and with the right frequency.  
 
   It explained how 698 lights generally was enough velocity to jump dimensions but the transition would be extremely damaging. Faster transitions would be more accurate and smoother. What Rett didn’t understand was when the being described a multi-dimensional math showing transitions would be longer and less accurate because of rebound pressure. The creature went on to explain a fascinating weapon to be fitted on the front of Allung ships. It would project a field and would pass through any ships and send them through multiple dimensions.
 
   Rett could see how the weapon worked. He also saw how it could be adapted to have the entire ship moved smoothly through multiple dimensions. The weapons specifications were to transition at 720 lights. That velocity would have the ships damaged as they transitioned. Rett wasn’t sure if he could make a sensor system but he had no intention of letting the Phlemm learn anything about instantaneous transport. Field propagation must be along the wrap and that limits detection range. How could he limit detection? Stationary ships could be detected at nearly 20 light years now. 
 
   What would happen if they produced a transition wall field in front of the ship? An external field covering the front of the ship would mimic a dimensional wall. A moving ship was much more difficult to detect and the detection sphere was much shorter when either the detector or the detected were moving. New sensors cut the detection distance to about 5 light years. The Allung ships already had the projectors as a weapon. If the field size were increased, it would hide them as they approached. He could tell them to approach at 698-700 lights so if they accidentally transitioned an entire ship – it would be torn apart. He would ask to field test the device and keep changing little things so they would think him useful. 
 
   Maybe he could escape. He could not escape from an entire planet of Phlemm but in space, he could probably steal a shuttle they would use in testing. These files are dangerous. These files would give anyone the knowledge to create instantaneous transits of space. Rett started methodically erasing all the files…then he demanded to see his keeper.
 
   The guards brought Cetosme to the records area.
 
   “This had better be important,” Cetosme said with a grim tone.
 
   “Master. I think I have found a way so you can hide an entire fleet until they are very close to a planet. It would only shield the fleet from those directly in front of it,” Rett said in his best subservient tone learned from the humans. Hah, he thought. I am an actor…
 
   “This had better be doable. What do you need?”
 
   “Master, I cannot see all the information because most of these records are so old. Do you have any backups where I can check the data? We may be able to do this fairly easily if the backup records show what I surmise. We would then need to do some simple tests. We should get close enough to touch before they could see us. You could appear next to a target that never saw you coming. Is that acceptable?” Rett asked.
 
   “I will release you if this works,” Cetosme said…into space, he thought.
 
   “I thank you, Master,” Rett said thinking how soon the Phlemm would kill him if this worked.
 
    
 
                                                     ***
 
    
 
   Rett erased all the backup records he could find. There were paper (pre-Riz) records left but they were incomplete. He then started working on the project to upgrade the existing secret weapon. The modifications would take several days. 
 
   They scheduled an installation test with an old frigate and a shuttle. The frigate was to try to detect the presence of the shuttle. The shuttle modification was to take the normal secret weapon and enlarge the field grid so it extended well past the sides of the shuttle bow. The field did not cover the shuttle so the entire shuttle would not transition when it reached 700 lights. They took the shuttle six light years from the frigate. The shuttle turned toward the heading of the frigate and extended the field grid. At the appointed time, they engaged the field and the drive at 700 lights. The elapsed time ticked off and they cut the field at the appointed time and then reengaged it for a div.
 
   When they cut the field a second time they could see the frigate in their sensors and approached with the grid extended but turned off. There was a short communication with the two Phlemm on the shuttle.
 
   “Cetosme left word that if the test was successful we should reward you. His agent aboard the frigate wants to congratulate you on your test. It was fully successful. We were totally visible on sensors and disappeared the moment the field came on. Master Cetosme will review the test results,” said one of the two Phlemm guards. 
 
   “We need to do one more test to see if we have to be moving for it to work. I need both of you to help,” Rett said.
 
   “We are not technicians,” said the second Phlemm. 
 
   “I just need you to see if the edges of the grid flash or glow when I cut on the field. It would give away our position. You will have contributed in a major way to the success of this test if this works. I want to see just at the moment I turn on the field while stationary,” he said. “I also need you to inform the frigate of this last test. Have them observe us very carefully and communicate the second I turn on the field.”
 
   The two Phlemm moved to better observe the two edges of the bow grid and informed the frigate of the upcoming test. 
 
   “I will count down from ten to zero,” Rett said.
 
   “Why from ten?” asked the second Phlemm.
 
   “It gives everyone a chance to get ready. Ten…nine…eight…  Rett moved behind the first Phlemm and took the long, thin needle he had secreted in his clothing and shoved it into the rear base of his neck. The Phlemm dropped and Rett never missed a beat with his counting…four…three…two… he shoved the needle into the base of the second Phlemm’s skull. At zero… Rett cut on the field along with the drive and drove the shuttle through a major portion of the frigate at 700 lights. It was if he had cut the frigate in half lengthways.
 
   He headed to the nearest Exploration Service base. He just hoped he could get the collar off before the daily timer cut in. He scoured the shuttle but it had had all tools, food, and weapons removed. He went through the belts and uniforms on the two Phlemm. He found a small disruptor in a sloppily sewn skin pocket on one. He would have to be desperate to try to remove his explosive collar with a disruptor. It would remove the hull or his head. He was not that desperate – yet. Divs passed. He grunted and sat down by corpse one.
 
   He would have to see the exact spread of the disruptor. The weapon’s field was not the proper tool to disconnect an explosive collar. He could not do extensive testing since this small a weapon would only have a limited number of shots. He finally had gone into the disposal room, stood before the small mirror and lined up the disruptor on an interior wall and, hopefully, his collar – where the explosive was located. He took a breath and squeezed the actuator. His collar came loose. He sighed and sat down. The ES base was 125 light years away. That was 59 days at this velocity. He had water and no food. He did not plan to eat Phlemm. He didn’t like them when they were alive…
 
   There was a habitable planet nearby if he remembered. He directed the shuttle at that. He could reach that in a day. The dry planet was cold and dry. He landed and dragged out the bodies. He went to the drive unit and opened the compartment. Reaching deep into his mouth and pulled out two lamlee, he was going to use them as a bribe if needed. This would be better. He pressed the lamlee into the drive unit while thinking of going faster. He then carefully disassembled the large grid at the bow, took half of the mesh and placed it at the rear of the shuttle. He had purposefully made the grid cover twice the area it needed to be when he had devised this escape. He had had the Phlemm make the grid so it could be hand assembled so it could be adjusted easily for the tests. They had been very accommodating. It took a day and a half and, by then, he was faint and not thinking as clearly. The extra cabling he had was barely long enough.
 
   The hatch had hardly shut when he collapsed into the awkward pilot’s seat. He lifted the craft smoothly off the planet and paused when clear. He could not determine his exact velocity so didn’t know how damaging the jump would be. He knew the higher velocity, over 698 lights, he could get – the smoother it would be. He decided to aim in the general direction of Bellatrix (ish). He knew it would not be exact so he would try it in shortest active period as he could use the first time. Hitting the drive after cutting on the field felt like he had rammed another vehicle.
 
   Breathing felt good. His head hurt from the jolt but the vehicle seemed sound. The navigation system was having trouble with his location fix. It took a div before declaring a fix…nearly 1,000 light years. Way past where he thought, he would go. One more day to 68 Eridani seemed like an eternity. He was so hungry he even regretted throwing out the Phlemm bodies… 
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   The political climate on 68 Eridani was much more favorable this time than the last time Rett had been here. The food proprietor well remembered the Earthers and had profited from an investment in trading with them. He had become wealthy. He treated Rett like royalty in spite of his lack of funds and disheveled appearance. He put him up in a tavern. He even had one bottle of grape juice that he sent him as a special treat. Rett was surprised at how the inhabitants had taken to the Earthers and how a legend was growing up around them. It was even claimed that they were working with the Exploration Service now but no one knew any details. 
 
   Three days later, Rett was awakened with some raucous yelling in the street. Rett regretted any interruptions even when he had nothing to do. There seemed to be an impromptu celebration.
 
   “What is this about?” he asked an inhabitant.
 
   “Have you not heard? There was a major battle at Gralon 3 between the Exploration Service and Earthers against the Allung Brotherhood. The Brotherhood was totally wiped out in the battle. Actually – this was supposed to be the second battle…the Allung lost both,” said the being.
 
   “Where did you hear this? When?” Rett asked.
 
   “I understand someone landed at the port and told the story. He even had video of some of the battle and all kinds of information about the Brotherhood. Lots of photos of captured and killed Phlemm. The individual had interviews with freed slaves. The Earthers went onto Brotherhood ships and freed slaves,” said the inhabitant who ran off yelling.
 
   Rett paused but a moment and then started walking the long distance to the port.
 
    
 
                                                        ***
 
    
 
   The guards at the port were reluctant to let Rett enter – especially when he told them he wanted to see the courier who had arrived with the news about the Allung. A supervisor heard the commotion and came over. 
 
   “You are Tros are you not?” said the supervisor.
 
   “Yes,” Rett said. “I would like to talk with the courier before he leaves. I have news for him to give to the Exploration Service.”
 
   “Let him in,” said the supervisor. “The courier is in the Exploration Service and he is Tros also.”
 
   Rett was surprised but grateful as he hurried to the area indicated.
 
   He saw the Tros officer and approached him.
 
   “I just escaped from an Allung Brotherhood planet. I used a modification of instantaneous transit technology. Is there somewhere we can talk?”
 
   The courier took the information in stride and went over to small adjacent room.
 
   “I worked with the humans on their first trip to Gralon 3,” Rett said when they were off to themselves.
 
   “I know of you. Tell me about your experience with the Allung,” the courier said.
 
   Rett explained about his capture and the secret vault of technology. He explained about the stealth approach he designed and its strengths and weaknesses. The courier listened intently.
 
   “We need to go to Gralon, tell them and then I have to come back. They can spread the information,” the courier said.
 
   “That is a long trip,” Rett said.
 
   “Not any more…come with me. We will tell the locals. They will have no defense while I am gone.”
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   Rett looked at the ship with interest. He asked what velocity he transitioned to travel the 164 light years to Gralon. 
 
   “We transition at 978 lights. How far did you travel?” asked the courier.
 
   “I traveled almost 1,020 light years,” Rett stated.
 
   “In a shuttle? You would transition at 790 lights unless you stayed at that velocity for any time. Did you improve the drive?” the courier asked.
 
   “I had two lamlee and killed two Phlemm guards,” Rett said.
 
   “That is good,” the courier said in a typical Tros understatement as they jumped to Gralon 3. There was hardly a bump – a big improvement over the transition effect at lower speed Rett had experienced.
 
   They approached the planet and landed rapidly. Rett was escorted to see Commander Castellano who happened to be on the surface. 
 
   “Well Rett…sorry about using names. I am happy to see you. Where have you been? What has happened? I will be quiet and let you talk,” Commander Castellano said.
 
   …about time…humans prattle so, thought Rett. “The Brotherhood is preparing a large scale attack on this sector – especially here and Earth. I developed a method for them to approach you without being seen but I included flaws in its implementation to allow you to counter their approach. You will need your observers out of line with the planet. I suggest a minimum of two observer ships with communication to forces on each planet,” Rett explained. He went on to explain the modifications to their hidden weapon system and where the Phlemm got their information in the first place. Castellano stopped him when he came to the part where he learned about multidimensional translation.
 
   “That was a Ylee. They look like a cephalopod from Earth. It used a translation box to speak Trade. Do you know where they captured it?”
 
   “It was captured hundreds of years ago in a distant cluster. I have the general coordinates. It explained the multidimensional universe in a way I had never considered. I destroyed all the records and backup I could find because the Phlemm had all the background information to perform instantaneous translation across space. I made them think you were using stealth technology to approach. They think you have massive fleets here and on Earth and plan, I think, to approach behind a wall screen I invented. If they accidentally translate it will be at 698 to 700 lights, which may tear their ships apart. To return to where they jumped, they will have to do it again or use many smaller jumps,” Rett said. “I damaged one of their frigates in my escape.”
 
   Castellano turned to the ES courier. “Would you send a recording of all conversations to the frigate Captain leaving for your base? You have a general idea how you need to align, off planet, to be able to see an Allung approach? Good luck,” he said as the courier sped off. Castellano turned back to Rett. “You need to go back to Earth if you are willing. Are you willing to do that?”
 
   “Yes. We need to go now. How will I go?” he asked.
 
   “I will send the Osprey. My converted Allung battleship is ready for field-testing and it can stay here. I intend to use it as my flagship. It has taken three days to repair,” he said grinning.
 
   “Ah…you built a time distortion enclosure…you have worked on reports for months then…” Rett said.
 
   “Captain Andrew Williams will be pleased to see you,” Castellano said realizing once again, that Rett knew humans better than Rett knew any other aliens he had dealt with in the past.
 
   “Yes,” Rett said, “He will.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Rett Returns
 
    
 
   Rett’s return was heralded with much grape juice and favorite foods. The Earth Regulatory Force took his recordings made from the new ES MemDexs and sent them to be analyzed while Admiral Kyger, Captain Williams, Tod Schroeder and several intelligence officers joined them. Steve was there with Shiv and Lee Post.
 
   Rett explained the coiled space theory presented in the recordings of the Ylee captive. Lee Post became visibly agitated, like a nervous human, but Andrew got him to calm down. Rett explained the shortcomings of the stealth phenomenon he had given the Allung.
 
   “You can approach and you cannot be seen unless the transition grid is not aligned with you. It is like you are walking forward with a shield held in front of you. You cannot see the ship behind the shield unless you are at an angle. You will have to be at a great angle if they decide to curve the grid frame more around the sides. The grid does not hide you unless you are moving. I told them they had to be going 698 to 700 lights in case they transition. A transition at that velocity is turbulent. It might tear apart a ship and they would travel about 2,500 light years, if your information were correct.  Further distances, if they hold that velocity for any length of time. Their problem is they also cannot see you as they approach – until they stop.”
 
   Andrew turned to Tod…”Yes – they will improve it unless we eliminate them. Ling was right. We cannot just stop them here or they will always be a threat. We need ships lying inactive throughout the system and we need to attack the Allung on their own ground. Lee – I think you have a few questions for our returnee. Go ahead but do not let him get too tired.”
 
   Tod, Steve and the intelligence officers questioned Rett for hours with breaks to stretch and eat. They teased out important information on personnel and ship disposition that they recorded to arrange into a training disc for all ERF and ES personnel. They were cooperating fully with the ES in hopes that the ES would aid them when Earth was attacked. It appeared that the Allung would be a threat anywhere in the spiral arm. Defense of Earth would not be the answer – it had to be something radically different. They must find a way to stop the Allung everywhere. Andrew went to see Xilatoi.
 
    
 
                                           ***
 
    
 
   “Thank you for seeing me, Xilatoi. I have some questions for you,” Captain Andrew Williams said.
 
   “How can I help you, Captain?”
 
   “You were with the Allung for a long time. You have told us much about their ranks and hierarchal structure. Are they based out of particular planets or sectors? You said their home planet was destroyed hundreds of years ago. Are there places we can meet their assembled ships?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Ah. You intend to attack them on their home ground. That has never happened before in my memory. I anticipated that you might want to do that very thing,” he said.
 
   Andrew grinned at the surprise announcement. “…and?”
 
   “I just finished translating my notes on my new MemDex to your star charts. I have four locations where most of the Allung are sheltered. They have docks and barracks for their personnel at these bases. One base, described by Rett, is their main headquarters. They have hundreds of ships though and strong planetary defenses. They will also have many harvested personnel that will be flying suicide missions against you. These bases are impregnable,” Xilatoi said and transferred the information to Andrew.
 
   “Thank you. Your information may be the most potent weapon in this campaign,” Andrew said.
 
   Xilatoi bowed deeply and Andrew went to meet Admiral Kyger and his team.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   “It would have to be a simultaneous attack or near so,” Brad said.
 
   “It need not,” Andrew said. “We can attack the larger base and take the survivors to attack the next base if we have to. We would be weaker with each successive attack but we should attack the strongest first and then progressively weaker targets as our force is degraded.”
 
   “Degraded…you mean when hundreds in our force have been killed,” Brad yelled.
 
   “Yes…however you want to say it. If we split our forces to attack all the targets simultaneously, we won’t command of the situation. We have to attack each force with an overwhelming force of our own,” Andrew said. “We have to rely on the distance between bases to keep them ignorant.
 
   Brad poured a couple of fingers of Jack Black and sipped a bit. “I agree but it all depends on LeiLei’s devices. If the Allung turn their slaves on us, we will have to face suicidal attacks on our fleet. Do you think we can liberate them from a distance – everything hinges on it? Our new weapons give us an advantage but their many slaves could offset that. They will throw innocents at us and we can never forget that.”
 
   “We cannot let that slow us down either. They will not give quarter,” Tod said.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   It has been five months and a week since the Sesstra had been captured. Years of preparation had been undertaken in Enclosures across Earth. The ERF kept its name but became a true fleet. ES and ERF forces trained together on several exercises and entangled communications equipment was distributed so that every squadron had some distant communications with their counterparts. There had been grumbling and demonstrations but Ling’s broadcasts showing the Allung had blunted much of the criticism. The population of the Earth was cooperating more than they had – ever.
 
   The fleet now consisted of almost 600 ships. Two hundred of the ships were cruisers. They had performed battle simulation after simulation and computers hit a wall on predictions. There were too many unknowns. LeiLei and Steve had developed a broadcast system that seemed to disarm the explosive slave collars but it had a short range and different groups of slaves probably had different frequencies and unlocking codes. They might never know if it worked or not. It took about fifteen seconds with the collars they tried it on. There were some spectacular failures too. There seemed to be about a 25% chance that their attempt to unlock the collars would set them all off…not good.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   The four principal Allung bases had been plotted as well as rendezvous points for fallback and go-to-hell plans. They couldn’t assume every plan would work out. The principle tenet of military plans is that no plan survives first contact with the enemy. They were going to hit the largest base first and subsequently, the smaller ones. The Exploration Service appeared anxious to destroy the Allung and it was increasingly hard to hold them in check. The liaison between the two services was continuing but tenuous. The ES commanders felt they had more experience and should control the battle plan. It might have fallen apart if it had not been for their new admiral, Umma. 
 
   Umma kept reminding his ES superiors that there had been no progress against the Allung until the Earthers – no offense – had come along. He threw the new weapons in their faces as well as the improvements to communications and defense. The few commanders that still grumbled were shown the Allung propaganda displays that the ERF was still producing. The Earthers had done more about the Allung in the last few months than the ES had done against them in their entire history. This Earthers success against the Allung brought about some envy and resentment but everyone conceded that nothing had been accomplished before.
 
   The fleet was to approach from two different vectors with reserves lagging a light year behind. Small reconnaissance ships were to jump in to the target areas and go dark. They would use the entangled communication gear to transmit positions and disposition of the Allung ships.
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   The reconnaissance ship, Pathfinder, arrived at Saiph (650 ly) as the other stealth ships arrived at Mintaka (900 ly), Sheliak (960 ly), and Zeta Persei (750 ly) systems. All the identified bases for the Brotherhood were massive B class stars. The ships jumped into the systems and went dark except for their entangled communications that was relayed to the rest of the fleet. It would take some time to record the disposition of the ships and a battle plan could not be determined until those positions had been plotted. Lieutenant Itichero turned to his two crewmen and said, “Kuso…Hoberiba. There must be hundreds.”
 
   “Still counting Lieutenant…computer says 635 and more coming in. I see 40 battleships, 120 cruiser class like the Sesstra, 240 destroyer and the rest transports and frigates. What are those three!” he exclaimed as three huge planetoids were at the center of their fleet. 
 
   “Well, I hope this is the largest collection of ships because we don’t stand a chance if all the bases have this many. Let’s get the word back. I don’t want to give our position away with another jump. Relay what you have…Kuso…Muzui,” Lieutenant Itichero said. 
 
    
 
                                        ***
 
    
 
   “Admiral Umma. We have just gotten word from the reconnaissance ships. A large fleet is gathering at Umplus – Saiph by the human nomenclature,” said the communications officer.
 
   “Notify the ERF and our fleet that it looks like battle plan yellow. Send them the disposition of their fleet and make sure they understand the position of those century ships – they are not just rumor and do exist,” said Admiral Umma.
 
    
 
                                              ***
 
    
 
   “Admiral Kyger. Admiral Umma confirms battle plan Yellow and wants to draw your attention to three century ships that do exist and are designed for orbital, kinetic bombardment,” said the comm officer.
 
   “Okay people. This is for all the enchiladas. Acknowledge Umma – get confirmations. Tell him the drinks are on me when we get back. Attack commences on his mark,” Brad said looking around at the tense faces around him. 
 
   “Seal up people,” said the Master Chief as the crew sealed their suits.
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   Captain Andrew Williams looked around the Junior’s bridge. It was an eclectic collection of beings. His original team was here plus LeiLei, Shiv, Lee Post and Xilatoi. Everyone thought they should be out of the battle proper but nearby to consult. That meant that they were not to take an active part in the battle with the non-combatants on board. Andrew had mixed feelings about it but he was not going to subordinate to the military if he could help it.
 
   Andrew listened as the seconds to initiation sped by. The time arrived and the massive number of ships around Earth disappeared.
 
   
 
  



 
   Saiph at Last
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc had been given command of six ships after his debacle on Gralon 3 but they were not the cruisers he had before. These were three destroyers and three frigate class used in patrols on the outskirts of the system. He would not be promoted to Master Coercer rank in the near future. He now had no chance to move to the Arbitrator track where he could dictate terms to a planet. He was stuck in a do nothing post but he would find a way to redeem his reputation. 
 
   His seniors had reacted to his case in astonishing speed. They had begun to gather the largest collection of lodges ever seen in two hundred years. They were going to harvest an entire fringe planet. They would take all they wanted and then turn it into a sterile ball. Gralon 3 would also be erased. They could not afford a degradation of their reputation. Already, it was rumored that a stealth fleet under the command of councilmember Cetosme was enroute there. Bracc had heard of a new stealth system but had heard there was damage when it was being tested. Propaganda from the Council did not necessarily mean the stealth system existed though as…
 
   “Senior!” yelled his scan tech. “Hundreds of ships have just appeared.”
 
   “What! Is it Cetosme’s task force? Who is it? Why weren’t we notified? Call headquarters, get clarification and demand to know why we were not informed,” Bracc yelled – incensed by this unauthorized movement without his knowledge. 
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   The surprise was complete. The Allung had not faced reprisals in living history and were slow to react. Their weak identify friend and Foe (IFF) delayed their responses even further. It was not until their ships began disappearing in flashes of light that they even realized they were under attack.
 
    
 
                                             ***
 
    
 
   Hundreds of the new slicers hit the battleships and the planetoids. They would micro-jump through them over and over. They were massed so close together that micro-jumps would hit multiple ships with each jump. The field penetrators had been refitted with fission and fusion warheads. The lasers cut through the smaller ships as if they were butter and their return fire was ineffective as the attacked ES and ERF ships would turn and dodge with their enhanced computer control.
 
   The lasers from one planetoid cut through an ES battleship that touched off a tremendous blast of soundless light. The collar releasing broadcasts must have helped because many of the Allung ships quit firing soon after initiation. A few Allung ships began attacking their neighbor ships. The Saiph system became a charnel house of destruction.
 
    
 
                                                             ***
 
    
 
   Two of the planetoid ships and most of the Allung battleship class were out of the action. The third planetoid was riddled but still putting up a fight while the smaller class ships were trying to draw attackers away from it. The Allung were not cowards and knew their whole existence was being threatened. They fought like this was the end and it was for tens of thousands of them and their slaves.
 
   The third planetoid got hit with a field penetrator missile with a fusion warhead. It must have hit the core as the gigantic ship began to break apart in a blast of light. The ES and ERF fleets had taken about 15% and 10% casualties respectively but the Allung had been decimated. The survivors had sped out of the system using their last ditch weapons which had accounted for most of the losses.
 
   The ES began to destroy the surface shipyards and industrial facilities on the surface using lasers and orbital debris from the battleships and planetoids. The ERF went after any remaining ships that put up a fight. They didn’t have the resources to board but made sure every attempt was made to unlock the slave collars. They had to kill the shields before it would work and there were so many ships.
 
    
 
                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bracc witnessed the wholesale slaughter of his fleet from his distant patrol route on the outskirts of the Saiph system. He was trying to decide whether to move in and fight or retreat to the nearest alternate base when he noticed an anomaly.
 
   “Has that ship been there long?” he asked the scan tech. 
 
   “Yes, Senior. It has been there for the entire battle. It has done nothing,” the tech answered.
 
   “It is familiar. I think it is one of the ships that attacked us at Gralon 3,” Bracc said filling up with frustration and rage at the beings responsible for his current predicament. Bracc called his other ships and gave them specific orders.
 
    
 
                                                                     ***
 
    
 
   “Captain Williams, we have several ships bracketing us. They are almost in weapons range and are aligning with us,” the tactical officer said.
 
   “Micro jump to…” Andrew started to say but the aft section of the Junior was sheared off and the ship was rotating without power or shields.
 
   Chaos reigned within the Junior as the crew forced their way to the flight bay. The Junior was finished and they would have to cram whoever they could into the two shuttles – if they were even flightworthy. 
 
    
 
   The shuttles were filling up fast and it looked like everyone forward of engineering would make it. Williams ordered them to head to the nearest friendly ship. It was standing room only as the shuttles left the Junior.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   “Senior, two shuttles have left the damaged ship,” said the scan tech.
 
   “Do not let them escape. Disable those shuttles if you can – destroy them if you cannot disable them,” Senior Coercer Bracc said seeing the chance to redeem some of his honor.
 
    
 
                                                   ***
 
    
 
   “Captain, they are coming after us,” the pilot said.
 
   “Try to lose them. We don’t have any weapons on these things that would harm them,” Andrew said. “Split up…Head for that ES destroyer.”
 
    
 
   The two shuttles leapt to speed. They couldn’t be hit easily when moving but they would have to stop to disembark and that is when they’d be vulnerable. The shuttle Albert surged for the ES destroyer while the other headed for a group of ERF ships. The idea had been that the other ships should curtail pursuit by the Allung ships. The Junior crew didn’t realize the level of animosity felt by Senior Coercer Bracc.
 
   “Captain, the Allung followed us,” the tactical officer said as a laser clipped the front of the shuttle.
 
   The shuttle spun away from the destroyer as the Allung lasers penetrated the bow and the atmosphere jetted out. The ES destroyer did not stand idly by but was firing everything it had at the Allung ships. The unexpected concentration of fire from the two Allung destroyers and a frigate finally disabled the lone ES destroyer. 
 
   Captain Williams had the crew abandon the shuttle and drift off into space. They were computer linked together using suit controls but kept fields at minimum to be less visible. They put the spinning hull of the shuttle between themselves and the Allung ships as they floated through the intermittent flashes from the battle. They had just gotten a good distance away from the shuttle when it vaporized. The Allung ships stayed around long enough to finish off the ES destroyer and then they disappeared. The other shuttle had led their pursuers into a squadron of ERF ships who had finished off any pursuit and rescued that half of the Junior’s crew. The rescued personnel gave the last known location and heading of the Albert shuttle and the search got close enough to pick up the suit radios of the drifting personnel. They were soon recovered without injury.
 
    
 
   The orbital bombardment of the facility lasted until the lasers were overheating and they ran out of the small asteroids. The surface facilities were devastated and they didn’t have time to do more than a cursory check of some of the facilities that had stopped fighting early in the conflict. Several bands of freed slaves were found but few could be transported from the surface.
 
   Some of the Allung ships had stopped fighting and were still in orbit. Those were boarded. The ES personnel did what they could briefing the surviving slaves on board as to the secret areas of the ships they would have to secure and how the Allung secreted weapons on their persons. Allung who were found hiding were given no chance. The ES and ERF forces took several of the less damaged Allung ships to replace damaged or destroyed ships. Surviving crews were moved to other ships. The non-jump capable ships were left to guard the system. There were a number of ships remaining and Captain Andrew Williams was to get one.
 
    
 
                                           ***
 
    
 
   Brad turned to Andrew and his crew that had been brought to the flight deck on Admiral Kyger’s flagship. 
 
   “Congratulations, Andrew…you’ve had your first ship shot out from under you. I am glad you made it but I’m sorry for the loss of four of your crew. It could have been any of us – heaven knows we lost a lot of good people but we’ve got to get to those next three bases before these creatures can recover and then we have to systematically destroy them whenever we find them,” Admiral Kyger said. 
 
   “What do you have in mind for us, Admiral?” Andrew asked.
 
   “You’re welcome to come with us – your advice could be critical but we need a strong force here too. I will leave a token force with you but if what Rett tells me is true – we missed a large force of stealth ships either bound for Bellatrix or Earth. Those ships that hit you got away clean also – they aren’t big but they can pack a punch. What do you want to do?” Brad asked.
 
   “I’ve seen a list of a few of the non-jump ships we control. They are fast and powerful and we’ll need a decent force here to control Allung ships that come back into the system. We need some jump capable courier ships, several field penetrators and slicers. We’ll need extra power supplies, food and supplies plus a company of ERF Marines. I’d like some suits too if you have them,” Andrew said.
 
   “Andrew. I love you as a friend but I can’t give you all that…we are going to attack three more bases in succession. What would I get with that?” Kyger said.
 
   “I’ll get you some backup for your last fight if nothing else. I think we can get several of these Allung ships converted to jump capable if we build an Enclosure. We’d use the troops to systematically clean out these ships. LeiLei, Steve, and Joel could make training cylinders for the freed slaves that would get them up-to-speed quickly,” Andrew said.
 
   “There isn’t any safe place on the surface for an Enclosure. We haven’t vetted any of those slaves and the system isn’t secure. Besides – I can’t leave intelligence sources like you people behind enemy lines,” the admiral said.
 
   “Leave us a jump capable destroyer and we’ll be able to evacuate critical personnel and we’ll build the Enclosure in space – we will make it so no personnel or intelligence will survive an attack. Brad – no system is safe from these creatures – nowhere. They will enslave and kill wherever they are unless they are stopped. We’ve shoved a stick in their eye and we have to follow up. I think we can do it,” Andrew said.
 
   “I’ll leave you what I can. I have to update Umma’s people – they may object. What about the rest of you?” Brad said querying the personnel who overheard this rare exchange.
 
   The assembled crew looked around at each other. They had never heard strategy planning like this that wasn’t behind closed doors and were damn happy to be alive. If Andrew thought they could do it – well they were happy to do it. They nodded assent and Brad shrugged and sighed. He turned to his Master Chief and said, “Chief. Find them a rowdy company that is good at independent action and as much of those items as we can spare…I must be crazy. Have everyone get eight hours accelerated sleep and we’ll aim to jump in six hours. Have navigation plot the possible designations of any escaping ships and relay those to the ES.
 
   
 
  



 
   Survivors
 
    
 
   The fleet was there one minute and the next they were gone to their next Allung target at Sheliak and then Mintaka. Admiral Kyger had done better than leaving the Junior’s crew a destroyer – he had left one of the new class of troop carrier, the York, that would house 1,000. It almost had as much firepower as a cruiser but had the time acceleration features of the rest of the fleet. Kyger left two companies of troops mainly because reports had come in from the reconnaissance ships. The next Allung bases had little ground support unlike here at Saiph and they would be more useful here. He had also left eight ships that had been too damaged to continue in the hopes they could be repaired to some level of service.
 
   Andrew met with the captain of the York and the company commanders so they could finalize their plans. 
 
   “We have a lot to do and little time to do it,” Andrew said talking to the infantry captains and the captain of the York.
 
   “We are going to sit right here until I get further orders Mister Williams,” said Captain Frank Wright with obvious derision – captain of the York. “You are under my care and will be treated as a civilian. I intend to defend this base but we won’t be taking any offensive actions. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Andrew let him run down realizing why he had gotten the privilege of getting the York – thanks Brad, he thought. The two infantry captains knew better than to get in the middle of this and didn’t say a word.
 
   Andrew wasn’t one to thunder at people so he just handed Captain Wright a small envelope.
 
   “What is this?” he demanded and jerked the note from Andrew’s hand.
 
   “Admiral Kyger left this note for you to…clarify any issues that might come up,” Andrew said quietly.
 
   Captain Wright read the note and turned beet red. He looked like he would pop. “Have you read this?” he demanded of Andrew.
 
   “No. Admiral Kyger said I didn’t need to though he left an electronic file on my MemDex if I needed it, he said. Do you want me to read it?” Andrew said reaching out.
 
   Wright jerked back the note possessively and said, “No, no – no need. What do you need us to do? Captain?”
 
   Andrew paused before leaping in and the two infantry captains raised eyebrows but looked on with amused interest at the little byplay.
 
   “We have to make use of our time so we need to construct a large Enclosure here in space. We can adjust the gravity, atmosphere, and the humidity. We need to retrofit the larger ships first – starting with the battleship and then the smaller ships. We need one set of troops to scan for hidden compartments. We need the majority of the troops to search the base for additional Allung, secret compartments, and slaves. We need the resources to complete our conversions. The York has a small supply of lamlee to help you with conversions. That’s all I have gentlemen. Do you have anything for me?”
 
   The captains discussed issues for a few more minutes before the meeting broke up. The infantry captains had good ideas and Captain Wright sulked – there wasn’t any other way to describe it. He was pathetic but he would do what Captain Williams ordered. Whatever was in the note left an indelible mark. 
 
    
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   The rest of the crew appeared uncomfortable when Andrew got back to them.
 
   “How did it go?” Susan asked.
 
   “About what I expected,” Andrew replied. “We have our work cut out for us. It’s like we thought. Let’s review the assignments. Tod. You, Lee Post and Joel have to finalize the Enclosure and get it working.  Rett, I need you to make sure the design for the step through gate works. Can you show Xilatoi where the information vaults were? Anything you can show him would be useful. Desiree. I need you to accompany the ground troops to search through any of the seized records with Xilatoi.               Susan. I need you to coordinate getting the freed slaves situated and into training programs, so they will know who we are and how they can help. Ling. You and LeiLei work on improving that collar release device and the actual training program. 
 
   Lee, I want you in charge of the conversion of the ships to jump capable. We need those ships jump capable as soon as possible. We need more lamlee. We lost our spare supply when we lost the Junior and there will still be Allung hiding in-system and transporting into the system so go suited up and armed with fields on. Fran, I need you to certify all the environmental systems and monitor the medical treatment of the injured here. Shiv, I want you to plan the defense of the system and enhancing the armament on the seized ships. I am relying on you and any ideas you have. I will make up any loss in lamlee from the Junior. Contact me with problems and I’ll see you tomorrow this time,” Andrew said ending his diatribe.
 
    
 
                                        ***
 
    
 
                 
 
   Rett and Xilatoi were scouting the remains of the large administrative complex where Rett had been held captive. They had over a company of ERF troops and were scanning the buildings to see if they contained hidden rooms. 
 
   “This is near where I was taken to review the seized technology. 
 
   The soldiers moved cautiously. A portion of the wall ahead showed indeterminate readings. They staged around the wall and used molecular disruptors to disintegrate it. They had only disintegrated the surface for there was a layer protected by a field underneath. They called back to the ship and in an hour had a field penetrator. They had mapped the area and a field protected a huge area. They contacted Andrew and the interest in the search for resources and Allung went up a notch. The search teams on the captured trips had found one pocket of Allung and all the secret compartments had been found but, so far, nothing different from the Sesstra had shown up. Now they had this mystery on the surface.
 
   Rett said this was near the area, he thought, where they had the store of captured technology. It was in a protected area of the administrative complex with walls that turned out to be several meters thick with an inner field that was still active. They could not find the entrance which was disturbing in itself, but they had detected no transmissions. Scans would not show what lay inside and the field neutralizer was only slowly making progress. 
 
   Captain Rich Darby was trying to keep his troops calm. It was easy for them to get revved up on something like this so he just had to keep them in check.
 
   “Okay people,” he said. “Just stay frosty here – kill the lights behind us. Buddy check again for noise and gear. We don’t know what’s in there but they’ve got a LOT of protection for some reason. I want EOD people to peal off and hold. Set your MemDexs for mapping scans. Suits on full offensive mode but don’t disintegrate all the surrounding. There will be a lot of hydrogen released just from the wall breach when we get through the field and we’ll have a bottleneck there.”
 
   The field neutralizer light turned green and began to expand its opening until it was two meters in diameter. It stopped when it reached its maximum aperture.
 
   Captain Darby had the entry teams signal ready and then gave the signal. The wall exposed through the shield was disintegrated and light was visible inside and an indeterminate storage room was exposed. Two squads entered quickly and then disappeared through a door. The next two recon squads went through to reinforce the first teams. Darby’s MemDex floor plan was expanding rapidly as he watched.
 
   “Captain,” came a call. “This place is enormous. We just came to an open area and we can see the middle – it’s occupied by Allung. We need the collar transmitter brought up now. We are on invisible mode and haven’t been spotted but we are going to need more people…watch your backs people.”
 
   Darby acknowledged and the mapping app suddenly showed a central area almost 100 meters across. The map went down many levels and was wider in the lower levels and expanding. This was not going to be easy.
 
    
 
                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Everything was going smoothly – as smoothly as any tactical operation can until the transmitter to release the slave collars was turned on. The Allung who had been quietly going about their tasks suddenly became agitated and the entry teams had to eliminate their first Allung. That went well except for the Allung. They twisted and ran to no avail and were summarily disintegrated. Approximately 120 ERF were in facility now – including Captain Darby and the reason no entrance could be found became apparent. 
 
   The facility was like a pyramid and the section where they entered was the smallest – on top – and the lower sections were even larger. There was a central shaft in the center with elevators in the sides of the levels but the ERF troops just used their suit fields to drop levels. It soon became apparent that it was going to take a long time to clear all levels. Darby called for more troops and his people leapfrogged down the central shaft. An alarm went off after they were an hour into the search and Darby had the toughest units drop to the bottom to see what trouble they could stir up. His only orders were, “Kick ass…watch your backs.”
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Tyler took his troops to the lowest level. There was a heavy concentration of Allung and slaves here engaged in a heavy battle. Allung were fighting Toi and other species and it looked like the Allung were starting to win back the initiative…until the Earth troops starting taking out Allung. Tyler had the most experienced troops and they switched to narrow beam lasers and had their MemDexs direct their fire through the forebrains of every Allung within range. The freed slaves didn’t know what was happening until all the Allung were dead and some of the Earth troops turned visible. There was a short interesting exchange and the Earth troops convinced the slaves to stay behind them and direct them. They were happy to oblige. 
 
   The slaves could tell them in Trade where they should go and armed themselves with retrieved weapons from the many dead Allung. They sent freed slaves up several levels where there were other critical levels. One group directed the Earth troops to a central control complex that while impregnable to freed slave with simple weapons – proved highly vulnerable to seasoned troops. They stunned some of these Allung and scanned their bodies for weapons. They taped their mouths and explained why they did so to the incredulous slaves.
 
   One area of the lower level had an enormous vault and gun emplacements. Lieutenant Tyler took two casualties because the gun emplacements overloaded even their suits. The return molecular disruptor fire was heavy and disintegrated the vault door, silenced the guns and killed ten Allung defenders. The ERF troops had been surprised here because the slaves knew nothing of the lower vault area.
 
   Five hours later, the Pyramid was declared secure. There were only seven Allung survivors who attempted to appear haughty though they had been strip searched, scanned and probed and left with no clothing. Darby thought they might want to talk with some of them but figured the freed slaves would be more useful. Four hundred seven slaves were liberated and they were all intelligent and helpful. The inventory of what had been contained in this facility had just begun. The mystery of no visible entrance was found when the slaves related the long corridors that came into the complex near the middle levels. The Allung had purposely collapsed all but one entrance and there were no entrances near the top levels.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Reserves
 
    
 
   Darby and team went into the vault area, which was enormous…what the hell is this place, he thought and went over to one of the plastic bins on shelves. 
 
   He had his men open one of them. “Oh my God!” he exclaimed. “Seal this place down as I call Williams. This changes everything. Don’t any of you people say a word to anyone else,” said Captain Darby.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   Captain Darby’s call came in while Andrew was coordinating housing with Susan for the freed slaves and the debriefing of the Allung prisoners with Desiree and Fran. Andrew took the call and appeared stunned for a few seconds just as Captain Wright came stomping into the conference room.
 
   “What is going on, Williams? My troops will not even talk with me. I demand to know why. Why are you talking with these women about my prisoners? You know I have specialists in interrogation who have experience in this sort of thing,” demanded Captain Wright.
 
    “Excuse me, Captain. Where do these men have experience interrogating alien prisoners? I wasn’t aware of that,” Andrew stated.
 
   “They have experience from the Pan-Asia war eight years ago,” he said.
 
   “Excuse me, Captain but there were no aliens in that war,” Andrew replied.
 
   “It’s the same thing,” said Wright as if it was obvious.
 
   Andrew sighed deeply and said. “I’m very busy right now Captain. You had better prepare our troops to defend this system as I expect we will have more company sooner than later. Xilatoi?” Andrew said seeing him standing patiently in the doorway behind Wright.
 
   “Why do you say that?” demanded Captain Wright.
 
   “This system was more important to the Allung than we thought and we may have just surprised them when a small force was here. They will be back and we will need reinforcements. Our only advantage is the slow communication between systems,” Andrew said.
 
   “There’s more to it than that Williams and you know it,” Captain Wright said.
 
   “Yes there is Frank. Look after defense of this system,” Andrew said. When Captain Wright didn’t say anything else – Andrew said. “You have your orders… Dismissed.”
 
   Captain Wright turned beet red and his jaw was clamped so hard that Andrew thought he might break some teeth. The blood vessels in his neck stood out as he stomped out of the room.
 
   Xilatoi looked on and came into the room.
 
   “One second, Xilatoi. Desiree, you and Fran interrogate those prisoners. I don’t care at all what you do with them…at all. Don’t keep them around if they’re not cooperative,” he said and turned back to Xilatoi. “What is it?”
 
   “Captain Andrew Williams, we have almost 500 freed slaves when you combine the ones freed here and the ones with us. We want to do more. We understand you lost your lamlee to pay us when you lost your ship but we want to fight these vile beings that imprisoned us. Is there a way we can join this fight. Many of us are skilled technicians and can pilot and operate/repair all the devices the Allung use.”
 
   “I have been giving that a lot of thought recently. We cannot operate half the ships we captured without more people. Would your people work under the supervision of our people? I am sure we can work out a method of payment. You would only need to work with us until this war is ended or four Earth years – that is typically what we do,” said Andrew. 
 
   “That is an attractive proposition. I will propose it to the leaders,” Xilatoi said.
 
   “I have to go to the surface. Gather your leaders and come with me. Also, ask Lee Post to come here to speak with me before we go down to the surface.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   Captain Frank Wright still had resources and he wasn’t about to let that civilian run over him. He’d get enough dirt on him that the Admiral wouldn’t have any choice but to put him back in charge. Defend the system – indeed. Those Allung wouldn’t be back. They had their ass kicked. They wouldn’t come anywhere near this system again.
 
   “Chief Ferrell reporting as ordered sir,” said the ramrod stiff E7.
 
   “At ease, Chief,” said Wright. “What is going on?”
 
   “Sir, Captain Williams is transporting down some men and material to the surface. They are to meet Captain Darby at the complex they raided this morning. That’s all I know sir,” said the Chief obviously ill at ease.
 
   “What kind of material?” asked Wright, “…and which personnel?” 
 
   “Sir, I just saw four square plastic bins and that Lee Post guy. Oh…and some of the freed slaves.”
 
   “That’s all, Chief. Arrange some transport for me. I’m going down there too,” said Wright.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   “That’s why I called you,” said Captain Darby. “By my rough calculation – there are about 400 metric kilotons of lamlee here. They must have been collected this for decades,” he said. “Kilotons – Lord!”
 
   “This must be a central repository with all their reserves. They will be back,” he said and turned to Lee Post who was setting up four bins across the room. “Set them up so we will have less distance to carry the lamlee. Lee. Will it be hard to program them,” Andrew asked.
 
   “No. It will be as we agreed. They will serve your needs throughout this war and we will have choices when it is over to continue to serve or go our separate ways?” Lee said.
 
   “Yes, Lee. You have my word,” Andrew said and reached out his hand to shake. Lee stopped for a second, canted his head slightly to one side and then reached out and shook Andrew’s hand. It was at that precise second that Captain Wright stormed through the door.
 
   “All right, I’ve got you now Williams. You don’t have the authority to make deals with all this wealth. I don’t know where you plan on hiding this but you won’t get away with stealing it.”
 
   “Arrest this man, Darby,” commanded Wright.
 
   “Let me share a message from Admiral Kyger with you Captain Darby,” Andrew said and forwarded a file from his MemDex to Captain Darby’s. Darby read the message and turned to his Lieutenant. 
 
   “Lieutenant Tyler, take Captain Wright into custody for insubordination and dereliction of duty. Have him held incommunicado on board the ship until we can have a formal court martial. Place an around the clock guard on his cell and make sure only our troops are able to bring him food. Have the Exec report to Captain Williams when we return. Will that be sufficient?” he asked.
 
   “Not me, you fool. Williams!  Arrest Williams,” demanded Captain Wright.
 
   “Come along with me, Captain. Let’s do this the easy way,” said Lieutenant Tyler knowing Captain Wright was going to continue to be trouble.
 
   “Thank you, Captain Darby. I know that wasn’t easy,” Andrew said.
 
   Darby chuckled, “I won’t lose sleep over it. Admiral Kyger expected we’d have trouble with him or he wouldn’t have sent those orders. What did you want me to do with the freed slaves? You started to ask me to do something.”
 
   “Captain, the freed slaves have approached Xilatoi. They are going to form an irregular force under our command – ultimately under me for the duration of the war. I want to swear them in, train them and arm them. Most are in good physical shape. I want them trained for combat,” Andrew said.
 
   “That would take months and we have no facilities,” he said.
 
   Andrew looked at Lee. We should have facilities very soon and you have months – accelerated time to train them. I figure we have about a month before the Allung can reroute and muster a sufficient force to drive us out of the system. I want to have a force ready to stop them by then. Andrew turned around as Lee Post began dumping measured amount of lamlee into the large bins.
 
   “Are you going to have him fill those things up to haul them off somewhere?” asked Darby.
 
   “No, Captain. We need backup and Lee is going to make us some. He adds a little over 100 kilos of lamlee to each of those containers filled with saltwater. Each one produces another Lee Post with all his knowledge and some other information besides. They form with suits and weapons. We never have to feed them. They don’t breathe or need breaks and they are sworn to follow us for the duration of the war,”
 
   Andrew said as a reddened cephalopod transformed into a space-suited figure like Lee Post. It wobbled for a few seconds and then stepped out and grabbed another bucket to help.
 
   “Holy Shit!” said Darby who was mesmerized by the transformations taking place. “I know Admiral Kyger didn’t send his orders with this in mind.”
 
   “Nope but if we’re gonna survive when the Allung come back to retrieve their fortune – we have to have more support,” Andrew said.
 
   Darby stood there a minute longer. “Holy Shit,” he said shaking his head in wonder. “Come on Xilatoi. I am going to show you people the marvels of military life,” he said and led Xilatoi out of the room.
 
   Andrew turned to Lee who had stopped pouring lamlee since he now had four apprentices doing it for him. “We need a large surface Enclosure near here to train the freed slaves. They will be on the ship until we can train them here. The ship will allow them to work almost ten hours for every hour ‘til we can set up down here.”
 
   “I’m on it, Captain,” said Lee Post.
 
   “Contractions, Lee? On it?” I’m impressed,” Andrew said. “Your language skills are progressing.”
 
   “I do learn,” said Lee.
 
   “That you do…” said Andrew.
 
    
 
                                            ***
 
    
 
   The surface Enclosure took only three days with hundreds of Lee Post duplicates working on it. The space enclosure took five days to complete. Rett designed the pass-through portals and was instrumental in getting it working. Three days after the surface Enclosure was in operation – Andrew was invited to the freed slaves’ graduation.
 
    
 
                                           ***
 
    
 
   The Enclosure was pristine. There was a reviewing stand and Captain Darby and his staff were at attention on the platform. The Toi and other races of freed slaves came marching in. They passed in review and formed ranks in rigid lines. They moved in perfect cadence and were waiting for his words of wisdom. Andrew stared at the uniforms, which were urban gray with patches and berets of all things. They looked magnificent.
 
   He told them they were going to help clean the scourge of the Allung from the universe. He told them he was proud to partner with them and they would have a chance to prove themselves very soon. Captain Darby will assign you to ships to complete your training. Congratulations and good luck,” he said.
 
   As Andrew watched, they came to attention, said some cryptic phrase, were dismissed and threw their berets into the air. It evoked amusement and pride welling up in him. He hoped some would live through the coming weeks.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   The battleship came out of the space Enclosure the next day – it had only taken two months of accelerated time. The remaining cruisers wouldn’t take as long since the Lee Post duplicates and Xilatoi worked on them together. Soon they had trained crews. There were ten jump capable confiscated ships now with upgraded weapons. The surface Enclosure had been converted to a slicer production facility. It was soon producing 25 devices a day in real time and the deadly weapons were being sent to the developing fleet to arm them and rearm the Earth ships.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Steve messaged Andrew. “Urgent you meet me at pyramid control room. Bring Lee, Rett and Shiv.”
 
   It didn’t take much prompting for him to rush to the surface. He hurried in to the control room with Rett and Shiv. 
 
   “What is it?” he asked Steve.
 
   Steve looked at the group and just started talking. “I’ve been working on their computer systems since I got here. Their encryption is for shit. They thought they were top dogs and the people that did the programming for them knew that they were designing weak algorithms. I worked through that and figured out their systems. It wasn’t set up to be that tough. The reason I called you was what I found,” he said.
 
   “..and?” Andrew asked.
 
   “My God. This was the repository for their wealth. They will be back. The history for this place goes back 1,500 years. These parasites have been at it for at least that long. I have access to their star maps. I can see the interdicted areas where they ran into the Ylee – that is the reason I called you two – Lee and Rett,” said Steve as he pulled up a map.
 
   The map displayed a huge empire 2,000 light years across with a far area marked ‘Interdicted’ in red. “This is the area where the Allung met the Ylee,” Steve indicated. “They ran into something they still can’t handle.”
 
   “Staiph,” Steve pointed at this system on the map. “Here is the central repository for their wealth. The other three systems we identified are important. They also have a major base on the other side of this sector that we missed. They could have an additional fleet there and looking at these records, it looks like they had a lot more ships and resources than we assumed. I’ve also found that they launched a stealth attack on Bellatrix – they call it Gralon 3. It ought to be getting there in another two months. The problem is the base we missed could have a force here is three weeks.”
 
   “We should have 47 captured ships retrofitted and in-service in two more weeks. We will also have the eight repaired ERF ships and the troop carrier – the York,” said Andrew.
 
   “Wait – wait, Captain – I wanted you to see this too,” Steve said and pulled up another screen. It showed another map. When Steve zoomed out, they could see that this area was close to where they were.
 
   “What is it?” Andrew asked.
 
   “It has similar symbols as here. I think it's a similar structure that is unexplored. I think it contains something else…I think it is confiscated technology. The Brotherhood call it harvested technology that may or may not be useful to them – or us,” Steve said.
 
   Rett spoke. “Captainandrewwilliams. I was not able to see where they took me – it could have been to this location. I only saw two small rooms. Those rooms had information we could use.”
 
   “Very well, Rett. Get Captain Darby and some of the progeny,” as the Lee Post clones were being called now. “Clean out that site and let us know what is there.” Clones, the word and beings, had gotten a bad reputation and everyone was impressed how well Lee Post and his minions had adapted. The humans had wanted the clones to have a good nickname and the progeny seemed proud of it. They had not had any names before and they seemed to be developing different personalities according to the humans they were exposed to a lot. It had led to some colorful language being used by the ones who worked with the engineers on the ships and the ones who worked handling cargo. There was some diversity in their knowledge from their previous experience too.
 
   Shiv was put in charge of the ground Enclosure to see if she could improve production of the slicers or improve their performance – somehow. She managed to nearly double production from confiscated parts and lamlee but the most amazing thing she did was in programming. She had Lee Post duplicate MemDexs with lamlee and then she had the slicers set up so they could be left unattended in a system. They would passively or actively scan for intruders and attack them on their own. They would identify friend or foe and treat them accordingly. They were programmed not to let Allung ships align with them and they would jump and re-jump through their targets. 
 
   Shiv demonstrated a simulation to Andrew. Andrew was stunned at the implications.
 
   “We could leave these new slicers here – with us or we could go somewhere else and they could protect this place after we are gone. We could carry a lot to another system and just drop a bunch off and let them work on their own. Is there any way we could add the collar release device?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Yes. I will do that on all the next models and I will have some progeny make modifications on all the previous models. They will only transmit a release signal when not moving however. I could make that part of the programming – to jump close and transmit, then jump again. I can do that,” she said and turned to start work on the modifications.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Intellectual Property
 
    
 
   Captain Darby led the troops to the coordinates on the map. It took a while to find, as the readings were different at this location. They forced the same type of entrance but there was no field protecting the final wall this time. The layout and dimensions were essentially the same but what they found was totally different. There were no live Allung – in fact, there were no live anything – they had to seal suits to even enter because of the decomposing bodies. 
 
   All the slaves had had their collars detonated even though there was no apparent rebellion going on – they were just dead at their tasks of serving, repairing or experimenting. The Allung however, were crazy…literally. They appeared to have run amok and killed everything around them in a frenzy of destruction. This entire facility appeared to be where they had kept their stolen tech. Rooms were divided into different technological themes. The troops encountered two areas where active experimentation was going on. 
 
   The first was a device attached to one of the Allung Brotherhood. He must have been a guinea pig because he was manacled and had electrodes attached to his head. His body was different from all the other Allung bodies. He appeared to have died from dehydration. He had lacerations where he was manacled from trying to escape his chains but he did not have the twisted look of all the others. The device was switched off but was the size of toaster and had no knobs. It was a rich opaque blue color and was made out of some material that was either a hybrid ceramic or plastic.
 
   The second area was where Toi slaves had been working but had all been killed. They were gathered around a weapon that projected a beam or ray of some kind because it had been fired before their death. There was a hole that stretched from the weapon through another large device across the room and through the adjacent walls into the bowels of the complex. Captain Darby sent a couple of the progeny to see how far the damage went. Darby called Andrew a bit later to say the facility was secure. Rett and Shiv arrived with several other crewmembers.
 
   Rett traced the power leads and then walked to the other device across the room. He spoke after a few seconds of inspection. 
 
   “This weapon projects a beam that went through a strong field. It penetrated and vaporized the device across the room and then continued on. The edges of the beam are extremely precise. I have no idea of its function or power but there is very little,” Rett stated.
 
   The progeny sent to examine the extent of the beam’s damage reported in a few minutes later showing layer on layer of penetration from their MemDex cameras. It took them a div to get to the reason for the weapon’s failure. They called again and transmitted the video.
 
   “The beam is the same width as it exits the structure as it was initially. We cannot discern any difference in diameter when we measured. The reason the weapon stopped was because it pierced the field generator for the complex and the main power generator. We have not found how far it penetrated after the beam passed out of the complex,” said the trooper.
 
   Darby ordered them back as Rett and Shiv examined the projector.
 
   “The details of this device may be on the files the slaves were accessing here. I notice the supervisor of these slaves was affected by the other effect. Whatever it was – it seemed to only affect the Allung and no other races.” There were some clicking noises from Shiv’s translator, as whatever it was saying had no corollary in Trade.
 
   Rett turned to Andrew. “This is not the room where I worked on the stealth information but it was just like this room.”
 
   Andrew started to respond but was interrupted with a priority message from the shuttle. “Sir, we appear to have company from that other Allung base. Sensors show a large number of ships headed our way. “
 
   “How many and how long?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Not sure how many but best estimate to arrive in system is around six hours. Some big ones, sir,” said the tactical officer.
 
   “Have everyone eat and set up response pattern Delta. Yellow alert. We’ll be up directly,” Andrew said.
 
   “Confirm pattern Delta. Yellow alert. We will be ready sir,” said the tact officer.
 
   “Know you will, Tompkins,” Andrew said remembering the tactical officer’s name with a prompt from his MemDex – Tomkins did sound a bit nervous. “Williams out.”
 
   “Okay folks,” Andrew said. “We aren’t going to get to study this tech at our leisure like we thought. Definitely, pack up this projector weapon, the blue toaster and any supporting information you can find.” Andrew heard Darby laugh at his description of the Allung weapon in the other room. “Take these and any interesting looking technology to my battleship. We are renaming it the Junior after the Odin Junior that got destroyed. I want anything we can carry taken there as well as the lamlee vault emptied. I want the last kilotons transported to the Junior and the York. Shiv,” Andrew said as the large green praying mantis-like creature turned to him. “We are going to try to rely on your slicers before I risk any of my troops. Can you deploy one hundred of the slicers at different points on their route?”
 
   Shiv’s translator released an odd shrill noise that must have been indicative of laughter. “This will be a pleasure. I will set them to transmit the slave collar frequencies too. The MemDex like devices controlling them are sophisticated and will take into account if the ships stop defending. They will then stop jumping through those ships and concentrate on disabling the ones that are still fighting.”
 
   “Excellent,” he said and turned to the infantry Captain. “Captain Darby. You have your boarding teams ready. I want to capture as many ships as we can,” Andrew ordered.
 
   “They are prepped and ready sir. We have been adjusting our training so we will be ready for them. We have been training for boarding operations in all the different classes of Allung ships. They’re ready sir. Just turn us loose,” he said with pride of his new troops spilling out of his expression.
 
   “Let’s strip this place. Disintegrate what you don’t take,” he ordered. “I don’t want to leave a morsel for these scum.”
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   “Senior,” said the scan tech as they approached the system. “I can see forty ships in system. I do not see any of the reported ES or Earth ships. They all appear of Brotherhood design. They have answered our calls with current codes.”
 
   “Keep scanning,” Senior Coercer Beloin responded. There should be more ships and they are not in the normal positions. “Have you received any transmissions from the ground or had the usual requests of us?”
 
   “No, Senior,” said the Allung tech. 
 
   “Tell me if you notice anything unusual…anything,” said Beloin.
 
   “Senior, I did notice an odd transmission when we dropped our field to call in our approach,” said the tech.
 
   “Where did it come from?”
 
   “From starboard Senior,” said the tech.
 
   “Can you pinpoint where it is from or what it was?” questioned the Senior.
 
   “No. It was from a point source of unknown origin. It was a burst transmission with some type of code,” said the tech. 
 
   “Advise me if you get it again. Stay here. Send forward the planetoid and the five battleships. We stay here,” said the Senior.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   “Captain Williams, they have a planetoid and five battleship class ships moving forward slow. The sixth battleship and the rest of their force is staying behind,” said Seaman Tompkins.
 
   “Very well, Tompkins. Turn the slicers loose at three hundred thousand kilometers. I don’t want that big boy to get away. All field neutralizers ready to fire on my command…ready – ready – ready – ready – fire. All away,” ordered Andrew.
 
                 
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   “Senior, the in-system ships have fired on our ships,” said the scan tech.
 
   “Return fire!” he yelled as their ship rocked from explosions and penetrations.
 
    
 
                                    ***
 
    
 
   Andrew turned to Shiv. “Your new slicer programming is working great.” Andrew watched the newly designed missiles making holes jumping through the Allung attacking ships. The Allung would try to fire at the attacking missiles but only destroyed a few with lucky hits. Their ships were rapidly disabled. The Planetoid and battleships took longer but the outcome was never in doubt. Now began the difficult task of boarding and takeover. There was no paltry two hundred Earth troops anymore.
 
   After the training and the reconstitution of 2,500 Lee Post progeny, the boarding capabilities became much enhanced. Adding the newly trained former slaves gave them a large, dedicated force specifically trained in boarding Allung ships. They had developed a methodology where the progeny flew to the ships when they lost their shields. They would force an entrance through the hull but had double layer memory polymer that would stand up to the internal atmospheric pressure. Others could enter behind them and the progeny were not encumbered by needs to breathe. Their uniforms, also made of lamlee, could become the same color and texture of the background. They could become invisible just as the human ERF. It was shocking to the Brotherhood who had their way for fifteen centuries of expansion.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   “Senior Beloin,” said the frightened voice over the static filled comm channel. “We have lost the planetoid. We cannot see what is attacking us.  Most of the crew is dead. We are in the hidden area and will try to contact you if not discovered. The…” 
 
   The voice had cut off abruptly and Beloin had never heard any Brotherhood members who were frightened. He was experiencing his first loss as a Senior Coercer and it was shocking. He looked up and saw his hidden compartment door disintegrate and then he saw no more.
 
    
 
                                                ***
 
    
 
   Captain Darby was in the large conference room on board the York along with many of the other ships captains, Lee Post, Xilatoi and many of the original crew of the Junior. 
 
   “Let’s sum up this after-action briefing. Some of you have had some sleep – some of you look like you are running on the ragged edge of exhaustion. We have time acceleration people – get your people food and rest. Let’s make this quick and let team leaders or me know about any gothchas we have to be worried about. I am still concerned about more Allung ships but not as much as I was. Shiv – that new design is wonderful. Go ahead. Darby. You’ve got the final capture tally. What did we get and who did we lose?” Andrew said.
 
   “The slicers did most of the work for us. Some ships were more easily captured than others because of the way the slicers disabled them. Shiv. I have recorded what worked best. Can you reprogram to try to achieve that effect?” he asked and Shiv moved her whole body up and down in her way of saying yes. He continued. “We captured forty eight ships. We captured the planetoid and all six battleships. We might be able to make close to forty of them space worthy…plus we freed another three hundred slaves. We will have Xilatoi make them the same offer of training we made the others. We lost fifty-seven in a mixed crew when the ERF Destroyer Meteor was lost. The Allung ship that was able to destroy the Meteor was not one of the ones we captured intact. It was destroyed completely.”
 
   “We lost no others. Approximately three thousand Allung were lost. We took no prisoners. No Allung Brotherhood have ever broken under interrogation or ever given us information,” Darby stated. 
 
   Desiree spoke up, “Sorry to interrupt, Captain, but we have recently been able to get complete cooperation from two of the high ranking Allung we captured in the pyramid. We have some intelligence to bring to the table about that also. It has taken us a month,” she said and smiled hugely. “Shiv, Fran and I figured it out with the help of Xilatoi.”
 
   “I had forgotten your seven Allung prisoners. A month is a long time,” Andrew said.
 
   “Let me clarify that a bit…a month in real time. We housed them in the surface Enclosure,” she said with a straight face.
 
   “The Enclosure. You had them there five years in accelerated time!” exclaimed Tod.
 
   Desiree turned to her husband, Tod, with a dear me look. “Yes. We didn’t ask them any questions for the first year but kept them isolated and played loud music much of that time. Then we’d cut it off to build the suspense and then Shiv would visit.”
 
   “What did Shiv ask?” Tod asked worried what he would hear.
 
   Desiree looked at her husband with a sad expression. “Shiv didn’t ask anything dear…she didn’t eat much.”
 
   “My God!” Tod exclaimed. “She didn’t…”
 
   “Yes…she did,” said Desiree. “One found some piece of metal and killed himself early on…two died from something…some fungal infection…one went crazy and would defecate on everything and himself and another attacked us whenever we entered. We started asking simple questions and started getting answers from the last two. They were soon more at ease with us and their treatment got better the more they told us. We explained that their plans would have already run their course no matter what delays and could they explain what they had intended. By year three – their subjective time – they were talking freely and explained a great deal about the Allung. We have made summarized training about their politics, beliefs, history and aspirations. We know a great deal about their psychology. The prepared training disks have been copied and we are ready to begin distribution across the ES and ERF,” Desiree finished and there was stunned silence around the room.
 
   The room suddenly broke out in cheering and whistling. Tod looked at his wife somewhat in shock at her brutality but intellectually realizing what the females had accomplished. 
 
   Tod looked at his wife, “Are you okay after all that? I realize we’ve been pulled in different directions for a while but I had no idea.”
 
   Desiree came up to Tod and put her arms around his neck. “You men are just too gentle for this type of thing,” she said and kissed him passionately. Tod felt a chill run up his spine as he thought what Ling, Fran, Shiv and his Desiree had done to the prisoners.
 
   Andrew looked around the room at his stalwart friends and colleagues. “We have to start the next phase. We need to distribute weapons, intelligence and ships. The ERF ships will support Admiral Kyger. I will retain command over the confiscated ships for the time being though I am sure that will become an issue. This will be the last time we will be together as a team. I am proud to have served with you,” he said and raised a glass. “To missing comrades…”
 
   Glasses were raised around the room, “To missing comrades,” was spoken in a heart-felt lament.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Reinforcements
 
    
 
                 Admiral Brad Kyger was lamenting his losses also. He didn’t know how his force would be able to defend Earth or anywhere else if an attack materialized. He had lost ships at Mintaka, Sheliak, and Zeta Persei. His virgin fleet of six hundred ships had been whittled down. The Allung planetoids at each of the systems had destroyed many before they were consumed. He regretted leaving so many ships at Saiph but what was done was done. His two hundred cruisers were now down to 53. Many of the ships had to be left in-system to combine surviving crewmembers, treat the wounded and repair what they could. He had a little more than one hundred jump-capable ships. He didn’t have troops to scour the enemy ships he had knocked out even.
 
   He was jolted out of his reflection with an urgent call and the battle stations alert, “Admiral. One hundred plus ships have just jumped into the system. There are three Allung planetoids and a number of battleship class. They all appear to be Allung design.”
 
   Oh God, he thought…his worst nightmare. “Jumped?” he asked and his heart missed a beat knowing they could jump to the undefended Earth now too.
 
   “Yes, sir. Wait, sir. They are broadcasting ERF codes and have stopped advancing. I have contact with Captain Andrew Williams, sir. He says he is in command of the ERF Auxillary Fleet. There is two minute light minute delay but he is headed this way, sir to update you. Do you wish to reply?” asked the communications rating.
 
   “Tell him I will keep the coffee and croissants hot while waiting for him.” Thank God, he thought. Maybe I don’t regret leaving those troops at Saiph after all.
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   Andrew was given the royal treatment upon coming aboard. Officers and crew stopped what they were doing to watch him as he was escorted to the Admiral. Captain Williams was wearing some type of urban gray uniform with a subdued patch and a beret. The crew grinned ear to ear when they saw him as the communications and scan crews leaked word about the strange support fleet that arrived.
 
   He was ushered into the small conference room with the admiral and the flagship’s captain and exec. Andrew looked isolated as he came in and saluted. Admiral Kyger was a bit taken aback by the uniform but crisply returned the salute and asked Captain Williams to sit.
 
   “I take it you are here as Captain Williams and not as Andrew, then…” Admiral Kyger said.
 
   “Yes, sir. I was forced to relieve Captain Wright of command and take total command of the force at Saiph. I also formed a small fleet with commissioned locals, into an auxiliary fleet, under my command. I left Captain Darby in charge of the ERF ships at Saiph,” he stated.
 
   “I want to hear everything. We are beaten up pretty bad. I have one hundred ships and many of them have partial crews. Locals?” asked Kyger.
 
   “Yes, sir. I have 2,500 progeny – reconstituted Lee Post-like clones and over five hundred superbly trained freed slaves. Most of the latter are Toi like Xilatoi but they have had four or more months of intensive training under Captain Darby’s cadre. We use them for boarding operations after we disable the Allung ships,” Andrew said.
 
   “Good grief, Andrew – I mean Captain. How many ships have you had to board? We have many here we would like to board but don’t have the manpower. We just keep them under our guns.”
 
   “That’s why we’re here Admiral. We dropped off new weapons and boarding parties at Mintaka and Sheliak already. We upgraded the slicers and they are self controlling. We have the maintenance and override codes for you. We have dropped them to the troops at the previous sites and my progeny are sweeping the Allung ships for you as there are bound to be enemy survivors. Here is an intelligence training file on the Allung Brotherhood. It is current as of two days ago and tells the strengths and dispositions of all the Allung,” Andrew stated with a straight face.
 
   “What? You got them to talk? How in the world…” Admiral Kyger said and stopped after seeing the expression on Andrew’s face.
 
   “The females got them to talk. Here is a training cylinder for you to duplicate and distribute,” Andrew said as he handed over the cylinder. “You’ll find their hierarchy and political infrastructure very enlightening. We also have several metric tons of lamlee for you.”
 
   “Tons of lamlee…How many prisoners do you still have? Tons?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Saiph was the Allung Commodity Reserve where they kept all their valuables. They also had a technology repository but that was damaged. We are investigating some possibilities for us but we’re not quite there yet. We only have two Allung still alive,” he said.
 
   Andrew paused and looked straight at Andrew for a few seconds. Admiral Kyger then turned to his staff and sent them out of the room. He said nothing as they left and then turned to Andrew. “I take it you intend to retain control of your force…I might have trouble moving under an unknown anyway. What do you want to talk to me about? I didn’t read that wrong did I?” Brad asked.
 
   “No,” Andrew said. “Here’s the map of current Allung positions. There are a lot of small bases and outposts 2,000 light years across. They ran into a wall about 1,500 years ago – they ran into the Ylee who stopped them cold. When we finish this, I intend to take the progeny and the Toi to investigate. What I wanted to talk to you about is the numbers. I had all my people work on them and it looks like the Allung had a lot more ships then we have seen. We – together – must have put 1,000 of their ships out of commission. Unfortunately our numbers crunching shows they may have another 1,000 ships at their disposal.”
 
   Admiral Kyger’s face blanched. “One thousand more…and they are massing for an attack on Earth,” he said in an astonished voice. “How can we hope to defeat them?” Brad said with a coffee cup halfway to his mouth. 
 
   “Those new slicers are our best bet. We are headed to Earth, with your permission, to begin rush production. We are also manufacturing at Saiph but we are running out of ship drives to use. We need more manufacturing capacity like we have at Earth. We need your help but I’m not even sure a rear admiral has enough pull,” Andrew said.
 
   Brad chuckled, took a sip of his cold coffee, made a face and set it down. “They promoted me to Vice Admiral. I guess they thought Rear Admiral Lower half sounded bad. They said I skipped a rank due to my extensive time in grade – counting the accelerated time. With that – I may as well do this…You are now promoted to Commodore of the ERF Auxillary,” Brad said and reached beside his seat and pulled out some Jack Black and, after getting a fresh cup of coffee, poured in a generous amount. “Here’s to you commodore. We’ll get this done. What other technology did you develop?”
 
   “Commodore…didn’t know our Navy used that rank?” he said.
 
   “ERF Navy didn’t but the auxillary can. That lower half crap needs to go – new military – new rules. We make it – we write it. Our tradition. Tell me about new tech that might save our ass. How good are these new slicers?
 
   “They are outstanding. Shiv has them set up to disable Allung ships according to their class and how they are fighting. They transmit slave collar unlock codes when they are stationary and doing mini-jumps through ships. They target the planetoids first and then the smaller ships. We lose a few through lucky hits but they are damn hard to hit and keep jumping through the ships until we order them to stop or all the targets are destroyed. The field neutralizers are easier to make and they are small. They are vulnerable as they begin to penetrate a field but if they target the neutralizers than the slicers just cut them up.”
 
   Andrew continued, “The laser can be reprogrammed to fire in trios and hit moving targets. Your ships can be reprogrammed to automatically turn away from laser fire, making it harder to penetrate one of our ships,” he said handing Vice Admiral Brad Kyger two memory modules. “Here are the Allung plans for the coming decade and all their tactical maps and shared codes. The second module has the upgrade programming and manuals for all the new weaponry. I have one hundred progeny standing by to brief and train your people. They will follow your orders and you don’t need to feed them or anything – just treat them like you would a valued employee,” Andrew said.
 
   “Andrew, you rained on my parade when you told me about those 1,000 ships but you gave me some hope with the new weapons. I will get right on it. I will send a summary of the new auxiliary force we started out here and get you an official sanction from on high. How will we tell these progeny apart?” Brad asked.
 
   “I thought that was going to be a big problem too but they are a bit different to start with according to their background. They then picked up the characteristics of the men and women they were associated with – their features are all a bit different. It’s disconcerting at first but you are damn glad to have them around when the going gets tough. They can die but they can repair injuries. Massive trauma tends to change their personalities a bit but we’ve never seen anything bad. They’ve been damn loyal and friggin’ brave in what they do. They are the ones that tackle free space walks and do all the boarding operations.”
 
   “I was worried about that and was going to ask. Sounds good…Do you think their loyalty will last?” Brad asked.
 
   “As long as we treat them as intelligent beings – they will treat us the same. I recommend that we give them Earth citizenship after service,” Andrew said. “They have already sworn loyalty to the ERF Auxiliary.”
 
   “Then I see no problem and will add that addendum to my latest reports. We are heading there now. You coming with us?” he asked.
 
   “Yes sir. We need to start those manufacturing operations,” Andrew said. “Having several thousand new troops with us should have an illuminating effect on the politicians also…especially when they learn there are one thousand enemy ships planning to destroy and enslave the survivors.”
 
   “You are learning,” Brad said taking a refreshing sip of his laced coffee.
 
                 
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   The jump to Earth was anti-climatic. Earth was vastly unaware of what was going on outside its purview. The recognition of the progency as Earth citizens brought an uproar. Politicians railed about aliens in our midst. The counter propaganda by the World Government showed MemDex videos of the progeny fighting the Allung. The repeated uncensored broadcasts of the battles between the ES and ERF forces were interlaced with videos of our troops and progeny ripped apart. Never before was there a war when every recovered person or body part attached to a MemDex could be accessed.
 
   Family could see what happened to their kin. The Earth public saw the thousands and thousands of dead slaves. The videos were edited to show the myriad species enslaved and some from Desiree’s interrogations with the Allung as they talked with pride about their history. They talked about mass genocide of many species and laughter about turning them into servants doing their bidding and not letting them breed after killing all their children. 
 
   Those last videos did it. The religious fanatics stayed at it with their narrow minded Christian or Moslem theology but no one paid them any attention. Their extreme views brought about the largest drop in religious contributions in a hundred years. Politicians relying on the support from the pulpit were marked for removal from office at any subsequent election. The ERF support swelled, as did the number of volunteers to the Earth Regulatory Force.
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   The production of slicers and field neutralizers had gone from a trickle to a torrent. They were produced by the thousands and were emplaced from Earth orbit outward to the orbit of Mars and inward as far as the orbit of Venus. Crews were sent to Mintaka, Sheliak, and Zeta Persei to speed the recovery and retrofitting of Allung ships. Often the ships had pockets of Allung that were eliminated. It was ironic that the ships they attacked us with would be responsible for defending the Earth.
 
   The Exploration Service was amazed at the intelligence data and training cylinder that were provided them by the ERF.  They barely had gotten learning machine duplicators from Earth before we were bringing them tons of lamlee (we didn’t tell them how much we recovered) and hundreds of duplicates of the history and strategy of the Allung – all in Trade. The interrogations would have more lasting effect on the Allung than any battle. They had lost thousands of troops to the Allung and seeing their ancient enemy brought to ruin was extremely gratifying.
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei and Shiv were struggling with the confiscated weapon from Saiph. They’d reached a conclusion that it couldn’t possibly do anything when Rett came by. He had seen how the multi-dimensional math worked. He thought some of the notes looked familiar and sure enough, the math was identical. He rarely showed excitement but maybe being around these humans and the way the jumped to conclusions was rubbing off.
 
   “Hah!” he exclaimed in imitation of Joel’s exclamations. “This device produces a particle wave front that acts like the front screen of a slicer. Look,” he said pointing at the arrangement of internal components. “Isn’t this like a drive configuration but it isn’t in line. It projects a thin wedge of particles at over 700 lights and those transport any matter forward until the layer of particles breaks up. That is why a normal drive field is no obstacle for it. We can duplicate this and shoot through any ship near us. It would be a good idea to investigate two things,” Rett said as LeiLei and Shiv stared at him in anticipation. “We need to learn how to duplicate these quickly and we need to figure a way to defend against them.”
 
   Shiv bobbed her body up and down in affirmation. LeiLei nodded.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   The manufacture of the beamers, as they soon became known, went much easier than any defense. The defense would take another epiphany like Rett’s with the beamer. They could not figure a way to protect against beamers. That epiphany would take a casual question from Ling.
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   Tod was explaining to Ling. “The slicers are just large versions of the beamers. Beamers project a section of particles that act like a shield on a slicer where the slicer pushes a field at seven hundred lights or faster. The beamers project those particles at 700 lights. The field crosses multidimensional boundaries and we can jump across those other dimensions or push matter across those dimensions.” 
 
   “How far does the beam go?” she asked.
 
   “We theorize that the beam stops when the particle front breaks up,” Tod said.
 
   “Can’t you do something to make the particle front break up before it penetrates?” Ling asked.
 
   “That’s an interesting idea Ling,” Tod said trying to imagine how the beam created its area of particles and then project them forward. 
 
   Tod thought about her comment the rest of the afternoon. Maybe if we project a field that spreads out down the sides of a ship. Then we pulse it at GHz frequencies. That might work but it would have to be a powerful field…maybe with repeaters…maybe a phased array down the sides. It would be tedious and expensive but it might be done. How about a surface of lamlee while thinking about a phased array designed to project an interfering field? That would probably work, he thought. That’s what I’ll try.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Jumping to Conclusions
 
    
 
   Master Arbitrator Cetosme was approaching the Gralon 3 system. He had his ships form up behind the shield ships when they were forty light years away from the system. Some of the personnel were new and they could not coordinate multiple ship movements well. He had them turn on the front shields and they started fairly close together. They would need to be precise with this large of a group if they were to hide the approach. He was not going to give the defenders time to rally. He wanted a clean victory to show his prowess to the council.
 
   The accident occurred when they jumped to speed. The ships jumped to speed at the same time but the lower left ship drifted behind the ship above and came forward and the front shield touched the rear of the shield ship above it. There was a brief flash and the top ship had disappeared. Cetosme had the ships stop immediately and had the recording he was making of the event brought to him. He had been recording his triumph. He had the slave play back the recording. It was disconcerting but he asked the slave to slow down the replay.
 
   They could see the lower ship touch and saw the flash. He saw the Gralon star and then many other stars when they played it back at ultrahigh speed.
 
   Cetosme was stunned. The upper ship had jumped instantly. Those devices in front might hide their approach but what if there was a shield in the rear also. Cetosme had a frigate take a shield frame from the front of another frigate and attach it to rear. Now the frigate had a shield in the front and back. He had them turn toward their home port and set their speed at 698 lights like the last accidental transition. He was videoing from several angles this time and when they launched at 698 lights there was a large flash and some debris from the shield.
 
   A review of the video showed their home base star and many more past it. He wondered what would happen if they transitioned at top speed. He had another frigate rig a rear shield and had them try at their top speed near 1,400 lights. This event had no flash but the ship disappeared. Eight hours later, the frigate appeared several light seconds from them. Cetosme debriefed the crew, promoted the commander on the spot to senior Arbitrator and everyone else on the ship up one grade.
 
   Word of their promotion spread around the remaining ships like electricity. All the Allung were fired up at their accomplishment even though it had been a slave who suggested the course of action and their return. Cetosme realized that transitioning slow was not a good idea. The successful frigate jump was a bit over seven light years because they had left the field on so long. 
 
   Cetosme had all the ships begin building a rear field framework though his ship confiscated the front shields of two cruisers. He was not going to put his life at risk with so much at stake. He certainly wasn’t going to a battle when those at home knew nothing of this technology. The ships jumped at a bit slower than top speed, held it for a time and covered twenty-five light years this time. They waited ‘til everyone was together and he had them try jumps at 1,250 lights and had them hold it for a longer period. They jumped nearly 150 light years. He had them repeat that jump and then increasingly faster and shorter jumps as they were returning to their home base.
 
    
 
                                              ***
 
    
 
   “Sir, I have a contact six light years away. It looks like dozens of ships. It wasn’t there a second ago. Look…see,” the tactical officer said to the watch commander of the York.
 
   “Sound general quarters. Alert Captain Darby. This is the first time we’ve had anything like this. Get the alert frigate ready to jump to Earth if need be. We’ve never done a jump that long but Captain Williams’ task force is supposed to be there,” said the watch commander.
 
   Five minutes passed and the ships remained at six light years. “Maybe it was a false…” said the watch commander just as the ships disappeared and reappeared on the outskirts of the system. “Send the alert vessel now,” he yelled and the alert vessel disappeared from view. “I hope the slicers are up to this,” he said and started praying. 
 
   The slicers recognized Allung ships and started jumping through the formation.
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   Senior Arbitrator Cetosme was in the process of congratulating his navigator when ships around him started calling in distress. Some type of weapon was jumping through their ships and putting them out of commission in short order. The scan tech reported strange ships in port and no friendly challenges. This was insane. Where was the protection fleet? Nothing was right. He had the ships that could, jump with him to the next large base. They would rally there.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme’s ship arrived in the next Allung system and the same type of weapons immediately attacked him. He lost two more ships before he could jump away and head for the next base. He decided to stay further away this time and saw ES and what must have been Earth ships in system. There were many damaged Allung ships visible. He had his remaining ships jump out before they could be attacked again.
 
   He had them jump two hundred light years in a vector away from any port. He stopped and gathered his top commanders. The frigate commander had actually destroyed one of the weapons. He promoted him again and demoted a cruiser commander that had his cruiser damaged. He had them swap ships not realizing that the frigate’s slaves had again given them the hit to spare their own lives.
 
   They had a meeting of minds and concluded that most of the bases had been compromised but they must inform the fleet that was about to attack Earth. It was rallying at an obscure, uninhabited star system and was due to depart any time now. Cetosme told the commanders where they were going but nothing else. They were not in the habit of questioning orders and didn’t this time. Cetosme had a reputation for winning or he wouldn’t have been on the council at such a young age.
 
   They arranged themselves in what Cetosme thought would be a formidable looking pattern and jumped together.
 
    
 
                                           ***
 
    
 
   The scan tech for the flagship planetoid of the grand Allung Brotherhood fleet turned to the senior coercer on duty. “A number of vessels have just appeared on my screen and they are headed directly at us. I am trying to raise them but they have not responded. They just appeared Senior. They were not there a moment ago.”
 
   “This may be an attack like happened at Gralon. Sound…” he was winding up to alert everyone when the scan tech interrupted.
 
   “It is Senior Cetosme. He wishes you to alert the fleet Senior Arbitrator and come to his ship. He says immediately.”
 
   “Oh he does – does he? He may be on the Council but he can not expect the commander of the Grand Fleet to get…” the Senior Coercer was cut off again by the scan tech.
 
   “He says to get him there immediately or you will be sentenced to death as a traitor…and yes…he says he is on the Council and he does expect him to get up immediately and meet him. He will regret it if he does not do so,” said the scan tech.
 
   The senior coercer knew he was not going to win a staring contest with a high member of the council so he turned on his heel to notify the Senior Arbitrator.
 
   Several minutes later, a disheveled looking Allung was escorted into the conference room on board Cetosme’s cruiser. 
 
   “What is this breach of protocol Cetosme? Why have you dragged me here to this ship on the eve of an attack?” said the aging commander of the fleet.
 
   “Come with me, Senior. I have to show you or you would not believe me. You would resist me. I would have you killed and it would slow my response. I am trying to save our race from extinction,” Cetosme said and escorted the aging commander and an aide to his bridge.
 
   “I want you and your aide to pay close attention to this as we are risking our lives by doing this…” he said and turned to the navigator. “Are all the destinations plotted?” he asked.
 
   The navigator acknowledged and Cetosme directed the visitors to regard the outside views and scan displays showing the friendly icons of the grand fleet. He counted down and on zero the displays changed. The icons showed dozens of threat icons and the home base. 
 
   “Captain – we have to leave,” said the scan tech as threat icons were converging on their position. 
 
   “Jump,” said Cetosme and the view changed to another B-class sun and another Allung port and more threat icons and converging weapons. He did the same thing three more times and then had them jump back to the Grand Fleet.
 
   “This is some kind of trick. You just showed us different views. We felt small shocks every time, right before the view changed,” said the aging senior. 
 
   “Have your aide go to the navigation – scan station then. That person will show him how to input coordinates. Tell him some system within the empire where you would recognize a different sun. I would prefer a location where we will not be attacked. Tell him,” Cetosme said.
 
   The aide was shown how to enter coordinates in the rudimentary new system by the scan tech and the aging commander told him coordinates. He went back to the console, entered then and turned to Cetosme.
 
   “Do it whenever you want,” said Cetosme and the aide activated the jump without turning back around. The screen showed only one friendly icon other than their own and a tiny white dwarf sun.
 
   “Well?” said Cetosme.
 
    The aging commander was speechless. This had not been some hoax. “How?’ he asked. “What has happened to our bases? You have my full support and loyalty. I doubted you…it seemed so incredible.”
 
   “Yes. It was hard for me to accept too,” he lied trying to befriend this aging commander who would be a strong ally in a bid for a stronger position on the Council. “I have some idea on how this happened and I had to risk everything to keep the Fleet from facing defeat. My life was nothing to risk against so many lives in the fleet,” Cetosme said.
 
   “Your bravery will go down in Allung history,” said the old commander.
 
   That is the idea old one, Cetosme thought. I had to warn you or I might have had a bid for the Council disrupted. “Here is what we must do,” he said as they planned their offensive.
 
    
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   Tod and Shiv rolled the bin of lamlee up to the side of the renamed Junior II, the retrofitted Allung cruiser that had become Andrew’s flagship. Tod put his hand in the lamlee while the bin was tilted against the ship. He visualized the lamlee formed a phased array barrier to the beamer dimensional weapon. A gray cloud rose out of the bin and started spreading across the surface of the ship. The stream continued out of the bin and was rapidly covering every outside surface of the Junior.
 
   The installation of beamers on the Junior II was going full tilt. Steve and Joel had figured out how to manufacture the beamers in volume. They had twelve weapons installations and six of those replaced former laser installations. They had decided that they couldn’t cover many ships since each cruiser would use half a ton of lamlee and they didn’t even know if it would work – wait – that could be tested easy enough. 
 
   Joel had them set up a beamer outside the Junior II. He had it powered and had the service crew fire up the ship’s fields along with the new phased array coating. He had the weapons team aim the beamer in a line that wouldn’t harm anything and had them fire. It made no sound other than a brief, high-pitched hum and a hole appeared where it was pointed. The hole went a long way through and out of the warehouse. 
 
   Joel then had them point the beamer at a section of the Junior II and made sure the targeted sections were empty of personnel and clear on the other side of the ship – just in case. There was a short countdown and they fired at the ship. The same high-pitched hum was present but there was no visible effect to the ship. Apparently the coating had worked. They would coat twenty ships with lamlee and those ships would acquire the beam weapons also.
 
    
 
                                                   ***
 
    
 
   Twenty of the confiscated Allung ships – now of the ERF Auxillary fleet under Commodore Williams – were coated and prepared with the new beam weapons. The Earth Enclosures were churning out slicers and they were being deployed in every human outpost.  Many were being shipped to ES bases. ES ships came in to be fitted with slicers and field neutralizers. They would get their laser tracking and navigation avoidance systems upgraded also. All the reticence to have a human touch their systems was gone and humans were treated like visiting rock stars on their ships. Of course, the humans made a habit of bringing wine, apples and jalapenos to any visiting ship – it had become somewhat of a ritual.
 
   Trade was continuing, in spite of the war – especially after the Queen was upgraded to jump capability. It had made three trips to Earth already. Tau Ceti had been visited twice more and the learning machine, learning cylinder facility on Sirius A. The Allung Brotherhood history was becoming a classic and they could not duplicate them fast enough. A shipload of duplicators went to Sirius A with master copy cylinders of Allung battle losses, interrogations and more Earth technology plus available trade goods. The facility was going full blast and the recent news was a sensation to residents.
 
   The economy was booming – as was the war.
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Letting the Cat Out of the Bag
 
    
 
   Master Arbitrator Cetosme suggested the plan that was adopted. The retrofitting of the Allung attack fleet was going slower than expected. Fears of discovery grew as the delays mounted. The leaders decided that they would attack with the largest ships in the lead. A reserve force would approach from a different vector. They would try a slow approach and see if they could draw the defenders away from where they were bound to have more defenses. The three hundred ships they would have converted in a few days time would jump in behind the Earth fleet and cut them to pieces. Any plan with a thousand ships had to be straightforward.
 
    
 
                                                    ***
 
    
 
   Admiral Kyger called Andrew. “Commodore, we’ve had reports that a brief sighting was made a month ago of a possible Allung ship that jumped into all the bases we attacked. We didn’t put two and two together for such a long time because we didn’t compare minor detection recording from all the different bases. The computers caught the correlation – we sure didn’t. I’m sorry we dropped the ball on this one. It will change our strategy if they can jump,” Brad said.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t do anything except let everyone know that the days of having a half day to prepare are long gone. Tell them to have their fast courier ships ready and don’t be afraid to call out for help. We might even be able to do something now. Unless they’ve figured out the time acceleration – which they will if this war goes on much longer – they would have a hard time retrofitting their ships to jump. I know what’s involved and its slow going. We think the number of ships they have is huge – far exceeding our fleet though we have more firepower – they are still dangerous if they get close with their lasers. Those planetoids take massive damage before they stop shooting,” Andrew replied.
 
   “I’ve always hated the wait,” Vice Admiral Kyger said as he stared off in the distance.
 
   “You won’t have to wait much longer I’m afraid,” Andrew said.
 
   “You are right – there,” Kyger said.
 
    
 
                                                          ***
 
    
 
   It was another three days before they had any indication that something was up.
 
   “Sir – my screen just lit up with detections,” said the tactical officer.
 
   “Sound yellow alert. How many?” asked the watch commander.
 
   “Lord, sir. Hundreds. They’re moving about 1,300 lights sir. They’ll be here in 3 days at this distance,” he said.
 
   “Three days – are there any detections of jumps?” the watch commander asked.
 
   “Not as of yet, sir…I heard the reports. Are these guys really jump-capable now?” the tact officer said his voice breaking a bit.
 
   The watch commander smiled – the kid hadn’t been on the other four missions like he had – “Doesn’t matter. Admiral Kyger will bring us through – always has before.”
 
    
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   Admiral Kyger had been expecting an attack for days. He was thankful the Brotherhood was so dogmatic in their ways. They didn’t realize that their reputation was ruined anyway. Sentient beings knew they could be defeated and everyone knew their little tricks. No one would roll over when they came to call anymore. He put on his clothes and called Andrew.
 
   “Commodore, are you ready for these folks?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Admiral. Suggest you send your ten special ships forward once we are in engagement range mixed in with a large portion of the fleet. I expect more ships to jump in if they have that capacity. I will keep my special ships close to Earth/Lunar orbit distances,” Andrew said.
 
   Brad chuckled. “Still trying to teach your pappy to suck eggs I see,” he said. “Do you think they’ll have surprises for us?”
 
   Now Andrew laughed. “You’re the one that taught me that no plan survives first contact. I want as many slicers as we can get to hit them first.”
 
   “Agreed…I will keep you abreast of any developments. Kyger out.”
 
    
 
                                          *** 
 
    
 
   The master Arbitrator was pleased. The plan laid out by Cetosme was a good one. His initial objections to having a lower number of jump-capable ships would be overshadowed with the new first strike capabilities. He appreciated Cetosme’s cunning. He had never thought to use those weapons in this way. Soon, they would see who was to prevail. The Earth Regulatory Forces would mourn their losses if there were any left, thought the aging fleet senior Arbitrator.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   The days passed agonizingly as the Allung Brotherhood fleet grew in resolution on their screens. “They are still coming at the same velocity sir,” said the tactical officer. “Sir. I have another detection of fifty ships coming from anther vector. I just picked them up sir. I’m not sure if they were blocked by one of the planets or they jumped in.”
 
   “Check with the other ships. I’ll alert Admiral Kyger,” said the watch commander who was worn out from the long watches since the alert.
 
   There was a long time as other crews reported in. It did appear that these last fifty Allung ships had jumped in though most of the ERF fleet had their sensors occluded by planetary masses.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Kyger weakened his forward line by moving fifty of his ships to intercept the new threat. He decided to not wait for them to approach however…
 
   The fifty ERF ships jumped to the location of the emergence of the fifty Allung ships.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   Master Arbitrator Cetosme was pleased. His plan was working out splendidly. He knew he could not face the ERF on a one-to-one basis so he would pull off bits of their fleet using their jump capability and then he’d pick them off.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Captain Thayer jumped his cruisers to the area adjacent to the Allung fifty and he wasn’t disappointed. They were laid out near him in as pretty a grid pattern as he had ever seen. Most of the Allung ships were battleships and cruisers however. He ordered his troops to launch field neutralizers and slicers. Suddenly there were four times more Allung ships. The fifty larger ships had hidden enemy cruisers and destroyers. Thayer now faced two hundred ships. Those two hundred surged in unison right through his formation – tearing it to pieces. 
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   “Admiral! Thayer’s squadron is gone. There are two hundred enemy ships there. They just appeared. We didn’t see an emergence flash except when they first appeared so they must have some way of hiding. The two hundred emerged – then they plunged in unison. We have three frigates and a destroyer that survived sir – I’ve recalled them. That’s over 3,200 men lost in an instant. The surviving ships are transmitting the video for us to analyze,” said the tactical officer of Kyger’s flagship.
 
   “Brad, did you see that? What do you make of it?” Admiral Kyger asked his senior staff, whom MemDex tied together. 
 
   “I see it, Admiral. Looks like they used the shielding ploy Commander Castellano invented at Bellatrix. Then they accelerated together like a slicer does – they just micro-surged together. All their ships have a front screen and it could do the same thing with their main fleet. We have to stay out of their flight path. I’ll have Shiv reprogram out slicers on-the-fly if we can – the ones we can reach. I’ll turn any slicers upgraded on their main force,” Andrew said and immediately called Shiv and explained what she needed to do. Shiv had said she ought to be able to reach most of the deployed slicers and she was on it. 
 
    
 
                                                          ***
 
    
 
   The aging Master Arbitrator of the Allung Fleet was very pleased with Master Cetosme. He knew the young Allung brother was inspiring but almost destroying fifty powerful vessels without a loss was incredible. Now if I can just trick these Earthers into coming toward my line. Maybe if I slow a bit they will come forward, he thought. He gave orders for the fleet to slow to 750 lights.
 
    
 
                                                           ***
 
    
 
   “Sir,” said the tactical officer to Admiral Kyger. “Their fleet has slowed but the 200 ships on our flank are still moving forward toward us.”
 
   “We need to delay them until Shiv can get the missiles reprogrammed – another few minutes to reach them all,” said the Admiral behind his paper thin veneer of calm. The minutes crept by until he got a call saying the reprogramming had reached all they could reach. “Turn them loose,” he ordered. The slicers dove toward their prey.
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   “Master, their weapons are attacking us and their ships will not line up in front of us,” the scan tech said.
 
   “Have the front ships do a short jump. Change your vector a bit each micro-jump and then have the next layer do the same. We can’t be hit when jumping and we are hard to target while moving. Have all acknowledge. Let us hope that Cetosme can attack their rear. Commence,” he ordered. The waves of Allung ships began a series of mini-jumps but the order was easier said than accomplished and the clean formations began to break up from multiple slicer hits, collisions and poor execution of commands. They began cutting the numbers of slicers with their jumps but the hits were taking a terrible toll on their fleet. They were getting decimated and hadn’t had a chance to even attack an ERF ship. 
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   Admiral Kyger ordered his ships to spread out in formations of five ships with one of his specially coated beam ships in the center. They jumped to where the two hundred jump capable ships were located. Kyger had ten of the phased array coated ships with beamers and those ten cut swaths though the Allung ships. The ERF swept the beams back and forth and anything within their considerable range just vanished. The Allung were down to one hundred – now fifty – now the rest jumped.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme was appalled. What were these weapons? His ships were totally ineffectual against them. Now their short speeding missiles were attacking them. He was down to less than fifty of his ships and he ordered them to jump back to the area with his one hundred jump-capable reserves. He knew the main fleet was being destroyed in detail but he had only used them as a distraction. 
 
   He could see the location of the many of the captured Allung vessels standing off to the side. Cetosme was incensed that these Earthers would dare steal their ships. It was intolerable that they would use these ships against their masters. How could they have taken our ships in working condition and put them in service? He would, at least strike a blow for the Brotherhood and teach them a lesson. He would have all his remaining jump ships target the area to the rear of those ships. They would land there for a few seconds out of laser range and then burst right through them. They would pay.
 
    
 
                                                      ***
 
    
 
   Andrew had his formations ready. He knew the jump-capable Allung would try to flank them so his ships were on a hair trigger waiting to cover everywhere around them on six axis. He had three beam ships at each axis and two floaters. He didn’t have long to wait.
 
   “Commodore…they jumped primarily toward the Earth side of the fleet,” the tactical officer said but his declaration became moot when the beamers began to shred the Allung. The Allung ships didn’t have time to jump through the Commodore’s ships. Those ships had micro-jumped away. The beamer ships cut through Allung ships and the moment any Allung ship lost its shield, the unlocking codes for the slave collars were transmitted. The situation got more complicated once the slave collars were unlocked if they lost their shields.
 
   The slicer missiles had been programmed to avoid the bow of Allung vessels and not to attack if the enemy ships quit attacking. Those were the signs that freed slaves were fighting internally and they were consistent.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   “Master, their weapons are cutting us to Toi bait. They are jumping away from us and their missiles are like intelligent predators – pouncing on us. Our slaves have somehow been freed and they are attacking us among many of our ships,” said the Junior Coercer to Master Cetosme.
 
    “Kill all the slaves now. Send that to all ships,” said Cetosme. “Jump to the fleet,” he said as his ships shuddered.
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   “Commodore, there are dozens of the enemy jump ships left. The ones that could, have jumped back to the enemy fleet,” said the tactical officer. “Admiral Kyger has requested that we aid him.”
 
   “Very well. Acknowledge and tell him we will jump to the far side of their fleet. Leave two squadrons of five here with a beamer and cut up any who fight,” said Andrew.
 
   “Acknowledgment to the Admiral and two squadrons left here. Yes sir.”
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   “Master,” said the Senior Coercer to the aging fleet commander. “We have ERF ships that have jumped behind us. We have one hundred ships still able to fight. Master Cetosme has stopped communicating and twelve of his ships have jumped to aid us. What are your orders? Master Arbitrator Cetosme told his crews to kill all the slaves so they could not turn against us. Should we order all the slaves killed?”
 
   To have his crews hide behind us is more like it, the fleet commander thought. “No. Do not order all the slaves killed. They may be our only way away from this place alive. Order all ships to cease fire and open communications with the Earthers.”
 
   “Master, cease fire. The Allung Brotherhood has never lost a battle. We never give up,” said the Senior Coercer.
 
   “Do not believe everything you hear – especially if it comes from the Council. We have lost battles in my lifetime but we have been able to cover it up – until now. Tell them to cease fire – now!” he yelled as the younger Allung turned to carry out his orders.
 
    
 
                                                  ***
 
    
 
   “Sir, the enemy has contacted us but some of their ships continue to fight,” said the communications officer.
 
   “Destroy any ship that points a weapon at us. Beamers – cut them up,” Kyger commanded and his order was relayed throughout the Earth fleet. 
 
   The Allung ships that fought were quickly destroyed. 
 
   “Sir, they say they will release all the slaves if we will let them go.”
 
   “How generous of them,” Kyger said at the thought of 30,000 murderous aliens being turned loose. Could they change their ways? Hate begets hate…violence begets violence. He decided to call in higher authorities.
 
   “Tell them we have to get approval from higher authorities but the release of one large ship’s slaves might help. Turn a ship over to some slaves and have them bring it between us with fields down. We will seek guidance,” stated Admiral Kyger. 
 
   “Whom do you want me to contact?” said the communications officer. “Do you wish to contact ERF Command or the World Government Council? I can get them sir,” said the comm tech.
 
   “No. Send for my wife and the senior crew of the Junior. I want them here in a half hour,” ordered the Admiral. 
 
    
 
                                                       ***
 
    
 
   Fran and the senior crew of the Junior arrived in 25 minutes. No one dallied – no one made excuses. They dropped everything and came. They gathered in the large conference room and Admiral Kyger had them all sit and started right in.
 
   “The Allung said they will let all the slaves go and will leave with no more hostilities if we let them leave. I don’t want any more thousands of our people to die, thousands of slaves, ships destroyed. What do you recommend? We know them better than anyone in the universe does. No one on Earth knows the Allung and Earth dwellers are not qualified to make a decision. What do you think?”
 
   Fran said, “They will not change. They will just try to outdo us on weapons the next time.”
 
   Desiree said, “They will always be a threat.”
 
   Shiv said, “It will be worth the deaths of our forces.”
 
   LeiLei said, “They will always plague us – they have been the parasites of the universe for hundreds of years.”
 
   Susan looked at her husband and said, “None should be left alive.”
 
   Ling said, “Psychologically speaking – they would rationalize their defeat and come back whether it took a day or a century.”
 
   Tod, Andrew, Steve, and Joel looked at the women and then at Xilatoi, Rett, Lee Post and Shiv.
 
   Shiv said, “They are delicious.”
 
   Lee Post just nodded.
 
   Xilatoi said, “The women are correct.” 
 
   Rett looked around the room and said, “There were times that they treated me well. They sometimes showed great intelligence. They created beautiful art.  They collected information that would have been lost. They are a great species and should be released,” he said in the longest diatribe they had ever heard him say.               Everyone was in shock. He was taking their side?
 
   Rett looked around the room. “I am telling a joke,” he said. “They should all be killed wherever you find them.”
 
   The room was silent for a few seconds and then they all burst into laughter so hard that they cried and had trouble breathing.
 
   Admiral Kyger turned to them. “I had the same gut reaction and wanted folks I could trust. I’ll give you fifteen minutes to get back and get settled. We’ll cut loose with everything we have,” he said and the meeting quickly broke up. Brad grabbed Fran as she was walking by and kissed her thoroughly. It was reciprocated and they had a moment. “You can stay aboard you know.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “They need me on the Junior. It’s coated.” She looked at him a moment longer. “It’s the right decision for them. Their species is psychotic by our standards and their whole society breeds to reinforce those traits.”
 
   He looked at her, squeezed her one more time in a hug and watched her walk rapidly back to the shuttle.
 
    
 
                                                    ***
 
    
 
   “Master Arbitrator, we released a frigate but the slaves had almost taken it over except for two crew members. The humans still have not fired. They are too weak – we will make them all slaves soon,” the Senior Coercer said to the aging commander.
 
   I would not bet on that, thought the commander. “Shields on maximum…prepare to try to trap them against our shields on my command.”
 
    
 
                                                   ***
 
    
 
   “All ships fire,” commanded Admiral Kyger and they began jumping and firing slicers, beamers, lasers, and field neutralizers at the remainder of the enemy fleet. Shiv had all the slicers target the remaining Allung planetoid and their battleships. The beams cut up the rest of the Allung ships — some were trying to jump. The rest were trying to flee.
 
   Andrew considered the last couple of days. Admiral Kyger had Shiv reprogram the remaining drones within range to follow retreating Allung ships. They were to follow and destroy them if they could. Most of the jump capable enemy ships had already jumped away but some still remained and fought. We lost ERF and Auxillary ships as well as three of the four ES ships that had stayed with us. We were mighty proud of those guys.
 
   We cut them up. The slave rebellions overtook a lot of the Allung ships. The York started disgorging progeny for boarding operations. Those operations were going to be grueling so the progeny earned their keep. Humans who went along with them developed some profound respect for those fellas. The Toi Auxillary performed a few of the boardings. They did well also. Funny thing…the World Government granted political asylum to any freed slaves. 
 
   Even the conservatives who had protested immigration, felt political asylum was just fine. Besides, they realized the Allung had already culled the dull and weak. We were able to free 12,000 slaves though we lost 5,723 people, at last count, when doing so. These freed slaves would do just fine and it was worth it to break the back of the Allung Brotherhood.
 
   We never did find Cetosme’s ship so it escaped or was destroyed. 
 
    
 
   
 
  



 
   Rotten to the Core
 
    
 
   Senior Coercer Bork from the Sesstra was an expert in survival. He had scored higher on every survival training exercise than any of his cohorts. He had hibernated when he had escaped from his captured ship, as was doctrine. He had then scouted the area and began gathering intelligence on the Earthers. He had discovered their secret Enclosure that must cause some kind of time acceleration. His observations had showed damaged ships and raw materials going into the facility in a steady stream. They had magically come out a day or so later, completely refurbished. He had seen how they might accomplish this deed and he would amaze his Allung brothers explaining how it is done.
 
   He had learned to live off Earth animals that were numerous. There were aquatic creatures in the ponds and streams. He had developed a real taste for one animal and it was ridiculously easy to catch and eat. These animals were ubiquitous. They scurried along slowly, were brown and had a hard shell that was easy to strip. They had pointed snouts, little ears and pointy tails. They lived on little insects. He also liked the furry, long eared animals but they were much harder to catch. The reptiles were scarce but they were a delicacy. He had so much to report to his cohorts about the habits of these weaklings. They rode vehicles rather than walk except for short distances and rarely got out of their air conditioned habitats. 
 
   Bork enjoyed the warm weather of this region of the planet but the blue sky and little sun was disconcerting. This planet had but one moon but it was large and bright. He liked to move and hunt at night. The humans were rarely out and he could roam freely. His night vision goggles were ones the Allung had acquired and copied hundreds of years ago. The design had become standard for every survival kit. He was armed with a molecular disruptor that had a particularly long lived power cell. He also had a needle beam, laser pistol that he used for hunting. It produced a narrow hot beam and was easily recharged from a larger power pack.
 
   He had set up his survival transceiver that could reach any Allung Brotherhood ship in orbit. He had started receiving faint Allung broadcasts in the middle of the night. Those broadcasts had been getting stronger. He knew a portion of the fleet would be schooling the Earthers on the demands of the Brotherhood. Senior Coercer Bork was startled when a spotlight hit him in the face. He could just make out the outline of a human. He reacted instantly, drew his laser and fired. The figure fell backward.
 
   He went over toward the fallen figure when he heard a crack – crack - crack and felt sharp pains in his chest. Then there was a boom and he felt nothing more.
 
    
 
                                          ***
 
    
 
   Jesus Martinez was out spotlighting jackrabbits with his two sons when his youngest had spotted something up ahead. Raphael had put his spotlight on some figure up ahead and that figure had shot him. His older son Philippe, had reacted even faster than he and had fired three times with his little .22 semi-auto rifle. Jesus had whipped his old, Russian VEPR .308 to his shoulder without thinking and fired twice. Old habits die hard he thought. He rushed over to Raphael who was getting up. He was holding the base of his neck on the right side. 
 
   “How bad are you hurt?” Jesus asked.
 
   “Not too bad, Papa. Did you get him?” he asked.
 
   “What did he shoot me with?” Raphael asked as Philippe rushed up.
 
   “Good job son,” he said to Philippe. “I’m proud of you.” He patted his son on the shoulder. “Let’s see this bastard.”
 
   They walked over to where the body was and shined a light. 
 
   “Dios,” said the senior Martinez. “It’s one of those aliens our boys are fighting. It’s a big frog. Look at the teeth in that thing. We better report it. Philippe, you call the sheriff and I’ll scout around. There may be others around. Get him out here quick.”
 
    
 
                                         ***
 
    
 
   The sheriff called the nearby ERF base and twenty minutes later a big ass ship landed without making any noise. Jesus Martinez had heard all the news broadcasts about these things but seeing is believing. A ramp came down and nothing came out – he thought – until a soldier materialized next to him in a shiny suit. He thought he’d lose his bowels but the fellow was really polite.
 
   This guy then zooms up in the air and Martinez knew they were scanning the area thoroughly. This soldier shows up again and explains that they would get a large reward for capping this creature. The soldier brought Jesus the laser pistol and recharging unit. 
 
   “Here’s a souvenir for you. When you tell people what happened – pull this puppy out and pop a tree in the yard. This bastard was tough and dangerous. He was trying to contact his buddies in orbit – we are currently kicking their slimy green ass but we’ve lost a lot good people.”
 
   “What’s going to happen next…?” asked Mister Martinez.
 
   “Staff Sergeant Goins, sir. We’re gonna track them to the end of the galaxy and kill them all. They say we’ve freed over 10,000 slaves…we can’t kill ‘em fast enough for me…those folks are rotten to the core,” said the sergeant.
 
   Jesus Martinez looked at his youngest and couldn’t help agreeing with the sergeant.
 
    
 
                                                     ***
 
    
 
   Andrew had the crew stand down in shifts and get ten hours of accelerated sleep. They came together later on in the day in the large conference room.
 
   Shiv, LeiLei, Rett, Xilatoi, and Lee Post were there along with the original crew of the Junior except Fran. She had gone back to the Admiral’s ship. 
 
   “We have to decide what we’re going to do next. I promised to take Shiv back to her region and take Lee Post to look for the Ylee. We have the Allung maps and there have to be groups of those scum out there. Rett. You need a ship and a load of lamlee and grape juice. Any of you are welcome to stay with us. We have to decide where we are going and how much force to take with us. I will not go anywhere with one little ship again though. We need some vulnerability so we’ll be cautious. Too many ships and we’ll be too arrogant. What do you folks think?”
 
   “I will stay with Joel,” LeiLei said. 
 
   “I will go with you as will many of the Auxillary. Others can train the just freed,” said Xilatoi.
 
   “I will stay a bit longer. I would like to meet the makers of the lamlee,” Shiv said.
 
   Rett said, “I am destined to be with you humans a while longer. I will travel with you until we can confiscate a larger ship. I will take the lamlee and the ship at that time. Some more Tros may want to join me.”
 
   Everyone was surprised at the long speech from Rett but he was getting more and more verbose – exposure to humans they decided.
 
   “Lee – we haven’t heard from you,” Andrew said turning to face him.
 
   Lee looked at Andrew. “The freed slaves were granted political asylum. I understand they can be granted permanent resident status after one Earth year and citizenship after five years. We were promised citizenship at the end of the war. The end of the war may have happened but we will continue to serve you until you no longer need us. We are treated like intelligent beings with identity. We risked our existence next to other organic species and feel a bond. Let us take half of the progeny and the other should assist the ERF. We want to find the makers of the lamlee. We want to meet the Ylee,” he said and stepped back against the wall.
 
    “Rest of you feel the same?” he asked and they all nodded. “Okay then. I’ll call the Admiral. By the way folks – he’s invited us to a celebration party – wake.”
 
   
                                                        ***
 
    
 
   Andrew had contacted the Admiral. Brad had suggested that he had ordered the Auxillary Force to try to contact the Ylee and find the origin of the lamlee. Andrew still hadn’t told Brad, the extent of the lamlee they had recovered from the Allung. There were kilotons left even after reconstituting the progeny and giving half to the ERF and ES.
 
   Brad suggested that they take half his force including ten of the newly coated ships, and visit planets in route to the area where the Allung had met the Ylee. They would need to finish off any Allung they found and make friends with the natives. We needed to establish trade routes and find habitable worlds. 
 
   “I will say I ordered you to find habitable worlds, establish trade routes, fight any foes and find the origin of the lamlee,” Brad said.
 
   “I will follow those orders then Admiral,” answered Andrew.
 
   “Carry on, Commodore,” Vice Admiral Brad Kyger said. “We’ll see you at the wake?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Andrew said.
 
    
 
                                               ***
 
    
 
   The wake was a roaring success with emphasis on the roaring part. 
 
   Andrew was walking arm in arm with Susan back to their quarters on the Junior II. 
 
   “You know. We have proved ourselves. We have a certain expertise,” he said.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked expecting one of his puns but he surprised her.
 
   “We’re not the smartest creatures, or the fastest or the strongest or the longest living…” he said.
 
   “…and your point is?” she said.
 
   “We’re adaptable…versatile…creative. I guess it comes from being so damn vulnerable,” he said.
 
   “I thought you were going to say our expertise is in hospitality like the Eugene Hotel – which I want to visit again on the way – the honeymoon suite…or maybe you were going to say we were valiant warriors and stubborn or we throw great parties,” she said.
 
   “We are on all counts,” he said a little put out at her flippancy. 
 
   “But we certainly have expertise in fecund practice,” she said with a grin. 
 
   “Fecund? Productivity…fertile?” he said.
 
   “Yep. I’m pregnant,” she said.
 
   He stood stock still for a long second and then kissed her passionately.
 
   “I want to perfect my expertise again right now,” he said and kissed her again.
 
   “Commodore…not here. What kind of girl do you think I am?” she said.
 
   “Already know the answer to that,’ he said and scooped her up and carried her to their quarters. The few crewmembers who saw them pass, grinned and looked away.
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Ramblings about the technology in this novel
 
    
 
   Several things are interesting about these technologies  - some of it is in practice or on the drawing boards. The stun weapons exist today – two parallel ultraviolet lasers ionize the air and a high voltage charge is applied to these channels in the air like wires, to hit skin and cause the muscles to lock – ultraviolet tetanizing weapon. I was on a committee approving the study on humans in 1999 but couldn’t talk about it until 2005 when it was patented. There were other patents in 1997 – 2003 covering the topic.
 
   Invisibility: tons of patents – meta-materials that can bend microwave and other high frequency sources around them exist today. The projection of the image of what is behind you exists today and you can see it on tanks on the Net today – already exists. MIT got a multi- million grant to make clothing that would enhance the strength of soldiers – it already exists. If you are interested – look up Exoskeleton II by Lockheed – another incarnation of enhanced strength. It already exists and is in use. Vanderbilt Engineering submitted a white paper in 2011 on having computers recognize threats based on behavior – it is doable today and getting better. The ability of a computer to take multiple video inputs and construct a cogent analysis, showing what happened, is doable today. 
 
   The weapons, except the molecular disruptor could be constructed today with better power sources. Much of what we do would change if we had portable high-capacity power sources. Laser and neutron projectors can be built – It’s the power generation that is the hitch. We purchased a car this year that could drive itself in a limited fashion (2012). Research is close on anti-aging – if you can live another thirty years – you will probably be able to live another 50 years if you are wealthy. That will change a lot of things. I had 31 years as a police officer and now I teach engineering and still teach martial arts at 61 – what if I lived another 60 years. Men in my family often live over 100 now. Soon the wealthy will have that option.
 
   Look how Europeans affected trade in the Polynesian island nations – we need to remember the past. All aliens will not be altruistic. They will not be all bipeds. We will have ENORMOUS difficulties talking with them – I hope they have Trade, Esperanto or the like.
 
   We are approaching the learning machine stage – it will have a huge impact and we are closer than you probably think. We can recognize symbols, letters and numbers from thought alone using specialized MRI software – and that is just the unclassified work. We are close and it will hit us hard if we do not have to memorize data – great improvement and headed your way.
 
   Kinetic armor – I have helped develop Kevlar and other ceramic/composite armor for decades – I wouldn’t want to try attacking a US soldier 50 years from now.  
 
   MemDexs – we could just say the smart phones five years from now – my phone does a lot of what the ones in the story do. Lamlee – circuitry that evolves – maybe in the future – why not?
 
    
 
   Don’t worry – the last follow-up to the first three books follows. In Core Values, we learn that Core Worlds races are far in advance of our own. We track down what happened to the Ylee and the lamlee.
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   This is a work of fiction. Some of the characters are named after fans and friends. 
 
   Earth and the Exploration Service destroyed the bulk of the Allung slave traders. New transition technology lets them travel thousands of light years instantly and they’ve seized accumulated positional data (charts) from the Allung Confederation. The Earthers are traveling closer to the galactic core where the Allung may have run into the Ylee, the possible creators of the lamlee.
 
   The Ylee region of space is close to LeiLei and Shiv’s home world and we will go there first. Earth wishes to expand: explore, and tame further systems near the core. They have to decide what type of expedition to form – do they need a lone ship, a squad or an armada. Earth has had opposition at every step of their travels and many groups on Earth are finding the means to look for a future, an escape into space. Earth may not survive its success.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
                                Major Characters
 
    
 
   Andrew Williams – Commodore over Earth’s Auxiliary               Service 
 
   John Brattor – Chemical specialist (recovered team               member)
 
   Tod Schroeder – a physicist because of the dead cat
 
   Desiree Bardeen – Linguist -- Martial artist – wife of Tod 
 
   Eugene Bradley Phillips - capitalist left @ Bellatrix
 
   Susan Kama Siriluk – Materials specialist – wife of Andrew  
 
   Ling Tanaka – psychologist/biologist/psychiatrist 
 
   Fran Bergdal – environmental scientist and wife of Brad
 
   Joel Fredrickson – Mechanical Engineer – fabrication
 
   Steve Cutcher – electronics/IT/circuits 
 
   Vice Admiral Bradford Kyger– Earth Regulatory Force
 
   Rett – Tros scientist/Inventor
 
   LeiLei – Lemsla (feline-like) female – mate of Joel
 
   Shiv – Vicvic (Mantis) female
 
   Lee Post – Post Ylee Lamlee construct being
 
   Shuma – Bellatrix scientist - inventor of the Maker
 
   Xilatoi – knowledge master of the Phafalotoi
 
   Will Castellano – ERF Lt Commander assigned Bellatrix
 
   Umma – Exploration Service Cruiser Captain 
 
   Cetosme –Master Arbitrator on the Allung Council
 
   Rich Darby – ERF Captain over ground forces (SF)
 
   Rajit Ratnaike – Captain of Scout ship Hasta
 
   Progeny – recreated human-looking beings – 100%               lamlee
 
    
 
   Lamlee – molecular circuitry with telepathic assembly – used as currency in some areas of the galaxy – improves function of electronic devices if applied properly…self-assembling nano circuitry.
 
    
 
   Lights – multiples of the speed of light in vacuum (700 lights equals 700 times the speed of light and is near the threshold, transition speed for inter-dimensional “jumps” in space.
 
  
 
  


 
   The Journal of John Brattor
 
    
 
   My name is John L. Brattor, and I’m not going to tell you what the “L” stands for (yes, I ended this with a preposition – fire me – this is MY story). See – I distracted you from my initial. I am on the original team that reverse engineered the alien field belt. I determined the “secret” catalyst and helped Steve and Tod figure out the cold fusion process. Tod and Steve were the ones to up the power output by orders of magnitude though…Andrew and Tod get the credit for the incremental improvements and uses of the stressed space field. Susan and Desiree actually gave Andrew and Tod the idea of setting up the time-accelerating Enclosures.
 
   Let me rewind the story a bit. We, the synthesist team, had just built some prototypes to generate enormous power. We were demonstrating for the university along with this big muckety-muck named Phillips. He turned out to be a real sleaze but I ‘kind of’ owe him for being back in the saddle again. I’ll save that story for later. We had to throttle back these generators ‘cause they could put out huge amounts of power for long periods – tremendous output. The generators even used some of our nuclear waste as a catalyst. 
 
   Anyway – I happened to be standing over one the heavy output cables when we accidentally knocked loose the pegged throttle, the governor and the full output hit the cable I was standing over. I remember the flash and the pain in my crotch and chest but I lost consciousness pretty quickly. Phillips was the one that got me help and had specialists scaffold the skin cells to rebuild my body. I had a ton of surgeries on my chest but I was toast from the waist down. The plasma ball seared me so I had a colostomy bag. I didn’t have any motivation to do anything. My legs were seared into sticks. I was stuck in a bed for years. I got a bit more mobile later but I’ll skip that part because it is just a pitiful me story and I’m beyond all that now.
 
   Phillips dropped his medical support as soon as the group released the power supply plans over the web because everyone was trying to steal the plans. We couldn’t keep the design secret so we licensed what we could. The synthesist team made quite a bit of money and always kept up financial support for me, but it was tough to see my teammates doing so much I wanted to do. I will say I had little ambition and no gonads right then.
 
   That’s when Phillips popped up again when the team started traveling in space (they told me they had kidnapped his ass – right from his house before they went gallivanting off across the spiral arm). Phillips was a really, old dude and he decides to see some med tech on another planet on a spur-of-the-moment jaunt. He gets some fountain-of-youth treatment and Earth imports a lot of that tech. My case comes up again as they can regrow body parts. No kidding. Andrew and Susan (married now) come to me after the big battle with the Allung and tell me they can fix me up. 
 
   I told them I was through with surgeries. They said that the alien tech mapped proteins that prevented regeneration and the alien tech reactivated regressive genes for regeneration. They laughed then, which shocked the hell out of me ‘cause they were being so serious and they told me the regeneration wasn’t that hard – they said the hard part was not growing a tail from the coccyx area. I had seen the alien feline-like female, Leilei and told them I wouldn’t mind growing back all my lowers. Oh yeah – it’d be nice to walk again too. I said go ahead.
 
   I would have said, no, if I had known how friggin’ painful it would be -- it was worth it. My muscles were atrophied and it’s taken me two years to get up to speed on the research, the back stories from my colleagues and get my body whole and ripped. I started taking language and history cylinders right then. I wanted to speak Trade, Tros, Ullumff, Allung – everything. That was two years normal time but only three weeks within Enclosure Eight, here, near Phoenix. I am going on the coming, big expedition but I need to record some of the stories from the original team and ESF folks.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’m going to shorten this story because I don’t want readers to die of old age – so much happened after we (using the royal we here since I feel part of the team still) first left our solar system. We visited Tau Ceti first and it had a habitable planet with intelligent, indigenous natives – we learned to travel about 700 times the velocity of light. We detected a ship near Earth and RAN into the Exploration Service. Had a little disagreement over whose weapons were more powerful and then worked out a trade agreement with them, which included lots of literature on different alien races. It also covered what we thought were standard navigation aids and environmental standards.
 
   Earth built a quarantine station on the moon that tried to live up to the standards in those damn manuals. We had to invent whole new ways to meet the specs but we did it with the help of a time accelerating enclosure we developed. The lunar base was not universally liked.  A rogue military element tried to take us down there but we squeaked by and got the upper hand. Trade negotiations went well and it turned out our attempts to meet the specs in the manuals were highly acclaimed…because those specs in the manuals were ideals that no race had ever attained – until we did it – who knew. Earth was such a babe in the woods – still are a bit, but learning.
 
   We geared up our ship construction and met the next, alien trade missions as best we could. They all wanted to trade on Earth and not on the moon. We formed the Earth Regulatory Force, or the ERF for short, to police the trade. This is where Phillips came in again. He was sabotaging plans to develop trade locations on Earth so my teammates kidnapped him. We traveled to Sirius, found slaves turning out teaching cylinders. We took over the complex, freed the slaves and got tons of language and history cylinders. LeiLei was a captive scientist and she joined the team. She and Joel fell for each other and she’s a real sex kitten in every feline sense of the word. She did have a fling for Steve for a bit but Joel was match. That’s where we really learned about lamlee and the Ylee. Lamlee are these nanodots that can assemble and improve any electronic circuit.
 
   The team went to Procyon and figured out a way locate quantities of lamlee. They ran into some competition and acquired Shiv. She is a VivVic female that is like a two-meter high praying mantis but super intelligent. A deal was struck and Shiv became a member of the team. They then went back to Tau Ceti, had a dust up and acquired some ceramics tech and more lamlee and information about the Ylee. The Ylee appeared to be a water-based race like an Earth cephalopod.
 
                                                                         
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Had to take a break…so much has happened… Okay…same expedition but they now go to 68 Eradani and got attacked on arriving and again on the surface – a pattern was emerging – we needed good armaments. We acquired more – new tech and good trade goods. Then the expedition went to Bellatrix. More trouble but the team was getting the hang of it – they thought – by then. The expedition gets attacked at a tavern – an attempted shanghai of the team by a bunch of slavers. The upgraded suits fought off the attack for their unconscious wearers. The ship personnel send reinforcements that eliminate the attackers and take over their slave ship as our crew revives.
 
   The expedition confiscates and upgrades the slave ship – turning it into a passenger liner with a liberated crew. Phillips finds that rejuvenation treatment and the expedition turns him loose. He starts a hotel and the Earth crew sets up a big, Earth tourist pavilion. Oh – they get more lamlee and on the way back to Earth, they activate it.
 
   Activate it? Well they use saline water and kilos of lamlee and it assembles into a being they call Lee Post. That name is a play on words – post-Ylee. He (it?) joins our team primarily to search for the Ylee who seem to have disappeared.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The crew that traveled on the expedition realizes they’ve stirred it up at home because the World Government is flush with money and splinter groups of Earthers are planning to go make their fortune in space. They have no idea what they are getting themselves in for and don’t even know where there are uninhabited planets to settle. There is some resistance to the new tech. The technology for longevity is traded for cooperation with the money moguls and new ships are being constructed as fast as the now, numerous enclosures can churn them out – they are turning out hundreds. 
 
   The team – still together – figures out new technology to travel at almost 1,500 lights (equivalent to that many times the speed of light in normal space). That tech leads to information from Lee Post and how the Ylee could travel interstellar distances instantaneously. We are just about to test this new method of travel when we run into an Allung cruiser.
 
   These Allung are froglike beings that live on extortion and slavery. We narrowly fight them off and learn a lot about them from their freed slaves. They had learned about Earth at Bellatrix and were gearing up to come to Earth en masse. They would then harvest our tech and scientists and destroy what wasn’t useful. Earth decides we are going for that option. We figure out the final pieces of the instantaneous travel, develop new weapons and decide to go after the Allung Brotherhood (what they call themselves) on their home turf.
 
   Okay – okay – big battles – we lose hundreds of ships and tens of thousands of military but we recover huge stashes of lamlee and some of their confiscated technology. Andrew formed an auxiliary space force with retrofitted Allung ships, liberated slaves and reanimated lamlee progeny. We decide to call them progeny instead of clones because clones had gotten a bad rep over the past few decades. We have a huge battle near Earth with the Allung and soundly defeat them. There are remnants of Allung that escape but we have good weapons and think we can finish any remnants we meet.
 
   We are so damn good at hospitality and innovation that we’d decided we’d keep going to keep pressing our luck – out there…only this time – I’ll be going with them. No more second hand stories this time. Andrew was putting together a real expedition with some military backup from Kyger. We’ll have ten of the lamlee coated cruisers and 1,500 progeny as well as a slew of scientists.  We’ll have most of our original crew along with Rett (Earth’s original alien), Leilei, Shiv, Xilatoi, and Shuma. In addition, we’ll have a couple thousand liberated militia and volunteers. We were going to find the Ylee and the source of the lamlee if we have to travel to the galactic core. This time – I’ll be with them.
 
    
 
   
 
  



The Exodus and the Expedition
 
    
 
                 Admiral Brad Kyger was sitting back while sipping some Black Jack. Commodore Andrew Williams was arguing with Kyger. 
 
   “These so-called colonists don’t have any idea what they’re getting into,” Andrew said.
 
   “They have the means to get off planet and we can’t stop them. They have received minimal jump ability but some have gotten lamlee and they can travel up to 1,300 lights in some of their large ships,” Kyger answered. “I agree they don’t have any idea of the dangers…you’re preaching to the choir here.”
 
   “Can’t we restrict them somehow?”
 
   “We can and have told them that they will get no protection from us.  We also told them the ES and the ERF will not take it easy if these colonists start taking over other beings land. We gave them ES treaty protocols and made sure they understood them…best we could do,” Kyger said and took another sip.
 
   “Damn. There’s gonna be hell to pay and you know it.”
 
   “I know it,” Brad said…took another sip and said, “Don’t I know it.”
 
   “Let’s get on with the planning then…crap. I hate it when all my careful planning is messed up by reality.” 
 
                 
 
    ***
 
    
 
   Tod and Desiree were comparing notes from the captured Allung charts and files.
 
   “Seems the Allung hit a wall in this region about 1,200 years ago…toward the Sagittarius Arm. Earth is on the Orion Spur where it bifurcates from the Sagittarius Arm,” Tod explained. “It looks like they tried several approaches and were blocked at every turn.” Desiree pointed at the map. “…In all this area around the Lagoon and Omega Nebula…about 4,100 light years from Earth.”
 
   “Nebula?” Desiree queried. She was a gifted linguist who had broken the Allung prisoners and spoke more languages than any other human. 
 
   “Seems the Allung had no luck in that whole region. Appreciate your translations but they appear garbled,” Tod said.
 
   “They may be garbled…they’re pretty incomplete. Seems they were trying to expand in that direction when they ran into some type of opposition that stopped them cold. They tried several large expeditions and weren’t successful. Some of the Allung references are just about missing expeditions with no survivors…some were fifty ships or more…and the references are spread over hundreds of years.”
 
   “How much time?” he asked.
 
   “Looks like as recent as ten years ago…every few decades like a trial by combat.”
 
   “Recently then? ...Can you explain more about these charts?” he asked.
 
   “You’ve got them all scanned into our system don’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Oh…stupid of me…right…sorry. Good idea. Let’s see what we come up with here,” he said as the lights dimmed and a representation of the Milky Way appeared.
 
   “Here we are,” he said as he pointed at the 3D representation of the Milky Way zoomed in to a closer view. “The Lagoon Nebula is this direction,” and the display rotated to an overhead view of the galaxy with an arrow indicating the direction to the Lagoon Nebula.”
 
   “Why in that direction? I don’t have any reference that they got that far.”
 
   “Well…it’s bounded by stars in the Sagittarius Cluster on the charts to either side from Earth’s point of view,” he stated. “The forbidden regions from their charts are displayed and marked with any stars we’ve identified.”
 
   “Oh. I see what you mean. So these Messier objects: Messier 8 and 17 – even 18 here,” she said indicating the computer indicated boundary where the Allung had been stopped. “Tod…honey…you realize we just stopped the Allung here at Earth but the Allung first ran into this twelve centuries ago. We were in the Dark Ages in 900 AD. What tech would they have now? I hate to think?”
 
   “Why sweetie…” Tod said playfully. “You don’t think it would be dangerous to approach systems now in converted Allung ships do you? You know how all the alien cultures we met have treated us so well,” he said sarcastically.
 
   Desiree snorted. “Yeah – right? Seems we fought everyone we ever met – alpha dogs just pissin’ to mark their territory…”
 
   “Long as we’re the alpha – I haven’t got a real problem with it,” Tod stated.
 
   “…and when we run into the bigger dog…the one we can’t outdo – outrun – outfight?”
 
   “Guess we’ll do what the pack animals on Earth have always done – let one meet one in a neutral area and get to know each other. We should not be challenging…like when you have two dogs and you bring in a third.”
 
   “Right Tod…but you show you’re still the alpha over your dogs already.”
 
   “Well Zugzwang then,” Tod said.
 
   Desiree raised her eyebrows. 
 
   “Zugzwang…when you can’t make a move without giving up something – we’ll have to be ready to compromise.”
 
   “I’m familiar with the German word – just don’t see how we’ll apply it,” she said.
 
   Tod shrugged, “Best I’ve got.”
 
   “Great…so softly, softly catchee monkey is your plan?”
 
   “Yep,” Tod said. “Pretty much sums it up.”
 
   “I married a moron…come on moron…I wanna catchee,” she said with a lopsided grin.
 
   “Glad we had this high strategy talk,” he said as she swatted him on the butt as they headed to their room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Susan Kama Siriluk (wife of Commodore Andrew Williams) was talking with Shiv, female, insectoid alien.
 
   “Where are you from?” Susan asked.
 
   “I have avoided talking about it much…I shall tell you – female to female. My kind is very territorial. I am the exception. Only one in a million desire to travel great distances and meet new challenges. We tend to be very solitary and have very short lifespans…though orders of magnitude longer than the males,” Shiv said through her translator in English.
 
   “How long is very short in Earth years?” Susan asked Shiv, the large being that looked eerily like a two-meter high praying mantis.
 
   “Four or five of your years,” Shiv said.
 
   “Oh my,” Susan exclaimed. “You’ve been with us almost that long. You look fine to me.”
 
   “Thank you. I meant the males. Females live about two hundred of your years when fed and moisturized well,” Shiv said.
 
   “It is not proper to ask a female her age in my culture…” Susan said trailing off.
 
   Shiv dipped her head, “Nor in mine but you can readily see with us – as our thorax, here, starts turning brown in spots and we lose the ability to have young after about 150 of your years…yes…yes…I understand your implied question. I am a relative youth of about 65 of your years.”
 
   “You don’t look a day over thirty,” Susan said.
 
   “Thank you. I come from the Theta Arae system – 822 light years from here. It is what you call a blue-white supergiant,” Shiv said.
 
   “Do you want to go home?” Susan asked.
 
   “I would be treated like an outsider but I would like to be there a little while. You would find it very interesting. I miss only the sky. It is more exciting here.”
 
   “Would humans be allowed there?” Susan asked.
 
   “Humans are rather large for game animals and though you look tasty – your silver suits would preclude attacks but some might take sampling nips if you were unescorted.”
 
   “Sampling nips?” Susan said. “You are serious?”
 
   “Yes. Of course pets and children should not go planet-side…they would be considered edible.”
 
   “Seriously?” Susan asked.
 
   “I exaggerate only a bit but not much if you are in the rural areas. The males are particularly less informed – though smaller…they are tasty…I miss that…”
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei, the tall feline Lemsa, and, her human mate Joel, were meeting with John Brattor and Ling Tanaka. Ling was the team shrink, biologist, and you-name-it. 
 
   “We want to go along too,” Joel said. “LeiLei says her home planets are relatively close to our route also. She we would be well received there because…”
 
   “Because?” Ling asked.
 
   Joel blushed as LeiLei stroked the inside of his leg. “…because human males are especially attractive to Lemsa females…according to LeiLei…and…”
 
   “And? Do I have to drag this info out of you?” Ling asked. “We are all scientists. I’m a doctor besides that…”
 
   “It’s embarrassing,” Joel blushed again as LeiLei grabbed him by his rear. “Human males are super endowed compared to Lemsa males. Lemsa males have no hair and are not as dominate as human males…I am told.”
 
   John quipped, “…seen you in the shower dude…not…”
 
   Joel blushed. “I did say – compared to Lemsa males.”
 
   “You said planets?” Joel asked. “Where are you from LeiLei?”
 
   “I was born in the Canopus system but grew up at Epsilon Lupi. I left Canopus when I was very young.”
 
   John checked his Dex. “Okay. Canopus is 310 light years from here and Epsilon Lupi is 510 light years. Tell me about your home…if you do not mind.”
 
   “It’s a variable star and we lived on the fourth planet. The light changes ten times every day and we had to wear heavy clothing about half of the year. I have two sisters. Most parents have multiple partners but mine were monogamous – they were considered very odd. They were community organizers too – I always wanted to be a scientist. I wanted to travel.”
 
   John said, “Two sisters?”
 
   “Oh yes. They would really like you…a lot,” she said.
 
   “Are they younger? Older? What do they look like?” John asked.
 
   “Oh…you are a frisky one. My younger sister Leiita would really like you. She’s much prettier than me.”
 
   John blushed.
 
   “I just love it when you fellas change color like that and you know you release a certain smell,” LeiLei said and grabbed Joel and pulled him close with a little growl.
 
   “Oh God…Leiita you say…as long as it’s not Lolita…it has been a long time for me.”
 
   LeiLei canted her head to the side. “Lolita?” she asked.
 
   “It means too young,” Ling said.
 
   “Oh. She is, at least, ten,” LeiLei said.
 
   “And she’s younger than you? I have to ask…” John said.
 
   “Oh…my mistake. Canopus years are different. She would be about…” she said as she canted her head again. “That’s about twelve of your years. I sometimes get confused changing measurement systems.”
 
   “…robbing the cradle…” John murmured.
 
   LeiLei looked at Ling. “I am 17…in your years.”
 
   Even Joel looked shocked but Ling just smiled.
 
   “When do Lemsa females mature LeiLei? When are you considered an adult?” Ling asked though she knew the answer already…she was just trying to help these males through their human prejudices.
 
   Ling looked at the males with her big dark eyes. “We mature early and have memories from our parents that we just need to reawaken. We are sexually active at five and considered adults at eight of your years. Females may litter as early as six or seven but most wait a bit unless there is plentiful food and shelter.”
 
   “Human women reach the age of menarche earlier if there is an abundant food supply also…” Ling said. “It’s similar.”
 
   “What kind of lifespan is average?” John asked.
 
   “Our lifespan has really increased in the last two centuries…is that right…centuries?” LeiLei asked Ling.
 
   “Exactly right…and your average lifespan now?” Ling asked to clarify.
 
   “We live a little over 90 years…about 120 of your years. Males live about half that…” Leilei said.
 
   “Bet they wear out…” John said with a mischievous grin.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Fahad Azmi Al Shedra turned to his subordinate. “When will the ship be ready?”
 
   “The ship is ready now…we have not finishing loading supplies and the weapons have not been tested.”
 
   “I understand about that…have all the colonists been prepared?”
 
   “Most have been given training in Trade and many have had other training cylinders. The equipment has been loaded.” He paused. “Has the destination been chosen?”
 
   “Do not question me about that…the council has not released that information to the public. We do not want the ERF to get wind of this flight – they might try to stop us and it is within our rights.”
 
   “What if the area we want is occupied? You have read the ES treaty prohibitions. We would be in violation.”
 
   “We will not violate the Prophet’s word…only man’s word,” Al Shedri said menacingly.
 
   “It is not a human’s word I am talking about it is the other Ajami.”
 
   “Let it rest Giaour,” Al Shedra said contemptuously. “It is ordained that we should take the pious where they can start a new life. The reformation made sheep of our brothers.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A similar conversation was being held in many areas across planet Earth. Groups of disgruntled religious zealots, starry eyed idealists, capitalists, scientists, farmers or would-be back to nature groups were looking for grass on the other side of galaxy. Some groups were simply looking for ways to get away from grinding poverty. Some had volunteered – some had been pressured into service for companies looking at captive labor away from all legalities – most were looking for change and all were going to find that…the problem with most is it would not be good change. 
 
   Pioneers get the arrows and settlers get the land is the old saying. Ships and groups of ships were preparing to leave Earth. They wanted rid of the bureaucracy. They wanted freedom. They wanted wide-open spaces where no one would tell them what to do and they could follow their own tenets. They wanted to write their own monuments… instead, most of those would be epitaphs.
 
   
 
  



The Expedition Prepares
 
    
 
   Admiral Brad Kyger met with Commodore Andrew Williams for the fourth time in two days.
 
   “You will take a large assemblage of ships. I have some interesting news for you. The Council wants you to take Phillips with you also,” Brad said while sipping some Jack Black which he was doing an awful lot these days. 
 
   “What? I don’t plan to zip over to Bellatrix to pick up that twisted bastard,” Andrew said through his teeth.
 
   Brad took another sip of his drink and sat back in his chair twirling the ice in the glass. “You don’t get any choice in the manner.”
 
   Andrew leaned forward and started to list his objections but Brad cut him off. Kyger set the glass down too fast and sloshed some over. “See what you’ve done,” Brad said while looking for a towel and mopping up his spilled drink. Andrew looked consternated. Brad continued. “See…distracted you from building a head of steam. You have no choice Andrew. The Council of the World Government is funding this wagon train and they get to say who goes along.” Andrew started to say something again but Brad held up his hand…after sipping more bourbon. “Phillips brought us, indirectly, the medical tech to extend human life. He is an acknowledged expert in setting up Earth-style hotels and restaurants and they are raking in money. He, again indirectly, came up with the Earth pavilion idea to lure tourist trade here.”
 
   “You know that was my idea,” Andrew said.
 
   “Sure – sure, but we get the rake off from hospitality and Earth electronics – our expertise…so to speak.”
 
   “Fine, but why make him richer?” Andrew asked.
 
   “The World Government get the controlling interest in any new ventures. They get the lion’s share of profits,” Brad said.
 
   “So we are supposed to stop along the way on this expedition and do what?”
 
   “You take a large contingent of Phillips people and drop them off so they set up enterprises along-the-way. You will also have some émigrés accompanying you.”
 
   “Lord…this…just gets better and better. So Phillips gets to report whatever he deems as profit and we provide security and transportation. These colonists? They waltz right in to a new planet that we have hardly surveyed…if at all and they set up shop. How big do you plan this clusterf#@k of ships?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We are looking at around one hundred ships,” Admiral Kyger said matter of fact while leaning forward on his desk and twirling his glass in both hands. He sat looking at Andrew over his glass waiting for his statement to register.
 
   Andrew sat there stunned. “Fuck it Brad…that’s a damn fleet,” Andrew said and pointed at Brad’s glass and indicated he wanted some too. “Damn…how many military…how many other?”
 
   Brad pulled some ice out and dropped it in a glass. He then poured in more Jack Black. “Sixty from your auxiliary fleet and you take all the coated ships. You’d get the recovered planetoid too.”
 
   “God. Of course no planet would feel intimidated when we came calling with a damn war fleet.”
 
   “We are going to send scouts ahead. They’ll jump close and use the screening method Rett figured out for the last ten parsecs. You’ll be within communication range. By-the-way…Shuma figured out a way to use the quantum communication system with multiple transmitters and receivers so you can get audio and slow frame rate video…he is something,” Brad said.
 
   “Lord. We are so screwed,” Andrew said and raised his glass to Brad.
 
   “…To being screwed!” Brad said and they clinked glasses.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Scout ship Captain Ranjit P. Ratnaike IV was from a long line of physicians and entrepreneurs in Australia. Ratnaike was sharing his post with Ensign Ballie DiCarlo, who also came from a long line of distinguished physicians. They both agreed their current mission was beyond the realm of what they had imagined for adventure. They were to scout out a route for a huge expedition. Their small ship would have to rely on speed and stealth. They had one weapon of last resort that had been reverse engineered from an Allung research facility. They didn’t have the luxury of torpedoes or lasers or much anything else. They were to be one of the teams of advance scouts for the lumbering ships of the civilian expedition. 
 
   Their ship could fly faster than a shuttle and it could jump great distances but it couldn’t jump short distances like the larger ships of the fleet. It didn’t have the weapons or defenses of the larger ships and it. The scout ship also lacked the goods or expertise of the large ships. Its job was to look for indigenous populations on any planets they surveyed. DiCarlo was very liberal in attitude and Ratnaike was conservative as hell – he was suspicious of everything. They made a good team.
 
                                                                                       
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Xilatoi, the Toi knowledge master liberated from the Allung was talking with Captain Rich Darby who had been in charge of training all the liberated races for the Auxiliary fleet commanded by Commodore Williams. 
 
   “Captain, I have 1,000 liberated troops and I understand you have 2,000 of the Progeny, the Ylee reconstituted clones plus ERF forces.”
 
   “It’s Lieutenant Colonel Darby now,” Darby said.
 
   “So your people are promoting for subjective time in service now…congratulations Colonel.”
 
   “Thank you, Xilatoi. They hit me up with the promotion after I trained all the freed Allung prisoners and several classes of ERF troops. I guess they liked the way I did it plus they wanted me to go on this expedition.”
 
   “Ah…you are expendable. They don’t expect us to all survive so it is not necessarily a vote of confidence.”
 
   “Come on, Xilatoi. Don’t be so cynical.”
 
   “I am cynical about most situations but it is hard to keep up here,” Xilatoi said with a twisted grin learned from humans.
 
   “We’ll have an additional 8,000 ERF personnel along with us. Phillips has committed about 4,000 civilian security contractors,” Colonel Darby said.
 
   “We should have enough to start several skirmishes then?” Xilatoi said sarcastically.
 
   “We have already launched five scout ships to survey our route. We need to get the remainder of our supplies and materiel loaded. I have recalled all troops on leave. We should be ready in the next two days. Your people?”
 
   Xilatoi paused to check his Dex. “We should also be ready by then. My people have enjoyed this planet and are ready to get back at the Allung.”
 
   “You realize that the Allung are scattered and we may be facing everybody but the Allung do you not?” Darby stated.
 
   “We understand. Your people are against slavery and we will fight that anywhere. We are grateful to your people.”
 
   “I have been in the military my whole adult life Xilatoi. We may have to fight where the intent is not so clear cut.”
 
   “How so?” Xilatoi asked.
 
   “Conflict is often political or a result of political decisions of trade or culture. Battles often start due to misunderstandings – traveling to other parts of the galaxy will put us in conflict with other ideas and cultures. We may be fighting for ideas other than the freedom from slavery.”
 
   “I think I understand. Your people have had ideas consistent with freedom for the most people.”
 
   “I hope we live up to your expectations,” Darby said realizing that rationality is not the hallmark of conflict – quite the contrary – rationality was almost always at odds with reality.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Captain Ranjit P. Ratnaike and Ensign DiCarlo directed the scout ship Hasta to Omega Sagittarii – a G type star about 78 light years from Earth. They emerged about 8 parsecs from the star and set up the front field to shield themselves as they drove at 1,300 lights toward the planet. This was near the top speed of 1335 lights with their lamlee-upgraded drive with the stealth screen developed by the alien Tros, Rett. They could not be detected directly ahead of their path but neither could they see in that direction. The front screen prevented an exit burst that was detectable if they had jumped. They approached to a bit more than 5 light years – their shortest jump distance but within the sensor range. 
 
   They exited over five light years from the star and their passive detection system showed a huge volume of space with a six-parsec radius. Ensign DiCarlo surveyed the results.
 
   “Six planets, Skipper. Don’t see any drive field activity except at the far edge of the quadrant – and they are headed away from us. Several moons – one small planet with two moons in the liquid water sweet spot. Computer says a stable orbit. What say boss?”
 
   “Let’s have at it Di – how close can you put us?” Captain Ratnaike asked using his pet name for his partner.
 
   DiCarlo looked at her instruments. “No electromagnetic emissions. Hell, Skipper. I can put us in orbit but how about we emerge on the far side of large moon. Sir?”
 
   “Far side of the moon then Ensign. Let’s do it.”
 
   “Here we go,” DiCarlo said as they jumped to the far side of the larger moon.
 
   They merged and started examining the planet beneath them. “Damn,” said Ratnaike.
 
   “What, Skipper?” DiCarlo asked.
 
   “See there…in the southern portion…lights…not bright and not many… but lights.”
 
   “Shit, Skipper. I’m getting some electromagnetic signals. Just bursts of non-random transmissions – all low power but definitely non-random. Prime directive sir?”
 
   “What the frig are you talking about? We don’t do that BS. See if the computer can make any sense of that and let’s see what we can see before we do that take me to your leader crap.”
 
   “Monitoring, Skipper…sorry for suggesting thinking first.”
 
   “K…Di…just wasn’t what I expected,” Ratnaike said. “I am still getting over the fact that we aren’t alone and others are all over this for millennia before us. Sorry.”
 
   “Is ‘K Boss. ‘Magine we’ll see a ton of this. Report to headquarters?”
 
   “Let’s try it. Give them what we’ve got.”
 
   “Aye…aye…Skipper,” DiCarlo responded and sent a burst through the new comm system.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   “Skipper, we got a burst back and it didn’t take long. You’ve gotta see this…” DiCarlo said incredulously. 
 
   Ratnaike motioned her to read it off.
 
   “Contact at your discretion. Get as much info as you can. Do they inhabit all landmasses? See if they’re hostile. Determine if colonists or hotels and trade possible. It’s why we trained you…your call.” DiCarlo threw up her hands. “Well?”
 
   “Sounds like they want us to do our job, they trust our judgment and want us to get on with it. Do we have the scans of the surface of the other land masses yet?”
 
   “Skipper, we have three orbits. Appears to be arboreal animals on the other continents and herds on the plains. No signs of habitation except on this continent, which is separated from the other continents by large bodies of water. There seems to be a lot of large creatures in the water though. The inhabited areas are away from the coasts – which is odd. We have interpreted forty five distinct patterns in the radio messages but have no understanding of their meaning yet.”
 
   “I’ve ascertained that they travel on hard packed trails of fixed width,” Captain Ratnaike stated.
 
   “Ascertained? So you’ve seen they have fixed width trails…and…?”
 
   “I can’t interpret what I’m seeing. They appear to have markets but there is so much tree cover…it’s hard to tell…even with infrared.”
 
   “So we need to go look, bag a local and train him, her or it up to Trade language. Then we ask questions. You have a location?”
 
   “Yes, Di. It looks like there is some type of complex outside the main city that is different from all the other building and that’s the site for most of the transmissions. I think we ought to try near there. There is a large enough clear area for the ship near by.”
 
   “Let’s do it then, Skipper, after we get some rest. Early in their morning?”
 
   “They’ll probably never even know we’re there,” the captain said.
 
   “You wish…” DiCarlo said sotto voce.
 
   
 
  



 Omega Sagittarii III Friends              
 
                                             
 
   The ship landed silently in a large clearing in full stealth mode. The ship was practically invisible except when very close at visible and infrared frequencies and there was still a mist over the open pasture like area.
 
   DiCarlo and Ratnaike had the ship collecting air samples looking for spores or pathogens that might harm humans. There was a trail about a meter wide that went right through the woods near the clearing. The Earth suits were on full invisibility mode and were sealed against the planet’s atmosphere. The captain bent over to closely examine the trail. 
 
   “It’s a composite of sand and tar…quite sophisticated and artificial. We may be in luck if any of the inhabitants use this path this early in the morning.”
 
   “Captain, I have a heat source heading this way fast. Get off the trail Captain. Captain…now,” DiCarlo shouted to her partner but it wasn’t fast enough. 
 
   A large bipedal brown creature was tearing up the path and ran right into the invisible Captain’s shield and suit. It let out a squawk that could be heard blocks away and then stepped back and turned right to where Ensign DiCarlo was standing pointing her weapon in preparation to fire.
 
   DiCarlo and the Captain were stunned. The creature could sense them somehow even though they could not be seen. It held both hands forward of its body and open so all four fingers(?) were visible. It looked more like two fingers and two opposable thumbs and very strong looking, bare arms. The creature somehow folded its legs underneath and sat down in the middle of the path. It made some soothing sounds and closed its eyes.
 
   Ballie DiCarlo had never seen anything like this but he didn’t look threatening so she holstered her weapon.
 
   The Captain had almost wet himself when the creature had run into his field but at half strength – he had felt no impact. Gravity on this planet was a bit more than Earth normal but the air was oxygen rich if the instruments were correct. The mottled brown skinned creature wore a simple harness around its waist and curved under, between the legs with a rough cloth triangle. A strap across the chest and shoulder held a container of some sort.
 
   The creature reached up and slowly – carefully removed the container and pried off the stopper and drank some of the fluid and then poured some in its hand. The liquid ran off the hand onto the path – it looked like water. 
 
   “Guess I might as well turn visible since I’m certain it can sense us somehow. Cover me,” he said and became visible.
 
   The creature looked up at the Captain, let out a little yelp and then indicated for the Captain to sit in front of him. The captain did so. The creature then turned to where DiCarlo was standing and indicated she should do the same…which she did and then turned her suit visible.
 
   Captain Ratnaike opened his case and pulled out the language trainer unit – micro-miniaturized on Earth. He retracted his helmet (removable helmets were so last year now). The creature let out a little yelp and blinked its large, black eyes. It had no nose except slits and had no lips. It had bulges where ears would be. It had a wide face that could never be mistaken for human.
 
   Ratnaike put the three arms of the translator against his head and closed his eyes. He then handed the three-armed headset to the alien and indicated that he put it on. The creature reached out and took the headset carefully – it looked more like he thought it was fragile than being scared of it. The creature examined the movable arms, the hinge – hefted the weight – smelled the material and then opened its mouth and bit into one of the headset arms. The Captain started to retrieve it but the creature held out a palm in a clear indication for the captain to wait. 
 
   The creature put the headset on its own head and closed its eyes. Captain Ranjit Ratnaike wouldn’t have been more surprised if the alien had started spouting Shakespeare. He turned on the training device and the alien sat quietly with its chest hardly moving as the program ran its course. The program ended and the alien removed the headset and held it out for the captain to take. It then lowered its arms and sat waiting for some response from the silver suited beings. 
 
   “We are from another planet. Can you understand me now?”
 
   “…of… korse u rrrr. Hard speek…crude meffod…underrrstan when u think speek,” the creature said haltingly like it had a bad taste in its mouth. “U wan wish meet others,” the creature said and rose straight up gracefully, turned and started walking back down the path.
 
   Captain Ratnaike sat there just for a moment and then they both hopped to their feet and started following the rapidly walking alien. “I’ll be teetotal damned,” the captain said.
 
   “Probably…” Ensign DiCarlo responded and followed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The creature walked briskly along the path and straight toward a series of beautifully crafted buildings that blended with the surroundings. It approached a door and waited for them to catch up. If the situation hadn’t been so bizarre, they would have enjoyed the walk through the edge of the forest. The creature opened the beautifully finished wooden door and they entered. The inside was very open with a small fountain inside and an eight or ten meter high ceiling. They were led to a room with a ramp leading to a stage – obviously an auditorium – it was designed like any small auditorium on Earth.
 
   The creature indicated some odds stools to sit on and then said, “You wan speek wiff others. Others cum ask.”
 
   Ratnaike and DiCarlo sat quietly as a gaggle of creatures came into the hall. They were generally dressed in robes of subdued, woodland colors similar to greens, browns, and tan of Earth. One creature brought an additional robe and handed it to the being on the stage.
 
   DiCarlo was surprised that she could become so accustomed to the creatures so rapidly. Their appearance looked less odd even though they had reptilian features.
 
   The creature on the stage with them turned toward them and said, “I am…kall me…” he closed his eyes for a second, “Rex…Yes appropriate. You haff naming?”
 
   “I am…you are speaking English — not Trade!” Ratnaike declared. He turned to DiCarlo. “You have the Earth cylinder.”
 
   She pulled out her translator trainer and inserted a second cartridge. He handed the small unit to Ratnaike. The Captain indicated that the creature…Rex… should put on the headpiece again and he did. The audience sat there, eerily silent as they waited for the program to finish. Rex took off headpiece and handed it back.
 
   “That is much better,” he said in clear English though there was a little lisp. “Why are you here? It has been years since we have had visitors from off-planet but they were not shaped like you,” Rex asked.
 
   “We…we,” Ratnaike stammered. “You are telepathic.”
 
   Rex closed his eyes briefly and turned toward the audience. “Yes – others wish to ask questions…they also understand English now but it feels odd in my mouth. We use audible tones, yells, and celebratory sounds but rarely use what you consider speech,” Rex said and turned to another section of the auditorium.
 
   “Yes…yes… many questions …your companion is female and you are male?”
 
   “Yes,” Ratnaike said remembering that DiCarlo was very female.
 
   Rex looked at the audience again. “They obviously are evolved to sense prey by visual and auditory means,”
 
   Rex said as much a response to the silver suited aliens as for the audience. “You wish what from us? I sense many different needs – the thoughts are chaotic to me.”
 
   Ratnaike turned to DiCarlo who shrugged and then nodded slightly.
 
   “Ah…approval with a head movement. We use many subtle variations also.”
 
   “We wish to set up stores for trade and hotel for travelers. We are also looking to set up colonies – though not on inhabited planets,” Ratnaike stated.              
 
   Rex closed his eyes for a moment and the audience rose to their feet and started to leave.
 
   “We have several thousand questions we would like to ask you and your people,” DiCarlo said.
 
   “Yes,” Rex said, “with a condition.”
 
   “You have conditions before you will answer any questions?” DiCarlo asked.
 
   “No. We will answer any questions we are able to answer. Yes to your proposals. There is one condition for setting up trade establishments,” Rex said. 
 
   “Just one?” Ratnaike asked.
 
   “It is a large one. We wish to colonize our other landmasses. This is the only one that is inhabited. We cannot get to the other continents and want your help,” Rex stated.
 
   “What keeps you from going? Your buildings are technologically advanced. You should have ships that can cover the distance as we have not seen evidence of large storms that would prevent it,” Captain Ratnaike said. “If you know of other continents then you must have traveled to them.”
 
   “We have not,” Rex said. “The aliens who visited us many years ago gave us maps that show all the other land masses in great detail and we can determine distances from what we know from our own land masses.”
 
   “You knew that you could build ships that could travel that far,” DiCarlo said. “Why not do it?”
 
   “This would be easier if you could learn like we learn,” Rex said. “Please come with me – I wish to show you something.”
 
   “We can show you how to build larger ships – that should be no problem,” the Captain said.
 
   “Captain, it is the sea monsters,” Rex said, “…and also the reason we have telepathy.”
 
   “Our people believed that sea monsters lived away from land until we realized it was just fear and superstition,” DiCarlo said as they walked to a large, adjacent building.
 
   “This is a museum of sorts. These buildings represent what you would call a research facility. My colleagues are researchers and generally more inquisitive about this world and life. Ah…here it is…” Rex said as the room lit up with a soft bright light as they entered. “Oh…” Rex said. “We use a chemical light…one of the many things we can trade.” He indicated a huge skeleton hung from the ceiling. “A sea monster…”
 
   “Good lord, that thing must be forty meters long DiCarlo. Look at those teeth and claws. Those lower appendages look like a land animal. Are any of these still alive?”
 
   “Yes. This is a small one. Large ones have been spotted that make this one look tiny. The smaller ones like this can come up the rivers for a short time in fresh water and crawl a good distance on land. These are not the only threats from the sea. The most adventurous of my people catch small creatures at the edge of the water. We have tried to cross in large ships. These creatures and many others come and surround our ships. We have used poisons and explosives but we have lost many of my people.”
 
   “You said that these creatures were why your people developed telepathy.” Ratnaike said.
 
   “Yes. We were living in communal groups and developed empathy so we could survive the many predators. The ones who survived were the ones who could detect the minds of the predators. You startled me in the forest when I felt your minds but could not see you. I thought I was about to die. We share thoughts within a short distance about the size of the auditorium we were in.  They all can speak English now. That is why we agreed to your proposal so rapidly. My colleagues left and contacted the majority of our city.”
 
   “You could fly over the oceans but that requires quite a bit of technology,” DiCarlo said.
 
   “I do not understand,” Rex said and closed his eyes. “There are too many concepts for me to understand but you think we would be capable of this feat?” 
 
   “Yes,” Captain Ratnaike said turning to DiCarlo. “Dirigibles – electric or internal combustion?” he said.
 
   “Electrolysis for hydrogen, natural wind to start. We can just train one of them and they can share with the rest. We would need some knowledge of chemistry, fluids, thermodynamics, material science, and electricity,” DiCarlo responded. “Best if we use large bags, or bladders, inside a rigid structure. When the pilot wants to descend, the vehicle needs to be heavier, so the hydrogen in the main body of the craft is compressed and put into storage chambers. That creates a relative vacuum inside the body, which draws air from the outside. Air is heavier than hydrogen, so the vehicle sinks. To rise again, the stored hydrogen is released back into the body of the aircraft, pushing the air out of the bags and replacing the volume it filled with lightweight hydrogen.”
 
   “Your words show so many concepts that I do not understand but realize that this…these, technologies can be combined to travel high above water,” Rex said. “Our population has been tightly controlled for centuries.”
 
   “This cannot be done overnight,” DiCarlo said.
 
   “We understand. It is agreed. I see you wish to return to your ship. This way. We will talk again soon. I will have a young one waiting for you.” Rex started walking back toward their ship.
 
   “Why are you called Rex?” the captain asked.
 
   “That was your name for me. You thought of your naming conventions and you thought the words Tyrannosaurus Rex because of my face. We do not use naming conventions like you do. Ours are more like, “I am the one in the brown robe a short distance to your right.”
 
   “That seems very cumbersome and long. Rex is shorter,” Ratnaike said.
 
   Rex said. “You must need names for every person then – that seems very difficult to remember. We greet another person with information about ourselves and when we last met. We disagree by showing why we disagree – it has been a very stable relationship. We see you as a mass of conflicting information but I find your presences very interesting but tiring. I am exhausted trying to understand your thoughts. I will leave you here. Until you return.”
 
   “Thank you. We will be very tired trying to explain you people to our people. Excuse me but what do you people call yourselves and this world,” the captain asked.
 
   “I have never considered those questions before but we call our people the select and our planet we call the world.”
 
   “Thank you,” the Captain said and made the ship visible again.
 
   Rex jumped back and fell on his bottom. “Eek,” he said. “Your vessel is huge.” 
 
   “Rex. I am sorry to tell you but this is almost the smallest vessel we use. Some are much bigger than your whole city and hold as many beings from several planets,” the captain stated.
 
   “I will take these visions back to my people,” Rex said, turned and walked away.
 
   “Holy shit,” DiCarlo said as she and her captain reentered the ship. “That was weird – wonderful but weird. We still don’t know anything about these people…the select. Now we call this planet World?”
 
   The Captain sat down and ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. “That was the most rational meeting I’ve ever had. No drawn- out negotiations…I never felt threatened…did you?” he asked.
 
   “No and that is weird. Need to ask about that. I don’t like the way they could see into our minds. I felt naked,” she said. “I should have felt more fear. Don’t you think we gave in pretty easily whenever they asked us to do anything? Let’s separate tomorrow and one stay with the ship, which they were not able to see. You go with them tomorrow and I’ll stay with the ship – I’ll keep it about ten times the distance they said they detect it. We need some ground rules too,” she said.
 
   “I agree…went way too smoothly. Tomorrow you are to keep your distance and do not join me for any reason…that’s an order. I will so order the Hasta so the ship will obey whether we change our minds. Let’s get this report out. I think we may have been influenced to give them technology – we could escort any of their ships and discourage any sea creatures with lasers or a field extended around their ships but I don’t like the idea of being under their influence. We’ll test tomorrow,” the captain said. “I have some suggestions to make this safer.”
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   Captain Ratnaike left the ship early. The ship rose to four kilometers from the surface where it could monitor him and the city’s inhabitants. The captain’s suit Dex was given instructions that the suit was to not be removed for any reason and was instructed to actively repel any attempts to take it off. A young select met the captain and escorted him to another area of the research complex. This being said nothing as they walked. It left the captain in a room with three, seated, serious looking beings.
 
   “You have the technology training we requested?” the being in the center said.
 
   “No. I thought we needed to work out the details first,” the captain replied.
 
   “We will agree to any reasonable terms. Why do you not do as you said you would do? We will wait until you have retrieved this…” the being said.
 
   “We do not like being coerced. I think we will not be able to…” the captain started to say and then he realized that he had already agreed to the terms and these people had been very accepting. He would call DiCarlo to bring a tech-training cylinder. He keyed his radio. “Ensign, please prepare the tech-training cylinder and meet me at this location. Acknowledge.”
 
   DiCarlo responded immediately. “Copy your transmission captain. I will take over the discussion now per your orders.” The suit released an anesthetic into the captain’s system and he blacked out. 
 
   “We will not be coerced,” said the speaker on the captain’s suit in his synthesized voice but powered by DiCarlo’s words over their comm system. The three beings started looking all around them…it was if the captain had become invisible.
 
   “I think I will return to my ship,” the captain’s speaker said and the suit helmet sealed and began walking toward the door. The three jumped up and attempted to grasp the suit or block the door. The suit knocked them back and the door was sealed. The suit drew its molecular disruptor and dissolved a large portion of the wall. A large group of beings were coming into the corridor to block his way. The suit holstered the disruptor, drew out the small tetanizer and began stunning the groups in front and back with the powerful beams.
 
   There were large groups of beings converging on the patio outside the facility. The suit pointed the stunner at this crowd and they reluctantly fell back. The captain’s suit became invisible and launched itself upward to rendezvous with the ship. The suit Dex had functioned perfectly and he was retrieved without incident. Once he was safely inside the ship began to descend slowly and became visible. The second phase of the test began as DiCarlo said, “Ascend…ascend…ascend…ascend…ascend…” the ship continued its descent. She shook her head after a minute of this repetition and said, “Descend…” 
 
   The ship immediately became invisible and rose to its original elevation. DiCarlo shook her head and looked around the cabin. “What was that distance, Hasta?”
 
   The ship, Hasta, responded, “Your commands changed at an elevation a bit over half a klick, Ma’am.”
 
    
 
   DiCarlo had always liked the southern mannerisms of the ship Dex. After they had revived the captain, it would be on to phase three. The captain was groggy and angry. The anesthetic always made him grumpy…the perfect mode to handle this situation. The captain launched the small unit and it landed in the plaza outside the building where he had been coerced.
 
   One of the beings walked by the unit and the captain spoke to him in English. “I have a message for the select leaders. Do I have their attention?”
 
   The being appeared startled for a few seconds and then briefly closed its eyes. It waved its arms in front of him and they passed through the hologram image. It then moved a step back. The image spoke. “We approached you in friendship and you coerced us. It was a grave mistake. You would be better off if you walk into the sea.”
 
   The creature said, “…but you are like the creatures from the sea. You should do as we command. The sea creatures have evolved so they do not respond to our commands unless we try hard. You are not evolved and are therefore prey for us to control. You should understand this fact.”
 
   Captain Ratnaike was not feeling politically correct. He would report this communal response and would recommend the response to this threat. These people posed a threat to any space faring race that encountered them. I bet the progeny would handle these folks – maybe we could use the progeny so we wouldn’t have to erase this race. His report would make several recommendations along those lines before resorting to eradication.
 
   
 
  



Flies in the Ointment
 
    
 
   “Did you see the report from the Hasta at Omega Sagittarii?” Admiral Kyger asked Andrew. “I agree with the contact team that we should send a few of our reconstituted lamlee…pardon me…progeny.”
 
   “Let’s call them progeny general – they earned it with the lives they saved on boarding operations against the Allung. Lee Post gave us the insight we needed for the jump technology. I think they’ve earned a name other than self-assembled lamlee clones,” Andrew said.
 
   “You’re right. The right to citizenship offer after serving with the ERF worries me a little.”
 
   “Everything I do worries me a little Admiral. It’s the stuff that worries me a lot that keeps me up nights. I’ve detailed a destroyer with an all-progeny crew to set up trade relations with the select.”
 
   “What are their orders if they can’t reach agreement with those folks…there’s evidence they destroyed at least one previous star faring contact.”
 
   “My orders are to prepare another land mass for colonization.”
 
   Kyger raised his eyebrows. “…Ah…less said the better. I’m afraid I agree…maybe it will work out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The destroyer, Havoc, rendezvoused with the Hasta contact crew upon arrival at Omega Sagittarii. Ratnaike reviewed the video and reports. Lee Post, the first reassembled progeny returned to his ship and sped to the surface.
 
   The destroyer landed on the plaza outside the research facility and pedestrians who had been on the plaza had been pushed aside before landing. A team of progeny stepped out of ship and approached the most senior looking of the select present.
 
   “We are here to conduct negotiations for a trade agreement,” Lee Post said in Trade. He assumed that since the contact crew had trained Rex in Trade as he had in English and they had learned communally.
 
   “You are not like the others…we can not…” said the being.
 
   “You can not do this…” Lee said and the being threw its hands to its head and shrieked.
 
   “Stop what you are doing…stop…please stop…” the being sobbed. “Why do not make us do your bidding?”
 
   “Why should I stop? You coerced others to do YOUR bidding. Is it not the same thing? Cannot the stronger make the weaker obey? I think we will stay here and have you serve us. Would not that be the way it should be? Bring me food and water,” Lee Post said and his team stood while the beings around them all scurried away to fetch food and drink.
 
   The select returned with platters of fruit and vegetables with dried fish. “Here is what you wanted. Give us back our freedom. It is not right to be coerced like this…we are thinking creatures.”
 
   “I am not sure you are… You tried to coerce other thinking creatures a short time ago. That shows a lack of judgment. Those creatures from Earth could, and may still, remove all traces of your race from this planet. They travel between the stars and you decided you could use your advantage to exploit them. That shows you were not thinking. Explain why you think it is to humans’ advantage to let you live…I will decide this today,” Lee Post said. “Do not respond rashly as it will decide the fate of your race.”
 
   It was over an hour from then that the aliens around the team had closed their eyes. There was some obvious discussion going on around them – telepathically.
 
   “We have decided. We would like to trade but realize we might try, inadvertently, to influence beings from other worlds should they visit here. We will build a trade center in the near future but your kind could check on us several times a year on prescheduled dates to ensure there is no undue influence. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
   Lee Post grinned just like Andrew would. “No. You will start the trade facility now, today. We will leave a contingent of beings like me with you to monitor the construction and for any and all transactions. Should any of your members attempt to coerce any other beings from other than your own planet – this land mass will be cleansed of all lower beings. All aliens visiting this planet must be accompanied by one of my team. We will continually monitor all transactions. Do you understand and agree to these terms?”
 
   “We understand but do not like these terms. We wish to have the deal we made with the humans.”
 
   “That bargain is no longer on the table, as they say on Earth. It is now – take it or leave it,” Lee said.
 
   “What will happen if we refuse?” said the being.
 
   “Earth will get a nice empty world to colonize but will lose a potential trading partner,” Lee Post said.
 
   The alien blinked several times rapidly and then closed its eyes for a long thirty seconds. “We accept your terms. Do you want the food now?”
 
   “We do not need food,” he said and several more progeny came out of the ship and starting walking in pairs to different points around the city. Lee Post turned and reentered the ship. The ship rose into the sky to rendezvous with the Hasta.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lee Post sat down with DiCarlo and Ratnaike. “Let me give you my impressions of the meeting. They tried to use the coercion technique against me. I could sense what they were collectively trying to do and I was able to analyze their technique. It was then possible for my team to apply a stronger force at them in response. They did not like it but they were unable to stop it. We, the progeny, have now hardened ourselves against similar attacks and will transition back to Earth to spread the technique.”
 
   “How can we do business with these people? Won’t they try to exert their influence whenever they can? Can we block their influence some way?” Captain Ratnaike asked.
 
   “I left several progeny on the surface. They will gather technology and monitor construction of the trade facility. One of that team must accompany any human on the planet to detect and prevent any coercion attempts. I recommend we keep frequent contact so I will leave a communication system here for updates. We may be able to adapt a design of the current screen technology to protect humans on the planet from mental assaults. That particular screening capability should be included in every suit we make. This technology should be shared across the fleet,” Lee Post said.
 
   “This ability would be handy at budget hearings,” DiCarlo said.
 
   Ratnaike looked at her reprovingly and Lee Post said, I wouldn’t even joke about it. It is similar to talking about suicide bombings at a launch facility.”
 
   She looked sufficiently chastised though the captain knew her contrite expression was only for show. 
 
   The captain turned to Lee Post. “Will you report back on any of your recommendations and copy me? I think this is only a temporary solution, as we will need methods to detect influence and protect us from that mental influence. How long do you think it would be before you could develop a workable protection?”
 
   “I do not think it would take long. Our lamlee work telepathically already and it would be a matter of adapting some existing structure. I am not sure if that is possible but we will see. The progeny have changed so much due to human influence – we have made more technological progress since our rebirth then in millennia previously. You have a certain…” Lee paused which was very unusual. “…a certain out-of-the-box expertise. You think in tangents, melding several disparate thought streams together. We like it and respect you.”
 
   “I hope you can respect us when you see our horrible mistakes and flaws,” the captain said.
 
   “You respect us and have from the start. We appreciate how humans do not think they know all the answers and ask our knowledge. Humans work hard – side-by-side with the progeny if need be. You give us strength to explore our capabilities and treat us as sentient beings. We never were considered sentient before.”
 
   “Enough of the chest thumping guys,” DiCarlo said. “I’m sure you two are about to start singing kumbaya around a campfire next. Captain, we have to plan our next hop.”
 
   “Kumbaya?” Lee asked.
 
   “It is her derisive way of saying – get back to work. It used to be a peace song some say meant for god to ‘come by here’ or something like that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Desiree explained to her husband, Tod the physicist. “The progeny in the New Mexico enclosure have made some breakthroughs with the mental coercion barrier.” 
 
   “How did they test it?” he asked.
 
   “The Hasta, with Lee Post, transitioned back to Earth. First thing they did was train, all the progeny to use the coercion technique and then how to block application of it if used against themselves.”
 
   “Doesn’t that pose a risk against all humans near them? They are currently allies but that might change.”
 
   “Maybe but my gut tells me they are loyal. The offer of citizenship after service is the key for them I think. Treating them as sentient beings even though they were self-assembled masses of lamlee was a stroke of…I was going to say luck but it’s just how we think. They then developed a modification for all our personal fields that blocks the effects of coercion. It uses some modulation variance.”
 
   “Again Desiree…how do we know it works?”
 
   “We had single progeny attempting to influence a human test subject. We had the test subject draw a sequence of geometric shapes. The progeny would alter the order sequence the test subject was drawing from a position near but out of view. They could alter the order in 90% of the cases. We tried men and women. Then we applied a stressed space field. Still had about the same effect, except it went up to 92% as the progeny got better at it when coercing the same subjects. Before you ask – yes, we are singling out those subjects with a high resistance factor for future missions for Omega Sagittarii and scouting assignments.”
 
   “…and then…”
 
   “Don’t push it big boy…I’m getting there. Then we used their modulated field and manipulation effects went to 0% -- every time. We tried multiple teams of progeny and different blocking field strengths. Anything more than 20% field strength blocked the effect.”
 
   “Was there a way to block the coercion effect without using a field – that seems a pretty limited way to handle it.”
 
   “Yes – you are a bright boy aren’t you,” Desiree said teasing Tod’s collar with her finger. “Getting distracted…the progeny concocted an injection of lamlee designed to block the effect of coercion. It gave 100% protection in all the tests they could devise.”
 
   Tod sat there staring off into space while he too had reached out and played with Desiree’s long hair. “Could they also use that same lamlee insertion method to enable personnel to talk with each other without conventional electromagnetic transmissions. It seems that would be another use of that technology even if it was short range?” he asked. “Could humans develop the coercion ability too?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she said “…but I think that’s a great idea and scary as hell. I’ll ask them. Can you imagine all the extremist religious elements getting hold of that technology? I shudder at the thought what they’d do…though I’d like to know what you are thinking.”
 
   “My dear, you are an attractive female and I am male. Research has already detailed what males are thinking about most of the day and it isn’t muons,” Tod, the physicist said with a grin. “Would you disseminate that barrier field modification if you think it is stable enough.”
 
   “Yes dear…oh…I can clearly feel what you are thinking about…” she said playfully touching him.
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   The expedition was preparing to depart as the field modifications to block coercion were applied across all ship and personal devices across the fleet. All active duty humanoid personnel were given the lamlee injections to prevent coercion. All the Toi received the injection as well as any of the Tros or Hllumff. ES personnel near Earth got the field modifications but not the injections – the Earth Regulatory Forces decided it would be a bit much to get acceptance of injections for all their Allies. 
 
   The injection of lamlee communication devices turned out to be more of a problem than anticipated…the devices worked after a fashion…too well. They indeed had a short range of twenty meters or so but they either dumped emotions, pre-vocalized words or visual displays to the intended recipients or they didn’t work at all. Leilei, Joel, Desiree and Tod got them as well as Andrew and Susan – several of the leaders of the military teams – Will Darby also. The original crew Junior and John Brattor were testing out the mental comms, but it was considered best to keep it a secret, if they could keep from giving it away. Andrew and Desiree also received an experimental coercion lamlee nano-module, which Lee Post had crafted. It had failed to work yet but the expedition was scheduled to leave before it could be removed.
 
   
 
  



Tau Sagittarii – A Wet Bazaar 
 
    
 
   “So we’ll send in our scouts to Tau Sagittarii. We have four teams but they’ll need to coordinate through our progeny. I want Lee Post in charge. He has shown insight equal or better than the best humans we have and he is stable,” Commodore Williams said.
 
   “Do you think that’s best?” Susan said. “You need to have a ceremony and promote him. It is the ceremony and pomp that made Napoleon remark that he could get men to die for a colored ribbon. It’s the same with religion – it's the learned ceremony.”
 
   “Lieutenant Commander then?” Andrew asked. “That’s the equivalent of major.”
 
   “That’s about right. You also need to make the members of original team into officers.”
 
   “I’ve already given lieutenant status to Ling,” Andrew said. “Why the rest?”
 
   “The team members are respected for their knowledge and have expertise and referent power but lack the legitimate power rank bestows. Most people would listen to them but others might hesitate in a crisis.”
 
   “I think you’re right. I’ve been considering that very problem. Would you have the team assemble on the parade grounds at 1000 hours tomorrow? Have the humans go through the indoctrination training cylinders tonite. Advanced training too in the Enclosure. That will get them up to speed physically too. I will get Admiral Kyger and his staff. Get them into uniforms. I will do the rest. Get Lee Post and his ten best,” Andrew said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was 1000 hours when the assembled progeny were arrayed on the parade ground. A reviewing stand had been set up and a large contingent of visitors had arrived. Commodore did not know where the crowd had come from but it was there nonetheless. General-Admiral Kyger gave a short speech and called the assembled to attention. The crew of Starship One was aligned at the front of formation.
 
   Commodore Williams administered the oath to the Earth Regulatory Force and it resounded over the grounds. The words massively reverberated as the assembled troops repeated it. Andrew felt the emotional impact. He then went forward and went through the rows saluting his troops and bestowing the insignia of rank. Lee Post received lieutenant commander and his ten best progeny received lieutenant status, as did Susan. Tod was awarded lieutenant commander status. The remainder of the crew was awarded ensign status, as were thirty of the Phafalotoi. The surprise was when Shiv, Rett, and LeiLei were designated as lieutenant commanders.
 
   The aliens had evidently been contacted during the night and had agreed to join the Auxiliary services of the ERF. It was evident that Rett had been the most reticent but he was there with the rest. It was a strange sight to see a furred feline, a giant praying mantis and a Rhino-looking Tros obtain the insignia as an officer ending with a salute to the human general staff as they were inspected. They had evidently taken the training in military protocol also.
 
   The ceremony ended with music being played by a band that had been assembled from…somewhere. Andrew and Brad could not help smiling when they were playing “Eye of the Tiger.”  The troops then formed to pass in review. The troops came to attention at the order of Admiral Kyger and his welcome to the commissioned officers of the Earth Regulatory Force. Admiral Kyger nodded to Andrew and the troops were ordered to present arms. Admiral Kyger and Commodore Williams saluted and the troops returned the salute. The troops were then commanded to attention and were dismissed. It was not like a normal military review but it wasn’t bad. The progeny had obviously studied a military training cylinder of arms also. They looked like regular military but the rest didn’t look shabby.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei came up to Joel. “Hey Ensign, aren’t you supposed to salute your lieutenant commander?”
 
   “Oh but I am,” said Joel.
 
   “No,” LeiLei said exasperated. “…with your hand – not down there.”
 
   Joel saluted. “Is this better?”
 
   “That works Ensign…at ease,” LeiLei said. “I said at ease Ensign.”
 
   “Sorry sir…you’ll have to help me relieve this salute.”
 
   “I think we can handle that Ensign. Come with me.”
 
   “I shall sir…coming…yes sir.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shiv, their praying mantis-like member, had not said anything about her commission but she wore her insignia on her lower thorax/upper abdomen. She rarely gave commands but often had to repeat orders at first. Those crewmembers ordered to do something usually just stood there open mouthed until she lifted her upper arms or clicked her mandibles. They then jumped to do her bidding. She never gave spurious orders and soon earned the respect of all who worked with her – male, female of any species. They were soon calling her their mantis but never to her front.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rett, their highest ranked Tros, was the only being who showed no signs that his elevated status meant anything. He wore his rank insignia when he wore a harness on his upper body but that was rare. He wore a tool belt and worked incessantly on a small shuttle in one of the bays of the Junior II. He used many of the language training cylinders as well as studying Allung maps. He worked with Steve upgrading the electronics and weapons of his small craft. He also absorbed several military training courses beyond what was required for all the promoted. Only Andrew seemed to notice any changes in the taciturn alien. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “The scout ships are at Tau Sagittarii. We have a relay back to here so we’re getting regular reports. It’s a water world with many small, landmasses. They found structures on many of the islands and something else on the largest,” Susan paused for dramatic effect. “Our scouts observed landing pads with many trade vessels on them of different designs.  Ships were coming and going regularly. There is indigenous life. There is a huge bazaar run by the locals. Traffic control is non-existent. The locals are lysate, water-based life forms. They are like cephalopods with five arms. Two of their arms are stiffened with some type of support so they are able to walk, after a fashion, on land. The gravity is a bit less than Earth with more oxygen content. The seas are somewhat acidic,” Susan explained the latest report to Tod and Andrew.
 
   “So they welcome off-world traders at this bazaar? We need experience with water-based, copper blooded life if we ever meet the Ylee. Were they any threatening signs? Did the scouts get a way to communicate?” Andrew asked.
 
   “What races trade there?” Tod asked.
 
   “So far we know very little but there are many categories of ships there,” Susan answered. “Scouts are trying to get language cylinders. They’ve reported no hostile acts.”
 
   “We need to get this expedition out of here. We can travel back to Earth in a day at any point. It isn’t practical to do that until we’ve met some of the goals for this gig,” Andrew said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The one hundred ships of the expedition were hard to get coordinated. It was like herding cats. All the ships now had jump capability – they either would make it or they wouldn’t. Communicating the intent to travel to certain coordinates was going to be risky just from navigation errors. Commodore Williams had all the ships in communication and they jumped nearly simultaneously with some practice maneuvers. It took a day before they jumped with any precision – with precision being that no one got lost. The first jumps resulted in civilian ships having to be located and returned – sometimes with an ERF team navigating. They were finally ready to jump near the fourth planet out in the Tau Sagittarii system. The scouts had named it Slosh but we’d have to learn the local name. Andrew had Ratnaike from the Hasta rendezvous with him. They were to meet and discuss the situation with Eugene Phillips.
 
   Captain Ratnaike came to Commodore Williams conference room on board the planetoid – the Patton. The renovated, Allung battleship, Phoenix, was to be the expedition flagship. He saluted Andrew and was directed to a seat. Eugene Phillips came rushing in and Andrew directed him to a chair beside the captain.
 
   They exchanged pleasantries until Phillips chimed in. “When are we going to get this show on the road Williams?”
 
   “Call me Andrew when we are in private, speak civilly always and we’ll get along Mister Phillips. I wanted you here to explain where we are going and give you the information that you wouldn’t have yet…if I was wrong to include you – set me straight and I’ll never call you again.”
 
   “Sorry Commodore…Andrew…just pre-trip jitters. Thank you for calling me. This must be Captain Ratnaike…nice to meet you,” said Phillips turning on the charm. “Rajit…isn’t it?”
 
   Ratnaike turned toward Andrew briefly and then shook Phillips hand.
 
   “The Captain was about to brief us about his experiences on Slosh…go ahead, Captain. I’m sure Gene and I will chime in when we have questions.”
 
   “So you heard our nickname for the place,” the Captain began. “We haven’t gotten the local name for the place pinned down. My partner, DiCarlo, is using the first language training system we could obtain. The locals aren’t really like cephalopods though. They do live in water but can move on land. They build structures out of a form of grapheme. One of our teams just happened to be observing a large area and there were some small structures on an island,” Ratnaike explained.
 
   “They were able to see a team of creatures drag a hose out of the water and spray a path like a spillway except they moved up the spillway. They then built a small pond. Here’s where it gets really interesting. They brought up a small case and placed a spherical object about 15 centimeters across – this is just an estimate – and the sphere began to glow as they retreated. The object got blindingly bright, must have been several thousand degrees from the color, and it started to sink. It sank out of sight and in a few minutes they dropped in another and another,” he explained.
 
   “Our two guys timed it and each sphere burned for about three and a quarter minutes. They dropped in nine but before the tenth one – water squirted out of the hole and filled the pool and started flowing down the spillway. They then slid over the edges of the pool and sprayed some circular buildings. They are cleaning up the video before they transmit it but our guys said it was eerie. The structures they built had doorways that would allow humans to enter upright. They also had a table and cubes that could be used as seats. The other side had spillways back to the sea and a small pool on the inside,” the captain finished and sat waiting for questions.
 
   “How do you think we ought to approach this planet? What do they have that we need or want?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “Just the construction techniques alone would be worth a stop Commodore. We examined the structures and they are made of carbon nanotubes – no – we don’t know how they do it. Plus they have those chemical spheres that apparently cut through 100 meters of rock. We went in after that Slosh construction team left the area. We went in and the room heated up and a chemical light came on automatically. It was pretty slick,” the captain said.
 
   Andrew turned to Phillips. “Gene, you’ve been sitting quietly.”
 
   “What about property rights? What do they trade with the other races?”
 
   Captain Ratnaike answered reluctantly. “We don’t know that much yet but it looks like others are allowed to build anywhere on any landmass. Almost every building is the local construction – they are incredibly durable but the locals seem to build buildings for whichever race comes. They trade lamlee – we saw a huge stir at the bazaar area and it appeared to be a trade involving lamlee and some chemical lighting technology.”
 
   “How did you discover this information captain?” Gene Phillips asked. 
 
   The Captain looked at Andrew, shrugged and said, “We had a person go in invisibility mode.”
 
   “Ah,” Phillips said. “Commodore, I think we need to set up an Earth pavilion and a hotel there. I have some people I’d like to put on the ground.”
 
   “Little premature isn’t it?” Andrew said. “We hardly have any information.”
 
   “Captain, did your person see any of the locals sharing food?” Phillips asked.
 
   “In one instance we saw a Ullumff eating something like sushi. He didn’t seem to enjoy it. The locals eat live food – looked like crab.”
 
   “Commodore, looks like an opportunity to start a new business. Let’s do it.”
 
   “Just like that? You have enough information to put a team there?” Andrew asked and Phillips nodded and smiled. “Well then. Let’s try this.” 
 
   
 
  



 Getting Sloshed (Tau)
 
    
 
   The expedition ships formed a jumble…a clump….a gaggle about five light years out from Slosh – the nickname of Tau Sagittarii 4. The scout team of Ratnaike and DiCarlo were landing on the small island with the Hasta as did the Junior II, the retrofitted Allung destroyer. Captain Darby with twenty of his troopers deployed to secure the ship and the perimeter. Lee Post and five of progeny had accompanied Commodore Williams and crew to explore the area. Fifteen minutes later the building had all been swept for occupants and surveillance and declared secure. They were beginning to examine the area when one of the progeny reported locals emerging from the sea and approaching up the gently sloping spillways.
 
   The indigenous beings looked cephalopod-ish – but they actually moved similar to bipeds with braced lower – appendages. Some of its arms were wrapped around its middle and two free arms looked like tentacles of Earth creatures. They were brownish in color but lightened upon exiting the sea to more the color of the buildings – a dun tan. They wore harnesses that carried tools and weapons. Their mantle top contained large eyes that were able to swivel and a beaklike mouth. There appeared to be a translation device hung around their neck. They made some rapid clicks and high-pitched noises before their translator began speaking in Trade to the closest progeny.
 
   “Welcome to Sea – our name for our planet. You are the beings from Earth. We have heard of you and wish to trade. Do you have devices that work under water?”
 
   The progeny looked at Lee Post and answered, “We have some that work under water that we can trade.”
 
   “Good. We have a few devices we have adapted for the atmosphere and some that only work under water.”
 
   “My name is untranslatable but you may call me Hammer. I possess the traits to trade in atmosphere as only a few of my kind desire.”
 
   “Where did you learn of us?” asked the progeny. 
 
   “We heard of you a while ago from the Hllumff and built these buildings to service your kind. Are they adequate?” asked Hammer.
 
   Eugene Phillips stepped forward and interjected himself into the conversation, ”My name is Eugene Phillips and I build hotels. I want to build a hotel on your main island. How do I get approval? The hotel would earn trade by charging guests to stay there.”
 
   “You would build a Eugene Hotel here?” said Hammer.
 
   “Yes,” said Philips.
 
   The creature looked stunned and it rocked back on its braces and then began pulsing and rattling off clicks and shrieks. It turned back to Phillips. “What we have to trade to get you to build this building?”
 
   Phillips looked nonplussed and Andrew had been about to interrupt but decided to say nothing and just watch. He recovered quickly, “ I will want you to supply foodstuffs that you enjoy. We will trade for anything you bring and we want you to train us in how you like your food. Is this acceptable?”
 
   “That is acceptable. You have our permission to start,” Hammer said. “We have wanted to be able to spend more time above the water but we could not sustain ourselves and other species rarely stay long enough for us to trade properly. Too bad you cannot accommodate my people.”
 
   Phillips looked taken aback. “We accommodate any species in any gravity, temperature, pressure, atmosphere,” he boasted.
 
   “We have long wanted that ability. We are sad you cannot visit us in our cities,” Hammer said.
 
   Andrew motioned to Phillips. “Good job, Gene. Who would have thought?”
 
   Desiree motioned to DiCarlo. She told her what she wanted to say to the natives and then DiCarlo began to speak in Hammer’s own tongue from the recently acquired learning cylinder in clicks and squeals. “We can visit you for a short time. You will need to talk with us through devices we will give you. Some of our security detail would need to accompany us if that is permitted.”
 
   This pronouncement was not expected by the natives but they clicked/squealed among themselves for a bit and then started heading back into the water. 
 
   “Lee, front and center. Need you to have your people lead the ways and take notes. Go ahead and handle whatever trade you can do and your people get 10% of whatever profits we can make. Weapons – technology – you have a good handle on what we have and what we don’t have. We will go along for a short time just to put in an appearance but we can’t stay in these suits too long,” Commodore Williams explained. 
 
   Lee Post stood for a long time without saying anything. “You are relying on us a lot. We have not had this much autonomy before. We might make decisions that are wrong.”
 
   Andrew answered. “Yes but your people do a good job and deserve the trust. You may not need the wealth but you will be better served by being less dependent on your biological cousins.”
 
   “You consider us cousins?” Lee Post asked Andrew. 
 
   “We trust you. You are friends. We both need the experience in dealing with water-based life if we are to find and deal with the Ylee. Use whatever means you need to establish trade relations with these beings,” Andrew said.
 
   Desiree, Tod, John, Susan, DiCarlo, and Andrew had the ERF set up a perimeter and then the six with eight progeny marched off into the water. The experience was eerie for the humans as they entered the water it soon got darker and they had to use the pressor units in their suits to move. The progeny didn’t breathe and used some form of magnetohydrodynamic propulsion because they were paralleling the course of native, Hammer. 
 
   Hammer noticed the entourage of surface beings following and pulled up short, as did the other locals. Its translator didn’t work under water but it was obvious that it/he hadn’t expected them to follow immediately. Tod adjusted his field density and gave Hammer a small rectangular box with a wire mesh harness and pantomimed putting it against its torso. Tod then nodded to DiCarlo who spoke to Hammer and the device transmitted the sounds into Trade when the device contacted the local’s body. Hammer looked shocked but recovered rapidly and spoke in clicks and whistles.
 
   Desiree and DiCarlo had been the only ones to train in the locals’ language.
 
   “How is this possible?” Hammer asked. “No other species has followed us here. How can we speak?”
 
   “We wish to trade with you. We will have our people build a hotel on your main land mass but we would like to see how you live. Is this acceptable? We wish to trade and even though it is uncomfortable for humans to stay here long – our allies,” Desiree indicated the progeny calmly floating in an upright position around them, “…the progeny can withstand this easily – it is more like their natural environment.”
 
   “I do not understand. Please come then. Few of my race, understand the surface. To them it is a foreign place that may as well not exist. They are only now beginning to see the benefit of trade with the items brought from the surface. Follow,” Hammer said and started surging forward and down.
 
   The group began to see light ahead and structures in graceful curves and many pastel colors. Some form of glow seemed to emanate and lit the buildings -- strangely beautiful. Natives began to emerge from what was a small village and began to follow the group but they kept a wary distance. They approached a large structure like an inverted bowl. It had large scalloped entrances around its huge base. John asked a Desiree a question which she asked Hammer.
 
   “We have structures not to protect us from rain or wind but they were originally to protect us from predators and currents. We can build anything we can imagine now and no predators threaten us here.”
 
   “Thank you, Hammer. What do your people call themselves? What would you have us call you? Will you show us around? Where would you like to trade?”
 
   “We call ourselves the…” then there was a series of clicks and squeals. “Our food may seem strange to you – some even like cooked food but that is considered a perversion. How do we heat anything you would ask? The surface beings call us Squishees, which is fine with us. Let me show you something,” he said and led them to another building that had a trace of white fluid coming out the top like a smoke stack.
 
   “We have cleaned the effluent in recent centuries because of pollution but we use this heating source throughout our history.”
 
   The room they entered was brightly lit but still filled with water. There were ceramic furnaces that surrounded what would have been volcanic smokers on Earth. 
 
   Tod talked a moment with Desiree. Desiree asked Hammer. “How do you get temperatures hot enough to melt metals?”
 
   “Ah. In recent centuries we are able to add chemicals and pressure – we also remove water. It is much harder to do some things but we are ahead of most cultures in chemistry and biology. We are an extremely old race.”
 
   “How far back does your recorded history go?” Desiree asked.
 
   “We have about 100,000 years of records but many of the older archives are scattered. We have only had recent contact with other races for the past 1,000 years or so. Many of the people… “ Hammer made that odd sound combination indicating his race…”do not believe you are real. I am considered insane but they tolerate my oddities since my followers bring items unavailable here.”
 
   A large group of squishees drifted closer and as they brushed Hammer they could hear the exchange of conversation and would jerk away and invariably touch and grasp like a chain. Soon all were touching someone who was in contact with Hammer.
 
   “I have several items that are considered popular on the surface,” he said as one of his followers came forward with a sack of the spheres that the humans had seen burn through meters of igneous rock for the well on the surface. “We use these to cut through rock on the surface. We also have lighting that lasts many years and is easily renewed or controlled,” he said and laid them out on a platform that rose out of the solid looking plaza.
 
   “I’d like to know how he does that…” Andrew asked Susan. “Do you think it's a he?”
 
   “Definitely,” Susan said. “I want to examine those. We might be able to duplicate the spheres but the lighting – that will take some work.”
 
   DiCarlo opened her pack and handed out several trade items that had been designed for any severe environment. The Rimloff ionization speakers wouldn’t work under water but the contact pulse speakers would. 
 
   Desiree took one of the items and handed it to Hammer.
 
   “What is this?” Hammer said but the screen on the small rectangular box with handles on the side lit up as Hammer grabbed both sides and the screen showed a 3D video of sliding down a mountain on a snow board and the view would change as you tilted the device so you had to avoid trees and rocks and snarling beasts.
 
   Sound was transmitted through contact and the squishes still in contact drifted all around Hammer until it looked like a glob of Squishees trying to see in three dimensions. Hammer touched the screen and the view changed to a plane flying through fantastic buildings and forests. Hammer jerked his tentacle away from one side but the Squishees stayed in contact to see what he would say.
 
   “How many different scenes are there and how long will it continue to work? We cannot make something like this here…click/squeal…you know you will probably not be able to duplicate the lighting…shrewd. Do you have other items?”
 
   Desiree pulled out three rolled bundles to expose a sound synthesizer made to work under water. She touched a control and a deep, resonant beat filled the water around them. The Squishees looked alarmed but Desiree touched another control and a chirp began an unusual beat and speeded up or slowed down as she touched controls. “These will work for many years unless they are treated roughly. You can create music with this and the last…”
 
   “What is music?” Hammer asked.
 
   The humans were shocked. DiCarlo took a handful of items out of her bag and handed one to Desiree. She adjusted it to Reggae and handed it back to Hammer. The effect was electric. He jerked straight and changed color, as did the others who were still in contact. Squishees came and touched others and the effect was repeated. The mass of beings relaxed until the next song started and their color changed to a bright red. They started moving their tentacles. Hammer jerked his tentacle away and set it on the platform and the mass relaxed and turned back to a muddy brown color.
 
   Desiree explained all the items and capabilities as best she could and then pulled out a language-training device and said, “This is the only one I have that is designed for under water and it is only designed to train in Trade. That is all we have for now.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They had worked out an acceptable trade but the humans had been underwater for almost four hours and were getting hungry. They could have stayed in their suits for several days since they did not chaff or touch their skin with the electrostatic repulsion but they still were uncomfortable after a time – maybe psychological but most beings don’t want to drink their recycled urine for long.
 
   Andrew had nibbled some supplements from his suit but was still exhausted from the strain of contact. They were about to leave when the natives closest to them suddenly started to dart away. Hammer and his associates were about the only ones left when a large group of bright red Squishes came rushing toward them.
 
   The Surface group was surrounded and the newcomers were obviously armed with weapons like spears. One of Hammer’s followers tried to take a video player and leave when a large newcomer jabbed him with the spear. An electric shock caused the follower to float motionless – obviously unconscious. The newcomers then moved forward and wrapped their tentacles around the humans – or tried to do so. 
 
   The humans did not struggle and Andrew nodded to the progeny who were wrapped tightly by tentacles. The progeny grabbed the tentacles enwrapping them and pulled them off even though they were incredibly strong. It looked like an adult grabbing and infant’s arm and pulling it away. They then pulled the massively strong arms of neighboring Squishees together and tied them in a nice knot. They could pull themselves apart with great effort but the demonstration was enlightening for the newcomers.
 
   The newcomers then grabbed all of Hammer’s followers and jabbed toward Hammer. Andrew reached forward and used his suit strength to snap the spear into several pieces. DiCarlo then began talking with the clicks and whistles of the native tongue. She had apparently taken a transmitter and placed it against the leader of the newcomers.
 
   “Why do you assault us? You have tried to injure us and have injured those with which we trade,” she said in an approximation through the native’s language.
 
   “You are unclean surface dwellers. You cannot subvert the…” it said with that untranslatable clicks and squeals. “You are violent and cannot be here. It is against the creator’s plan.”
 
   “We are not currently violent. Who are you and why should we listen to you?”
 
   “It is impossible for you to be here and you cannot have learned our language. I am the senior custodian of our heritage. All who have contacted you will be purged.”
 
   Andrew drew DiCarlo’s attention and shook his head slowly side-to-side and pointed to the senior custodian and then drew his finger across his neck.
 
   She wasn’t sure what he meant – surely he didn’t mean for her to kill him – then she realized what he wanted. “It is happening so it is possible. If you harm any of this being’s followers or anyone in this village  -- we will hunt you down and eat you for dinner. DiCarlo reached out like lightning with her enhanced suit reflexes and grabbed the eyestalks of the custodian. “Can you give me a reason I should not just rip these off?” she said and there was a little squirt of dark fluid from under the custodian. “We can live here easily.” She nodded to Lee Post. 
 
   The progeny began to transmute and turned into the cephalopod form as they were originally designed. The newcomers changed from red to a pale brown as all the progeny turned into bright red cephalopods with harnesses and weapons as before.
 
   “You are like the first ones,” said the custodian. “Are you the first ones?” Its demeanor was like a switch was thrown.
 
   “First ones?” Desiree asked.
 
   Hammer swam forward. “These are what has held our people back for a century. This one has been a spike in my eye for many years. That is why we – the more progressive ones of our race have to live in these outlying rural villages. He is but a minor official. The first ones were the first space faring race to contact us those many centuries ago and set us on the path to being the dominant species on this planet.”
 
   Andrew indicated Lee in his new form and then told DiCarlo, “Put the fear of Earth in him and tell him to cooperate or be eradicated. We can’t really do it but he doesn’t know that.”
 
   “Aye aye, Commodore,” she said and turned back to the ashen colored custodian. “You have interfered with our mission of good will from the first ones. My superior is not sure I should continue to let your species continue if you fail to advance. This one,” she indicated Hammer, “…is well liked in the enormous community of beings on the billions of stars in this galaxy.” Funny she thought that there wasn’t a word for galaxy in these beings’ language. “Do not hinder him or his people further. Do you understand?”
 
   The progeny changed back into human form – further shocking the newcomers.
 
   “I do not understand what is happening but I understand it is not for me to interfere with this one or with these beings,” the custodian said and then left hurriedly with all his Squishee goons.
 
   Hammer began to pulse in sharp shocks and his mantle showed pulses of color.
 
   His Trade was barely understandable, “ I thought I was going to die when that ones grabbed the custodian’s eyestalks.”
 
   “We would not let him harm you,” DiCarlo said and Hammer began to change color in huge pulses of color and twitches of its entire tentacles.
 
   “You do not understand. Grasping the eyestalks is an intimate act for mated pairs. Grabbed with a threat is like grabbing a surface creature by its reproductive organs,” Hammer said. “I was not worried about him harming me.” Hammer started pulsing again.
 
   “He’s laughing, folks. DiCarlo, you threatened the custodian with the equivalent of holding a guy’s nuts and threatening to rip ‘em off. I dare say he got the message loud and clear.” 
 
   Everyone started laughing…even the progeny got this one…sick puppies every one of his crew, Andrew thought.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eugene was busy planning the construction of his hotel on the large island. Many of the crew had learned the Squishees’ language and had visited some of their larger cities. News had traveled fast that these new surface dwellers had some of the first race with them – or at least beings that knew of the first race. We mainly traded them electronics and they traded us some of their chemistry and biology technologies. They were ahead of us in a lot of little areas and could do things with chemicals we had a hard time understanding – a few we could duplicate. The spheres were one of the technologies we could master – the little buggers carried their own oxygen source and could burn through almost anything. We also got the spray graphene working – which happened to be a kind of concrete graphite mix.
 
   We had some touch and go moments when we completely covered one of the progeny with the spray when learning to control its application. Finally got him out by using a molecular disruptor to make a small access and he could flow out. He would have been dead if he needed to breathe because it took five minutes trying to chip away any of this tenacious stuff. It was stronger than any of our metals – we’ve even contemplated constructing future ships out of the stuff as it was incredibly cheap to make and strong as hell.
 
   It had been a couple of weeks and the rest of our expedition was clamoring to get on with it. The colonist types had heard about Omega Sagittarii and some wanted just to settle there. I sent a contingent of twenty progeny in a frigate with the three large ships of the Christian Reformist colonists. They were planning on negotiating with the locals and inhabiting an unoccupied continent on the other side of Omega Sagittarii. The planet had little orbital eccentricity and an axial tilt similar to Earth so they should make it for environment is their mental shielding held. They jumped away while we set up the next destination – Theta Arae – a B2 star in the constellation Ara. It was Shiv’s home system and she came from the fifth planet from the sun.
 
   
 
  



A VicVic Trip Home
 
    
 
   “I don’t think we should jump the entire expedition 900 light years to Theta Arae. We should send in our scouts first. We don’t know the capabilities of the Vicvic or how they’d react to our fleet of ships. Shiv has given us a lot of information on how to do it and we ought to follow her plan. You really want to recruit more Vicvic?”  Lt. Colonel Darby asked commodore Williams. 
 
   “Our scout ships should be reporting back soon. They were going to move in stealthily and observe,” Andrew said. He was interrupted by an emergency Dex from communications.
 
   “Sir, all the scout ships reported Theta Arae was heavily defended and they were detected almost on emergence. They were then surrounded and ordered to surrender. Captain Ratnaike had all return immediately. We assumed you want to meet with him…he’s transferring over now. Good job Sparks.” Commodore sent for all his senior officers. “I’d like you to stay,” he said to Darby as they waited for the others to arrive.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Captain Ratnaike was a bit out of breath when he arrived at the conference room. Tod was already there as were Shiv, Rett, LeiLei, Xilatoi, and Lee Post. 
 
   “Let’s have it, Captain,” Andrew stated.
 
   “They were ready for us,” he said and when no one said anything – he continued. “We popped out about five light years from Theta Arae V and we started to approach behind the partial shield like Rett designed. We were approaching in good order but as you know, we cannot see forward using that method. Suddenly there were VicVic ships all around us – big ones ordering us in Trade and Allung to surrender. We jumped right back here. Damn – they were there quick. That’s it.”
 
   “Shiv, suggestions? Ideas?” Andrew asked. 
 
   Shiv tilted her head to the side. “My people would only react that way if they had been recently attacked. Using Trade and Allung would make me assume the Allung had recently attacked them. I do not recommend that we approach in converted Allung ships.”
 
   “We have several of the Earth destroyers that are coated. How should we do this…if it was the Allung that escaped the Earth battle they may have had jump capability. Apparently they drove them off. Do we approach gradually or jump in or skip the trip?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I suggest we jump in with all non-Allung ships and broadcast images and audio of Shiv,” Xilatoi said. “I speak fluent Allung and I wish to go along. We should use VicVic and Trade only though. We should have the propaganda learning cylinders on the Allung earlier and the updated ones showing the Earth battle.”
 
   Everyone turned to Xilatoi as he rarely interjected anything. 
 
   “I agree this plan has the best chance of success,” Shiv stated. “My people are slow to react but react harshly when they do react. They must have been hurt badly to have such widespread patrols that were placed to react at long distances from the planet.” 
 
   “Colonel Post, I want you to select a company of your people for each of three Earth destroyers. Shiv – you are in command of this trip. Rett. You and LeiLei accompany Shiv and make sure you are within view of the camera when Shiv contacts her people. Colonel Darby – picks some of your best and gets in camera view also. I want a group showing the widest selection of races. Xilatoi – I doubt they will see the differences between you and Darby but they might. We do not know what weapons they have at their disposal. Make sure you have all the materials you need – and plenty of preliminary trade materials.”
 
   “Understood, Commodore,” Shiv said and turned to Rett. “Move to the Riposte,” she indicated to Rett and he immediately left. “Colonel Darby and Xilatoi – your other two ships – the Damocles and Phalanx. Lieutenant Commander Post…I require your assistance…I know I am in command only because these are my species,” Shiv said.
 
   “Do you want us to assume VicVic form?” Lee asked.
 
   “No but let me see,” she said and almost as soon as she finished speaking, Lee Post transformed into a female VicVic with age patches on its thorax.
 
   “That is amazing,” Shiv said. “How is your coordination when walking? Walk across the room and back.”
 
   Lee Post as a stationary VicVic was totally convincing but walking looked like a drugged, spastic VicVic as he stumbled and shuffled awkwardly back.
 
   Shiv said. “Let us save those transformations for emergencies then.”
 
   Lee Post flowed back into human form, complete with clothes and stood wobbly for a minute.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Soma turned to Sidra the task force leader. “We have three large ships that have just appeared close to the planet.”
 
   “Send the rapid response fighters,” she said. “Are they Allung?”
 
   “They look different but they appeared just like the Allung,” replied the scan officer.
 
   “Destroy them,” said Leader Sidra.
 
   “Yes, Leader,” Soma said and then picked up a strange transmission. “Leader, the ships are stationary and transmitting a video and audible signal in our standard format…it is in our language.”
 
   “Are they threatening in any way?” asked the leader.
 
   “They are over a major city,” replied the scan officer.
 
   “Have the fighters move to attack positions but initiate no response unless fired upon first. Confirm response from all fighters,” the leader said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Safak was one of the few male VicVic that commanded anything. He was in charge of the fighter squadron that had destroyed two Allung ships last week. His female commander had been killed and he had been put in charge due to lack of replacements.
 
   He acknowledged his orders from the task force leader. His communications equipment picked up the orders easily but as his ship passed close to the three vessels his radio communications was drowned out by the high power transmissions from the Earth ships.
 
   “They are jamming us which means they are preparing to attack. Follow my lead,” he said to his squadron but they did not hear his communications either. They could see his actions though and they moved to follow their leader in the attack.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Colonel, the fighters are attacking,” said the tactical officer. 
 
   “Order our ships NOT to respond. No response to their attacks. Have them confirm. Keep transmitting to the larger – approaching ships – prepare to jump to safety three. Acknowledge,” Shiv said.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   The fighters launched missiles in salvos and the aliens did nothing – just like when they had attacked the Allung ships. The fighters then fired heavy lasers at the ships while trying to concentrate several lasers on one spot. The results of the laser strikes were spectacularly colorful but seemed to do nothing except cause a light show. Nothing seemed to bother the shimmering surface of these ships.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Leader, our ships have attacked,” said the scan officer of the VicVic task force.
 
   “What! Why? Order them to pull back,” clicked the agitated leader.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The mood aboard the Riposte was somber. “Cut off our transmissions,” Shiv ordered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Safak realized the ships had stopped transmitting and he could hear the task force leader’s ship ordering him to break off the attack. I must have destroyed their antennae he thought – they owe me for that but orders are orders. He ordered the fighters to withdraw.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wait until the fighters are back to the defending ships and then resume transmitting,” Shiv ordered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Leader, the alien ships are transmitting again,” said scan officer Soma.
 
    “Display the images here,” she said. “Add the audio.”
 
   The images from the alien ship were impossible. The collection of species was impossible and yet a young female of our species seemed to be commanding …impossible …yet it was happening.
 
   “I will talk with them,” said the task force leader Sidra.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shiv started talking with the task force leader making sure the task force leader saw her ordering the many species on the earth vessel to do her bidding. The task force leader was not persuaded until the female leader of the three strange vessels said she was hungry in Trade and a Lemsa female brought a strange little yellow creature to the VicVic commander. The alien commander bit the head off a chick and then swallowed the remainder. The VicVic leader had to know more about these beings. They had not reacted at all to the fighter attack that had finally driven off the Allung. Who were they? What were they doing here? She recognized the Tros and the Lemsa but what were the other species…there were two others…similar but a bit different and male!
 
   Task force leader invited the strangers to her ship. She said she would send over a shuttle to pick them up and they agreed immediately. The strangers would be minus their leaders if trouble started and she would have hostages. New, live foodstuffs looked interesting also. WHO are they? She thought. She dispatched a shuttle to find out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The shuttle was roomy but there were little in the way of seating for the ERF crew. There were stanchions to hold to but no seating of any kind. After a luckily short trip they arrived at the large VicVic ship.  A gaggle of curious armed VicVic was there to escort them to the VicVic Task Force Leader. The ship was interesting as there were anchoring points in every corridor for crew to clamp to during acceleration where there would have been couches for humans.
 
   Sidra was as taken aback in person by these beings as she had been looking at them in the monitors. Some of them were huge – the Tros especially in his silver suit. What were they doing here so soon after an attack? She was shaken out of her reverie when the young female VicVic leader of those strange vessels started talking and handed her some training cylinders.
 
   “These are records about the Allung and the locations of their bases and the battles that occurred. There is intelligence as to their weapons and interrogations of Allung prisoners explaining their history. We defeated their fleet totaling almost 2,000 ships when you count all the different bases we attacked. We offer these in good faith as well as technical specifications of the weapons we used to defeat them. We trade information. We are part of an expedition to found colonies for Earth humans and explore the origins of the Ylee,” Shiv said giving the leader a compact Earth teaching machine and many teaching cylinders.
 
   Sidra rocked back on here lower limbs. This was so much more than she had expected. “We were attacked by about twenty Allung ships and barely fought them off with all the ships at our disposal and you say you destroyed 2,000. This is not believable.”
 
   Shiv turned around and gave three long tubes to the leader. “These are Allung maps showing their most recent bases and what they controlled. We have broken their backs but some of their most advanced ships escaped. They were commanded by, Cetosme, a member of their ruling council. He is smart and not as inflexible to change as others. You may keep the maps but I can show you better if you dim the lights.”
 
   Sidra (the closest approximation to a pronounceable name) had one of her crewmembers lower the lights.
 
   Shiv raised her Dex and keyed the display. The projection hologram of the Allung maps appeared in the darkened room. 
 
   “How is this possible? How did you get this information?” asked the VicVic leader Sidra.
 
   “This is near Earth when we first encountered the Allung,” Shiv said and the holographic display indicated the point where the small ship, the Junior first encountered the Sesstra, an Allung destroyer.
 
   “You keep saying we. Who is this we?” asked Sidra.
 
   “It is the Earth Regulatory Force that we joined for different reasons. The Earth humans saved us from captivity and have generated enormous wealth for us. I get a large share of anything my ships find,” Shiv said and pointed to LeiLei. “This Lemsa was a captive duplicating training cylinders. The Earth humans freed a planet and redesigned learning machines to be smaller, faster, and they can now duplicate other cylinders from an original. She is now enormously wealthy.” She then pointed to Xilatoi. “He was a slave of the Allung for fifty years and now commands hundreds of freed slaves trained as fierce fighters. He is also enormously wealthy. All the traders who come to Earth or trade with Earth are now enormously wealthy. The Earth humans have a saying that exemplifies this…there is a pattern here.”
 
   Sidra was impressed by the technology and stories of wealth but she had suspicions. “How did their little ship escape an Allung destroyer? We only barely fought them off with superior numbers.”
 
   Shiv tilted her head from side to side in what her colleagues had learned to interpret as laughter. “We got captured and I released a brood of wingless nymphs that were bred to eat Allung. We also can turn invisible,” Shiv said leaning forward in such a way to intimidate the shocked VicVic leader. Shiv turned off the display.
 
   “Impossible. Invisibility is a myth,” Sidra said.
 
   Shiv pointed to Rett first and his suit rendered everything but his head invisible since he hadn’t extended his helmet. She then indicated Colonel Darby – he disappeared except for his head. Next she had LeiLei, Xilatoi do the same thing.
 
   “You are not invisible if they can see the head,” Sidra said still fighting her prejudices. 
 
   Shiv pointed to two progeny and they disappeared completely. “We use these troops when we board the Allung ships to disable their hidden weapons and take control. Most of our fleet is converted Allung ships. We are totally invisible when we extend helmets and some of our ships can do the same thing.” Shiv continued, “I think we did not bring any more invisible troops with us. Let me know if you find some that get lost.” 
 
   Sidra jerked around trying to see invisible boarders and then stopped and started tilting her head back and forth and Shiv did the same – VicVic laughter. “Yes sister. I believe you and your people are welcome to approach. We could not stop you if you came to harm us but I do not believe you or your people are a threat. You mentioned Trade. How long has it been since you have eaten Slesseroth?”
 
   Shiv stopped. “It has been far too long. I also want to recruit more VicVic to join us.”
 
   “That should not be hard sister. The Allung threat has turned us outward again and talk of adventure and massive wealth will convince many. You were not exaggerating were you?”
 
   Shiv detached a small bag from her belt and gave it to Sidra.
 
   “What is this?” she said and opened the bag and nearly fell over when she lost her footing. The bag contained hundreds of lamlee representing unimaginable wealth. “This is too much.”
 
   “Those are yours as a…call it a visitation tariff – some of my crew would like to have shore leave so we can recruit and visit. The Allung had centuries of loot stored at their bases until we…liberated it. Our expedition is going to search the origin of lamlee.”
 
   “Sister, I will distribute these to expedite approval.”
 
   “Thank you,” Shiv said in a human recognizable nod of the head. “I will replace as many as you need.”
 
   “I see the Earth human pattern continues,” Sidra said.
 
   “Yes,” Shiv said. “That is how this race works…humans hate slavery and do not tolerate it. They also build wonderful hotels everywhere they go and have marvelous devices to make life easier and more enjoyable.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Getting the remainder of the expedition close to Theta Arae was easier said than done. The Allung had recently attacked this planet and we were traveling in converted Allung ships so we expected reticence. We finally ferried many VicVic dignitaries and military leaders to tour our expedition ships. They were obviously distressed when they first saw the ships but chilled when they weren’t given views of the ships on approach but only after the tours without seeing one live Allung.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of John Brattor
 
   The remainder of the expedition moved closer to Theta Arae V so we could shuttle crews and sightseers to the planet. The planet was a lush tropical world with just enough axial tilt to have seasons. The VicVic required we have native guides and I was appreciative our settler tourists would not become lunch for the inhabitants. The émigrés had never been off their ships and this was an alien world that was strange and exhilarating. The bright white light made them wear wide brim hats and sunscreen but it was still beautiful. They walked around goggle-eyed seeing the curved buildings of the VicVic and riding their ‘hang-on’ public transportation – like a theme park but with more sights and smells.
 
   Phillips (good old Eugene) wanted to start another hotel and the VicVic were…intrigued by the concept of commercial lodgings, as it was a foreign concept. The custom was to lodge at anyone’s home when traveling. They agreed to give Phillips a 99-year lease for one lamlee. I guess they thought a continued human presence on the planet would ensure more protection for their planet. He wasted no time and had contracted with the locals to build his hotel with slightly modified plans from Bellatrix. Phillips even added the shield protection technology and the locals (who had taken a pasting from the Allung) built a large trade center adjacent to the hotel in return for the technology we gave them.
 
   Commodore Williams, over the objections of a few of the senior staff, gave them our jump technology, improved laser technology, and the Shuma-developed duplication tech. They were good hosts though they were scary as hell. Several settlers had panic attacks and had to be evacuated rapidly. There was one unfortunate death when a middle-aged had a cerebral hemorrhage when a VicVic snagged a rare, local predator near her. She died on the spot. C’est la vie…or should I say C’est la mort.
 
   We had over a hundred volunteers – even a few of them male. Shiv seemed impressed by the young male, Safak, who had led the attack on our ships on arrival. We ended taking five males and forty of the best-qualified females – young female VicVics but most with serious academic credentials or reputations as fierce fighters. Shiv started them on a rigorous training program in accelerated time pods to get them up-to-speed quickly. They could understand all the languages of the expedition before we left orbit and they delighted they could change the gravity, moisture, color and lighting in their quarters.
 
   We got a line on the Allung by putting together the chaotic information from the recent attack. Our computers are a lot faster than the ones the VicVic possessed and they are better at amalgamated data than any species we’ve encountered so far. We got the general direction they left from a recorded departure signature pulse. There was one battleship class and as many as nineteen others of mixed destroyer and frigate class. The VicVic said five were heavily damaged but we think that is wishful thinking. They could jump anywhere so we would have to be on alert as always.
 
   The VicVic had developed some new methods of scanning. We traded for the tech with more lamlee – we had ships full of the stuff in any case. The VicVic couldn’t detect further distances than we could but got a much finer resolution than we could. We added their refinements to every ship we could before we departed. The VicVic identified several unoccupied worlds that we would check out for the would-be settlers.
 
   We had a big conference and told those now restless settlers that we were going to Epsilon Lupi to meet with the Lemsa. They were angry we weren’t hunting down unoccupied planets but didn’t take our offer of going off on their own – especially after realizing some Allung were still out there. Phillips was overjoyed to get another hotel built. He’s getting those Eugene’s of his, built all over this end of the galaxy and I must say they are swank and luxurious for any species (Luxury for Any Species) is his motto and it’s pretty much true.  Gives us a great place to stay in the future because he said the original crew would always be welcome free of charge…I’ll take that type of bribe any day.
 
    
 
   
 
  



An Entertaining Ploy
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Commodore Andrew Williams
 
   Epsilon Lupi B is closer to Earth but at 511 light years it's still a long way. It's a B type star that varies about ten times a day. Lupia 6 is the sixth planet away from the star and has almost no axial tilt so no seasons. No life evolved on the planet but it was Lemsa-formed (not Terraformed) when they arrived on the planet about 320 years before according to LeiLei. She described the planet as a paradise but she left it very young and got most of her education through the education center where she was an indentured worker (slave). She had been instrumental in releasing the other workers held captive there and then seemed to have fallen in love with Joel. She knew nothing about the population numbers or defenses so we were going to do a sneak and peak first.
 
   The scout ships arrived at Epsilon Lupi 6 and spend several days orbiting the planet and monitoring electromagnetic communications and trade. They reported back to Commodore Williams.
 
   Captain Ratnaike and Colonel Darby were there as were Shiv, Rett, Xilatoi, Lee and Tod. LeiLei was conspicuously absent.
 
   “Before you ask…she is not here because I did not want her here at this stage. She left the planet at a very early age, about seven (7) in her years. This is a colony and not an origin planet for her race. She remembers little. Captain Ratnaike, the floor is yours,” Andrew said.
 
   “We were not detected. They have communication and weather satellites in orbit and some low orbital facilities but no sign of monitoring. We detected some trade to and from the planet. The Western main continent had the largest concentration of activity and population. We estimate the population at about 900 million. We got the figure from one of their broadcasts. They are not quite as technologically advanced as the VicVic but have some interstellar trade. We noticed Tros, Toi, and Hllumff.”
 
   Ratnaike paused until he got a nod from Andrew to continue. “All the traffic was conventional and no traffic over 400 lights so they don’t have jump technology and few lamlee. The main spaceport handles all the interstellar traffic. I think LeiLei may come from the large population there – it's the largest concentrated population on the planet. I have had the computers producing maps and plotting named cities and landmarks. There isn’t enough traffic for nav control at the largest spaceport.”
 
   “Okay people. Let’s not underestimate our impact here. We have no idea of the government like we had with the VicVic. LeiLei told Joel she only remembers squads of enforcers collecting taxes and tolls. She didn’t know what her parents did or much about them even though they have a type of evolutionary memory so education is quite different. She did remember that the upper classes lived well and had bells or something like them around their necks. Let’s go to it – most invisible and all in suits.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The team was assembled that would go down in the shuttle. The destroyer would hold position in stealth mode with the second shuttle on standby. The contact team consisted of Tod, Desiree, Rett, LeiLei, Steve and Susan with four progeny in stealth mode. Tod was to be in charge this time and Joel, Shiv in overwatch with the Xilatoi, and Progeny teams. Darby was on standby with the fleet, which had moved to high orbit. All were in the silver suits. They were tense as they entered the shuttle for the descent. The trip down was quiet and they were to land at the spaceport. LeiLei knew she had come from the eastern section of the large city near the spaceport but not much more.
 
   The ship landed a couple of hundred meters from the obvious administrative building. No one came out immediately to meet them and there was not an increase in radio traffic. After a few minutes a lone vehicle trundled over their way and stopped by the shuttle.
 
   A large, obviously male Lemsa got off the vehicle, which looked like a very large golf cart and wandered over to them. They emerged from the shuttle and stood in a formation beside it with a carry bag each. The Lemsa walked down the line like an inspection until he got to LeiLei.
 
   “Hey. A Mrrsha,” he said in Lemsa and reached out to grab her in her crotch.
 
   LeiLei’s suit reacted, being on defensive mode, and struck the official with a lightning strike that knocked him off his feet and several feet down the pavement. He shook his head and sat up groggily on all fours before regaining his feet.
 
   Tod decided to put on a haughty mode. “We are on a trade mission from a confederation of planets. We require accommodations and transportation,” he said in Trade but the official did not respond. He switched to Lemsa and said the same thing. The official rapidly retained his composure where a human would have been critically injured by such a blow. “I did not know with what she was wearing… I assumed. You need to pay the port fee no matter who you are. You owe 100 RWerr.”
 
   Tod held out two small gold coins. The official looked at them and snatched them out of Tod’s hand and bit into them gently with his large teeth. “This is acceptable. I will take you to a tavern…best in Rhermarr. Get in.”
 
   They loaded the cart and headed toward the town. 
 
   The cart drove past some dilapidated shanties along the way and LeiLei sat up and grabbed Joel. “I think I recognize some of these places.”
 
   Joel indicated to stay cool and they pulled up to pedestrian looking tavern. At least it looked clean as the driver hopped out and rushed in. Tod caught the driver showing the manager his two coins, which he tucked rapidly into a belt harness that went around his waist.
 
   The manager wore nothing but the same style of harness as the driver but he had a small green garnet stone around his neck…Tod had noticed the driver had a green garnet embedded in the center of his chest. The manager rushed up to them as they came in and motioned for a scraggly looking male to come forward and get their bags.
 
   “We need six of your best rooms. Mine should be large,” Tod said wishing Phillips had already built a Eugene on this world – it could certainly use one, he thought as he looked around. Form follows function he thought, as the room wouldn’t have looked out of place in nineteenth century Europe.
 
   The manager started to comply and then noticed LeiLei. “Hey. Her kind cannot stay here. I run a respectable tavern here.”
 
   “She stays or we leave,” Tod said and motioned everyone to pack up and leave.
 
   The manager was a study in conflict and you could see him calculating how much money he was going to lose if they all left. “She can stay but no business here no matter how much it costs me...none of that stuff here,” he said. “Keep her out of sight dressed like that at least.”
 
   LeiLei seemed very upset but they all settled down a bit as they were ushered up to their rooms in an elevator. It was enough like an Earth elevator except you would have lost an arm if you extended it as it rose. They apparently were going to take all but one room on the top floor. Most of the rooms would have been recognizable in any small town except the bed was a large square pad about 30 centimeters thick with a removable covering and one, something, that passed for a blanket. 
 
   There was running water in a deep sink and a toilet of sorts with a small flexible hose off to the left of the…facilities. There was no shower or hot water. Light was provided with a small lever on the wall that released a chemical and a glass-covered strip on the wall got very bright and lit up the room. There was another strip and lever on the other side of the room and a smaller strip in the bathroom.
 
   Tod had them all come to his room after they had gotten settled in. They came to his room and looked around. His room was three times as large as their rooms and had a much larger, thicker pad. The bathroom was similar but his room had a nice balcony overlooking the city. He asked them to sit on the cubicles that served as chairs on this world. He signaled the four progeny that had followed them invisibly into the room to appear.
 
   “I hope your rooms are acceptable. I notice we cannot lock our doors when we leave and there is a simple bolt for when you sleep. We have quite a few puzzles here,” he said and then indicated Rett without saying his name as that implied intimacy to a Tros.
 
   “You find out about the jewelry and clothes from the innkeeper. Desiree and Steve…please do a tourist bit and find out something about this squirrely place. Get us something to eat,” he turned to the progeny. “One here to protect us, one with Rett and you two go with Steve and Desiree. LeiLei. Water?” he asked to distract her. “We will find out why they are treating you like they are. Meet back here in two hours or less. Keep your Dex channels open and recording. Suit fields on as much as you can tolerate. Do not fly or show advanced technology yet. Leilei is so educated that I wonder why these people seem so backward.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two hours crawled by as LeiLei curled up on Tod’s big bed and looked like a toddler who had been scolded. He felt his heart go out to her. She had been so excited to get back home.
 
   Rett was the first to arrive and Steve and Desiree came in a few minutes later with paper sacks that would have been recognizable if anyone still used them on Earth. They also had fruit and bottles and charred meat on sticks. Steve had a huge bundle of the sticks.
 
   “I do not know what this is but it tastes wonderful. I think they smoke it to preserve it more than for anything else but I got the street vendor to cook it longer. He made me pay for it first because he said I was ruining it.” He started passing out the charred skewers of meat and Tod, Desiree, and Steve grabbed some. LeiLei looked crushed but Steve unwrapped several sticks of meat that were only lightly smoked – they were raw and fresh. He gave them to LeiLei. “We did not forget you pretty one.”
 
   LeiLei took the skewers with a smile that would light the room and gave out a little squeal when she ripped off a bit and swallowed. “I remember this – oh yes – I remember this raftee. I love raftee,” she said and quickly devoured the rest. 
 
   Desiree turned to Rett without smiling and said, “I found you some fruit that should be suitable. I also found a dealer that carried some fresh squeezed juice that is similar to grape juice.”
 
   Rett took the fruit and bottles of juice. He had a bit of a problem pealing off the top but made sounds of approval, as he polished off two bottles in rapid succession.
 
   Tod turned to the four progeny. “Did you observe any weapons or hostile acts?”
 
   “We noticed that there were quite a few large individuals with lead filled impact weapons, many with curved knives and a few with molecular disruptors of Hllumff manufacture. There was much discussion as to our silver suits and that we were rich traders. They did not know what species we were and some speculated that we might be good targets at night.”
 
   Desiree spoke up. “I didn’t hear any of that…where did you hear that?”
 
   “We paralleled your positions – being invisible, we could see and hear details you could not,” said the closest progeny.
 
   Rett spoke up. “LeiLei looks like a prostitute because prostitutes wear clothing to tantalize the males. She also had no precious stone, class representation. These people wear rank stones. Diamonds are the highest, rubies next, then emeralds. Many semi-precious stones represent the common classes. The upper classes polish their stones using an abrasive compound tumbled for a long period. They do not have faceted stones. I was surprised when I first saw that Earth beings could make stones look like they did. Then I found they could make perfect synthetic stones. We need stones to be treated well.”
 
   “How did you get all this information from the innkeeper?” Steve asked.
 
   “He and I shared many, many pints of the local ale. I have more mass and could handle the effects,” Rett said.
 
   “I think you have plenty of stones,” Steve said.
 
   “What does that mean?” Rett asked.
 
   “It is a compliment,” Tod said. “I like your suggestion. We brought a huge assortment of cut synthetic precious stones and the Shuma device can duplicate masses of the stuff if we need it.”
 
   Desiree spoke up again. “We found the equivalent to a bank and they knew about lamlee and fell over themselves to make us comfortable when we displayed them. We got them to explain the current currencies and levels of exchange. We are now wealthy and will require bodyguards. They wanted us to hire their own people. I declined after our stint on Bellatrix remembering our assault and near capture there. 
 
   Tod ordered,”We stay in suits – Desiree. I want you to go back out with Steve and get the classiest harness or whatever for LeiLei. We will get precious stones for all of us. You two head out now…suits on active defense. Show weapons. We’ll get classy looking and then see if we can find some big dogs around here,” he said and turned his Dex toward his face. “Summarize this and requisition some precious stones arrangements. Need some five carat ones and arrangements of smaller…necklaces…magnetic earrings…bracelets and anklets to fit LeiLei and Desiree. Irradiated, blue diamonds for the men…simple but modern cuts. We need it soon,” he said and the Dex acknowledged receipt from the stealthy destroyer that was holding above their position.
 
   Steve and Desiree distributed their large purse between the crewmembers so each would have a selection of local currency. Steve and Desiree left with their invisible escorts.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Steve and Desiree came back about two hours later as it was already past dusk. LeiLei and Tod had decided to eavesdrop through their Dexs and had followed every purchase. LeiLei had turned down several of their selections and actually squealed with delight at others. They returned bearing their loot about the same time a remote controlled package came to their balcony, returned to visibility and pinged their Dexs.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei slipped on the silver stringed sandals that were as next to nothing as Tod had ever seen but they molded to her feet in a perfect fit thanks to her Dex coordinating with Desiree’s Dex. The five diamonds on a platinum necklace were stunning. The necklace was comprised of a five-carat central stone and two smaller stones on each side. She had a small diamond on each ear held by a magnet and a beautiful diamond and ruby bracelet. A tight harness in a particularly disturbing pattern to the human males completed the outfit. 
 
   “Now we go down and find a place to party and get seen.  Desiree, if I know you – you have already found a place for us to go. Who will arrange transportation? Progeny – I want two of you to be visible with weapons at all times. They will try to disarm us wherever we go so disappear the guns before we get in sight. Bust up anyone who bothers us. Set a field to prevent gas and set your suits so you’ll stay mostly sober – mostly.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the journal of Steve Cutcher
 
   The innkeeper was more than willing to arrange us transportation for a fee and Tod chuckled when he saw the driver from the spaceport pull up. He was a little put off by the two human-like progeny as they kept their faces impassive and looked like security everywhere.
 
   The innkeeper and the driver both sucked in air and went goggle-eyes when LeiLei came out. She had used a small sonic cleaner and some eye shadow, eyeliner, and Desiree had used some type of conditioner on her body/fur – she was absolutely stunning. The driver nearly fell out of the vehicle so he rush over and offer a hand to help her into the car as any chivalrous dandy on Earth. She gave him a smile and, I swear, his legs almost buckled. The innkeeper shouted encouragements as they drove off as a means to advertise these notables were staying at his establishment. There were some heads, popping out as they drove along. We drove a long way and then pulled up at this enormous building. There were Lemsa all over the place and obvious security at the front keeping out a line of male and female Lemsa undressed to the nines. They didn’t know what to make of us so we acted like we owned the place – the right choice – and went in and cleared out a table that hastily cleared out when Rett sat down in an empty spot and glared.
 
   There were Lemsa on a small stage wailing into a sad example of a public address system. LeiLei swept in and the whole room got quiet – she was damn lovely – evidently, even among the Lemsa, she was a rare beauty.
 
   We ordered some of the local ale and sat there drinking quietly when Desiree said something to LeiLei who looked shocked and then took a long pull of the ale and got up. I thought she was going to the rest room. She sashayed up to the stage where the lone Lemsa was rasping into the microphone. She climbed the steps and there was not a male anywhere – Lemsa or human – that didn’t follow her as she walked across the stage and stood by the very inebriated Lemsa. She leaned forward and every eye was on her as she took the microphone and the previous singer stumbled away. She said something into her Dex and waited – she looked glorious.
 
   Suddenly a spotlight – actually a hand light set on broad beam – came from across the room. The light was held by one of the progeny. Suddenly, music filled the room from her wrist Dex set at maximum with its Rimloff effect, ionization speakers. LeiLei started singing and she had a beautiful voice. Chills ran down my spine – I recognized the tune but the words were in Lemsa – it happened to be “Make You Feel My Love” by Bob Dylan. You could hear a pin drop as she finished and I’ll be damned if I didn’t see a couple of old Lemsa rubbing tears out of their eyes. The place went crazy a few seconds later and the Lemsa jumped up and started roaring – no shit – full throated roars and beating their mugs on the tables.
 
   She touched her Dex and it began another song – I don’t know anything but one line of lyrics or chorus of any song and I didn’t know this one but my Dex said it was Mercy – hell – it was in Lemsa too and sounded great. The place went nuts when she finished and she got lots of offers – the progeny moved to the edge of the stage to keep the Lemsa from rushing it but LeiLei didn’t leave. She walked to our side of the stage and indicated she wanted Desiree to come up on stage too. Desiree blushed but never turned down a challenge.
 
   Tod was going nuts – worried about his wife but Desiree’s formfitting silver suit would have gotten catcalls – haha – on any planet. It was only her un-Lemsa-like appearance and her glittering diamonds in abundance that stayed their comments. Desiree’s long hair was in bun and the Lemsa went wild when she shook it out and flipped it back where it just touched her shoulders. Evidently long hair was attractive to Lemsa also. The crowd went quiet as the waited in anticipation. Another hand light lit her up also and Tod looked across to room where another progeny stood with a hand light.
 
   The two females talked with other for a minute and then music came from two Dexs – plenty loud. LeiLei started singing and I couldn’t help laughing. She was singing “You Don’t Impress Me Much” – an old Shania Twain song translated into Lemsa. Evidently they had asked for songs that translated well. LeiLei would sing a part and then Desiree would sing a bit – the Lemsa were slapping their hands on the tables to match the beat. Pandemonium. The two females spoke into their Dexs for a second and then the lights went out – it was pitch black except from some weak glow strips at the edges of the room. Suddenly two spotlights hit Desiree and she started singing – “These Boots Are Made for Walking” – no – really. She pulled it off and stomped across the stage. When she got to the part about “these boots are gonna walk all over you” – she and LeiLei would stomp across the stage.
 
   The erotic effects of the silver suit, long hair and seeing two sensuous, beautiful females were not lost on the crowd. The pair bowed together during the roaring accolades and then the progeny and the Earth crowd made their way out to their waiting transportation. Many patrons rushed out to thank them and see where they were going. They drove slowly away because tavern patrons were running alongside their vehicle for a kilometer. They arrived back at their lodgings – exhausted and exhilarated – what fun. 
 
   Tod called them all together before they were to go to bed – it had been a long day. “This was a good idea…thank you LeiLei and Desiree…I think we ought to explore this a bit more. We ought to actually put together a show for another venue tomorrow. These people have never seen anything like us. I want to build us a reputation and then offer to trade. These people have little here but from what I hear – it is difficult to get invitations to the upper echelons here. LeiLei – would you talk with the innkeeper and find us a venue for tomorrow. Tell them we will pay the difference of double what they earn in a night just to perform. Get a pretty big place. Tomorrow we become a show – Rett – you are our manager. You get to keep ten percent of any commission we make.”
 
   Rett snorted in disgust but they could tell he liked the idea.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The group had gotten some good ideas together…most based on technology but the group was full of talented amateurs. LeiLei had more talent then all of them together though. She was the main act. The innkeeper jumped on the idea of his guests putting on a show – they were obviously wealthy and yet they were staying in his inn. He figured aliens weren’t Lemsa so who knew what they thought. Several nightclubs had sent representatives anyway so he chose the swankest one he could – a good-sized club in a decent area. He was rewarded with a nice little advance, which he kept.
 
   The ride to the Artist Studio – the name of the club in Lemsa was a bit longer than the night before and the place was a lot bigger with a nice, well-lighted stage, better sound system and a large auditorium with tables. They got there early and used the large staging room to make their final plans. One of progeny asked to see the sound system and used some lamlee to make it perform adequately.
 
   Everyone was nervous as the time approached and they could hear the crowd building outside. Word of the past performance must have spread around because the crowd was calling, “LeiLei…LeiLei…we want LeiLei.”
 
   The four progeny marched out on the stage and bowed to the audience. They just said, “We are here to trade – this is to just get your attention – we are from the planet Earth.” They then did something impossible without their suits and tremendous strength…three leapt into the air with a somersault on either side of the speaker and he put his arms out, with palms up and the two somersaulting progeny landed on his palms. The two standing on one leg in the palms of the first progeny nodded to the fourth. The crowd’s heads snapped to the remaining progeny off to the side. A drum roll courtesy of a Dex stating playing loudly and a spotlight lit the outstretched palms of the top two. The fourth ran a few steps as if to check his distance and set the stage. The crowd hushed as the drum roll began again and the progeny ran impossibly fast and leaped into the air flipping three full revolutions before landing lightly in the palms of the top two.
 
   The crowd went wild. Cries of “wires and impossible were shouted out but the crowd got quiet as the one on top clapped his hands together, bowed to the crowd and then appeared to lose his balance and the whole assemblage tumbled down and they all rolled to their feet and bowed. The crowd pounded the tables and roared as the lights dimmed slowly. It was incredibly dark in the auditorium when a strangely accented voice rang out in Lemsa. “You are here!” and there floating on the stage was floating 3D projection of their solar system. Their world, Lupia 6, displayed and zoomed in, showing their city. The 3D image then zoomed out and Epsilon Lupi got smaller and smaller.
 
   “You live here. We are from here,” the progeny said in his accented Lemsa. The image zoomed out and the image soon centered on a small yellow sun that got bigger and bigger while the view passed spectacular Neptune, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars – through the asteroid belt where they seemed to float out in the audience and the Lemsa could be seen pawing at them and dodging out of the way. Finally the view centered on Earth and zoomed in on the bright blue world and zoomed some of the city streets around the world. 
 
   The view zoomed in on an immense square with strange buildings in the background – actually the 440,000 m2 of Tiananmen Square in China on Earth. There was one individual standing in the center of the square – it was LeiLei, resplendent in her jewels (at least a 3d image of her).  The image zoomed in and then circled her and zoomed out as the light faded to near dark. A spotlight gradually brightened showing LeiLei standing exactly in the same spot but now it was she and not just a 3D image.
 
   “My name is LeiLei. I was born across town from here but decided to come visit. I wish to sing you an Earth love song. It is called ‘Make You Feel My Love.’” The song brought down the house. They had never had this scale of theatrics or such a powerful message. The songs that followed did the same. She finished with ‘I Will Always Love You.’ The Lemsa went crazy and offered drinks and wanted to talk. We all talked with them and we were buddies/friends/stars. The progeny were mobbed. The Lemsa asked them how they could do what they did and the progeny did well to multitask and guard us when they were mobbed themselves. One of them actually lifted a Lemsa with one hand. They had many offers of drinks.
 
   
 
  



The Fats Cats
 
    
 
   Rett was approached with an offer later that evening.  
 
   “I represent the ruling class. We require you to perform for us at this location tomorrow night,” the elegant, older Lemsa said and gave a note to Rett.
 
   Rett looked at the note and placed it back down on the table. 
 
   “Shall I tell them when you will be there or do you need transportation?”
 
   “Transportation will not be necessary as we have no intention of coming,” Rett said and looked away knowing his suit was on defensive mode.
 
   “You don’t understand,” the Lemsa said. “I have the authority from the ruling class to ask you for them. It is not me but my masters that have insisted you attend them,” he said.
 
   Rett grasped the stone in the old Lemsa’s necklace. He leaned forward to examine the stone. “Poor clarity with many imperfections. You will note we all have flawless diamonds – the humans have blue diamonds – very rare and with absolutely no imperfections. We prefer the company, here, right now. These people appreciate us for what we do.”
 
   “These people hardy qualify as civilized,” the Lemsa said.
 
   “Exactly. We will not be coming tomorrow. Thank you for your elegant invitation. Be off,” Rett said.
 
   The elderly Lemsa left in a snit and Rett approached Tod to explain the invitation. Tod laughed and signaled everyone to mount up and leave. The owner of the establishment came up as they prepared to leave. 
 
   “Will you come back tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   “Do we owe you anything?” Tod asked.
 
   “Owe me? I made more tonight than I make in a week of good days. I suppose you will go to entertain the upper classes now…I saw the messenger,” he said with an obvious sadness.
 
   Tod laughed which startled the owner. “We turned them down. Is there a larger place we could perform? Would you arrange it for us in three nights?”
 
   “I would be honored but you owe me nothing. I will put someone else in charge so I can come watch. I only saw glimpses of the show I was so busy and you were wonderful,” said the owner.
 
   “Here,” Tod said and handed the owner a small satin bag containing four cut gems of ruby and sapphire. “This is for your trouble and for any lost business tomorrow if we draw away your crowd. We are essentially traders and warriors – not entertainers. We do this because it is fun and a method to become known. We would rather become known this way than having to kill all the Allung in the galaxy.”
 
   “You know Allung? You have killed some? You are warriors?” the owner asked as he had heard tales from travelers. He was especially well informed.
 
   “Our forces destroyed over 2,000 of their ships recently. We retrofitted many of them after we boarded and captured them. It saved us a lot of time rather than building our own,” Tod said.
 
   “You boarded their ships and captured them?” the owner whispered. “They have never lost a battle.”
 
   Tod laughed and signaled for Rett to hand him something out of his bag. “Here,” Tod said. “This is a training cylinder describing weak points of the Allung, where and how they hide/use weapons and some clips of us defeating them in battle. Pass it around. Have your people look at it before you send it to the higher classes. Here are three more,” Tod said and handed the owner three more of the small cylinders.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We were informed later that evening that we would be performing at the largest venue in the city so we decided we needed a lot of prep time – more than we had. We put a progeny in Tod’s room to guard – extended our helmets and vanished. We actually just turned our suits invisible, turned on our suit propulsion and flew up to the paralleling destroyer over the city from Tod’s balcony. We then got ten hours of sleep in accelerated time and worked a week of accelerated practice in a converted bay on the ship. We were going to have a hell of a show.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “They turned us down, mistress. They dismissed me,” said the messenger to his bejeweled mistress. She was well on in Lemsa years and controlled much of the commerce in the city. She did not like aliens – especially ones she couldn’t control.
 
   “What else have you found out about them? You better have more than a rejection for me,” she said with the harsh tone of one dealing with her minions. 
 
   “Mistress, they have fine jewels,” he hesitated. “Much finer than any jewels we have on this planet. They describe themselves as traders and warriors – not entertainers. All wear silver clothing that floats above their skin. The ones they call progeny are immensely strong and lifted a full-grown Gramar, with one hand as if lifting a mug. They also gave several of these out. We had to threaten and bribe to get one. These must be used to be believed,” he said.
 
   “Yes. Yes. I am sure you were impressed. What did they show? They look like standard training cylinders. Nothing unusual about that,” the rotund matriarch said.
 
   “Yes, Mistress but…umm…these cylinders are unusual too. They contain five times more information than our best cylinders and the information is incredible,” said the messenger.
 
   “Do I have to view the cursed thing myself or are you going to tell me what is on it?” she said.
 
   “Mistress, these show an immense amount of information about the Allung,” he said.
 
   “I know about the Allung but why would I care about that…we are too small and far away for them to bother us here.”
 
   “Not so, Mistress,” he said and saw her building up for a royal tantrum so he continued. “There are maps from the Allung themselves. There are Allung prisoners describing their history and organization. They were a lot bigger and more of a threat than we ever thought.”
 
   “This could all be false. These aliens have higher tech in some things than we do,” she countered.
 
   “Mistress, there are videos of hundreds of dead Allung and autopsies showing where they hide weapons in their bodies and how they surgically add poison sacs in their mouths. The details from their ships are incredible. The Allung weapons are shown and described. There are videos of great battles. There was a small base within ten light years of us and there are details of past and future raids.”
 
   “You said they were a threat. Explain,” she demanded. 
 
   “They destroyed over 2,000 of their ships recently. Name and class of all the ships are listed. The Allung had planetoid class ships. Some of their ships can jump instantaneously through space – I think the aliens here have that same ability.”
 
   The matriarch was silent for a few minutes and stared out her mansion’s windows. “Persuade them to perform for me. I wish to meet them. Here are the expenses so you can use whatever means it takes to get them here. Do not fail me again. I am already facing opposition from competitors and I have not had to face down competitors in many years.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   LeiLei was pacing with tail twitching. “I want to visit my family. I want them to meet Joel. I want John to meet my little sister. I want to go now,” she said.
 
   Joel tried to talk her out of it and John tried to talk him into it. Andrew finally gave them permission to spend a day looking for trade partners. He wanted to break the hold the upper classes had over the remainder of the population. There were the very rich and the very poor with a few in the middle class as intermediaries.
 
   They started out a few hours later by flying down to an area LeiLei still remembered. She wore her suit but had a few perfect diamonds to show her status. A large contingent was going with her whether they were invisible or visible and they all were visibly armed.
 
   They turned visible in an area out of sight behind a warehouse and started walking in a direction indicated by LeiLei. There were many little shops and stores even though the area was a slum. The Lemsa here walked with pride and it was as clean as a place with little sanitation could be. The smells were incredible but there was not as much garbage as they expected and the people looked fairly healthy. LeiLei explained as they walked along that they provided their own services and families ran their areas. One area would cooperate with other areas. The upper classes used many of the population as their servants at very low wages and taxed them all they could. Gangs ran some areas and education was catch as catch can – very spotty.
 
   Tod and Desiree talked as they walked and they had reached a consensus with the crew before they walked far. This would be a good place for a huge trade center run by the locals, policed by the locals, and where everyone else on the planet could come if they wanted anything. It was going to be messy as hell and the upper classes weren’t going to sit still very long. 
 
   LeiLei squealed and started running. “I recognize this place. I lived right around here. Down this way,” she said as she trotted along. Lemsa were coming out when they heard the commotion but retreated a bit seeing the large contingent of silver suited aliens. A large Lemsa with ten others stepped out blocking their way. They all had long knife sheaths with hands on hilts.
 
   “Temsla, is that you? It is you. It’s me LeiLei. I would know you anywhere,” she said and rushed up and started rubbing the side of her muzzle against him. She acted without fear and having a beautiful female rubbing him threw off his threats. 
 
   He grabbed her by her shoulders and held her off while looking into her face. “It is you. I heard there was a performer named LeiLei …but I thought you were killed when slavers took you ten years ago. You’ve certainly grown. Why are you wearing clothes like a Mrrsha but perfect jewelry of high status? What is all this about?” Temsla asked. 
 
   “Take me to my mother’s house. Is my family all right?” she asked. “Is Leiita still there?”
 
   “Your mother was killed about four years ago in a riot against the controllers. I’m sorry LeiLei. Who are these beings with you?” he asked.
 
   “They are my friends,” she said and reached out and grabbed Joel’s arm. “This is my husband, Joel. These people rescued me from the slavers. We have so much to talk about.”
 
   “You mated with an alien? No fur,” Temsla said and looked over Joel with an incredulous look.
 
   “There weren’t other Lemsa like you,” she said and grabbed his arm again at which Joel began to pout a bit.
 
   It wasn’t long before the group arrived at the, ten-meter square, house with one glow strip and small, neat shelves with cloth dividers.  An aged-looking Lemsa got up and approached the female standing in his doorway. “LeiLei. LeiLei, is it really you? I thought you were dead. I thought we had lost you forever.” Tears were streaming down his face and LeiLei’s. They held and nuzzled each other.
 
   “I’ve come back to visit father. Tell me everything. I have people outside I want you to meet. One of them is my mate, papa,” LeiLei said proudly. “Leiita?”
 
   There was an awkward silence for just a few seconds but LeiLei’s father adjusted quickly and invited everyone in…the few that would fit anyway. They sat and he offered them some type of drink and they all accepted. The little cups were assorted sizes and patterns. They sipped together and Tod, Steve, John, and Joel choked on the fiery brew but Desiree and LeiLei took no notice.
 
   The father, Leaman, gave LeiLei the run down of how her mother died with tears running down his face. They cried together. He explained how she happened to be kidnapped and the searching he did after the kidnapping. He related how one sister died and Leiita had run away on a Tros trade ship. They held each other. LeiLei recovered quickly and explained what had happened to her on Sirius B at the training duplication center. She described her rescue and some that had happened to her since. She reintroduced Joel and described his skills and how they were married.
 
   The father sighed and welcomed him to his home. He was amazingly accepting – Joel thought her father was much more open-minded than his own had been. Leaman radiated thoughtful concern. When Joel commented on it – Leaman said it was not wisdom – just fatigue and chuckled. Tod brought up his ideas on building a trade center here and he and Leaman were soon deep in details. Leaman said he would discuss it with the other family groups but he thought they’d go for it. He especially liked the idea of a swank hotel and trading center providing jobs.
 
   Leaman said the people in this area of the city already did all the cleaning, cooking and security for the upper classes across town. The wages were barely subsistence when you took transportation costs into account. He said we would have pushback from the wealthy and by chance we heard some shouting outside.
 
   Twenty large Lemsa, all armed were assembled in the street. Facing them were Temsla’s ten people. The twenty were heavily armed with short swords that might have been machetes but curved and three had molecular disruptors. LeiLei stepped out and whispered to Temsla that she would like to handle this as a demonstration. 
 
   The spokesperson for the Lemsa gave the invitation for LeiLei and team to perform for her high and mightiness – which LeiLei declined. She nodded to the visible progeny and the molecular disruptors on the thugs dissolved right on their belts. The twenty attacked expecting to overwhelm scared, defenseless victims but found something else. The males stepped back to let Desiree and LeiLei handle the attack aided by the progeny.
 
   The ERF personnel dodged mighty strikes – some of the attackers were trying to use the sides of their weapons. Desiree and LeiLei had suits on offensive mode and with the enhanced strength and reflexes simply broke legs and arms of the attackers. They just waded forward – effortlessly shattering legs and arms. They would even catch the blades between their hands and rip the weapons from the attacker’s grasp.  Three of the last attackers, the ones who had lost disruptors, switched to potentially deadly strikes. Desiree broke both arms and then grabbed her attacker by the back of his head and jaw and rapidly snapped his neck with an audible crack. LeiLei dispatched her deadly attackers using the same method.
 
   The males never lifted a hand and it was obvious Temsla and her father were impressed. They were concerned about the bodies so LeiLei borrowed a disruptor from a progeny. She walked over and dissolved the bodies where they lay. She then handed the weapon back and then hugged her father. She invited him to see their show the next day and handed him a small satin sack. He looked questioningly at it. She said, “Help as many people as you can with this and save some for yourself. I have enough to buy this planet.” She then grabbed him in an Earth-style embrace and nuzzled him to imprint his smell.
 
   LeiLei then went over to Temsla. She handed him a small sack too. She embraced him and whispered in his ear. “Look after him Temsla. I am so glad to see you but we cannot stay. Use the valuables to get weapons to protect the people here – there will be more trouble. The upper classes will not give up power easily. Let me know if you need more – I will always give you support when I can.”
 
   “How can you fight like that? I thought I needed to protect you,” Temsla said.
 
   “The Earth Regulatory Force trained me. We will need recruits to guard our facilities here. I would be honored if you join them when we get that far along. Pick others you trust and we will talk later. These males are as good as me – those over there,” she indicated the progeny, “…are better warriors than any of us.” She turned and started walking off.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The aging messenger was again before his matriarch and he did not relish giving her the news.
 
   The rotund feline turned around rapidly belying her age – she was still quick. “Well?”
 
   “I sent twenty of our most trusted people and they were met with ten locals and almost an equal number of aliens. Three of our people were armed with molecular disruptors,” he said. “They delivered your invitation.”
 
   “Did they accept? I assume from your demeanor that all did not go well.”
 
   “Mistress, two unarmed females critically injured all twenty…the Lemsa and the Earth female. All our people were armed with swords. The two killed the three who had had disruptors – then they dissolved their bodies.”
 
   “Wait. You said they were unarmed. So they killed our people with disruptors?”
 
   “No, Mistress. They broke all the arms and many legs of our people and then snapped the necks of the three. They then borrowed a disruptor and dissolved those three bodies.”
 
   “Truth?”
 
   “Yes, Mistress. Truth. Informants in the area confirm the story. The one they call LeiLei visited her reported father in the area. She reportedly had been taken as a slave as a child ten years ago. The Earth people somehow rescued her and now she is extremely wealthy. There are other reports about the Earthers. They are said to have immense wealth and make technological marvels. Every race that treats with them has become wealthy,” he reported.
 
   “Except the Allung,” she said.
 
   “It is said that they think slavery is an abomination.”
 
   “I should have never let those slavers take those children,” she said quietly as if talking to herself.
 
   “Excuse me, Mistress. I did not hear that…” the messenger said.
 
   “Never mind. It is time I saw these beings personally. Make arrangements for me to view them at their show tomorrow. I will arrive anonymously but I want a good seat. Arrange transportation, as I want to leave no trail. One transfer ought to be enough,” she said.
 
   
 
  



Negotiations
 
    
 
   The troupe had another two days of practice in accelerated time and got a good ten hours of rest. They had returned to the tavern without anyone being able to see their return. Rett had paid in advance for four days so the tavern keeper wasn’t going to disturb them. His business had doubled on locals learning that the aliens were staying there. The ERF troupe arrived at their venue early. The crowd was already building. They had eaten and drunk some already because food and drink went with all entertainment on this planet. It took a lot of calories to power those large feline bodies.
 
   The universal stomping feet and pounding the table let everyone know the audience was ready for the show.
 
   Tod went out on the stage as the room darkened. A true spotlight hit him and he used an acoustic system from their own ship to speak to the audience. “Welcome to the Lemsa from Earth. We poor travelers are traders and warriors – not entertainers,” he said and the room was sprinkled with ‘No.’ “We want you to know us. Your world is here,” he said and the room darkened and the stars appeared in three-dimensional detail above the stage. 
 
   The holographic projection looked better than the last performance because they used the projection equipment from the ship. The view zoomed in on their world to an image of Tod standing on stage and the spotlight came on for a second before it pulled out and the audience heard Tod say, “We represent the Earth Regulatory Force. We are from here and the display shifted from their world circled in red to the stars between Epsilon Lupi 6 and Sol. The projection zoomed past the planets in the Sol system and zoomed in on Earth and showed the nature preserves with animals on Earth to whales breeching in the oceans to the stunning cities and back to orbit. “This is where we had a recent battle with the Allung,” he said and the display zoomed in on an Allung and how they hide weapons and escape devices. The image zoomed to actual recording of their fleet with commentary booming out over the audience in Lemsa (provided by LeiLei).  LeiLei described the battle and showed actual video of the progeny floating through space, forcing their way into the Allung ships. The view then changed to video, in larger-than-life 3D of the Toi and Progeny fighting and dying in the Allung ships. 
 
   The battles were fierce and graphic and showed the no-quarter life-and-death battles aboard the Allung ships. It showed finding piles of dead bodies of the executed slaves. The video showed the award ceremonies showing the tens of thousands in the ERF. It then zoomed in to a lone individual on the large plain – Tod – superimposed and fading to the stage with a spotlight shining on him. 
 
   The stage was suddenly lit with three progeny standing with heads bowed. “I give you the ERF Progeny – warriors from Earth.” The three individuals stood rigidly and drew short katana – the razor edged swords slightly longer than shoto. They were fashioned with a diamond edge for boarding operations. They held these swords high and then four more Progeny appeared behind them and drew swords. The trio of five faced each other – then attacked and screamed in unison in a roar that approached the sound level from the Lemsa. They attacked each other in a deadly hail of strokes and screams and somersaults that had the audience gasping and screaming encouragements and warnings. It was fantastic. Suddenly – the show stopped and the fifteen were spaced in a continuous semi-circle across the stage. They then pointed out patrons in the audience and encouraged members of the audience to throw anything at then. One threw a fruit that the progeny sliced in half and derided the thrower – Was that the best they could do. 
 
   The audience started throwing mugs – easily sliced in half to stools – sliced in half easily with laughing and good natured accolades to the thrower – ‘til a table was thrown -- it dissolved in mid-air as one progeny stood on the side and carefully holstered a previous unseen molecular disruptor.  The fifteen lined up and shouted in perfect unison in Lemsa. “The Warriors of Earth salute – you Lemsa Warriors.”  The fifteen bowed. The roaring went on for minutes and the fifteen lined up so they became three and the three lined up to become one. This one bowed and faded from view and re-solidified to become Tod. The roaring thundered for minutes. The audience did not know that they had used their invisibility of their suits to disappear. They only knew that true warriors had saluted them – they understood that…
 
   “During the break – we will show we are traders and we will trade perfect – cut stones – for the ones you wear. We promise you will be pleased or we return what you have. The progeny will come out among you. Feel free to ask them about battles among the Allung – they are all veterans,” Tod said as the Progeny started coming out on the floor and examining the stones the owners ripped off their collars.
 
   The trading was going well and none in the audience were upset since they took a rough ruby, aquamarine, or topaz and got a flawless stone of the same type and size in exchange. One polished diamond was traded for a four carat-European cut diamond. “…this is beautiful,” said the patron as she closely examined the flawless stone.
 
   “We would like to talk with you afterward,” said the progeny that had brokered the swap, “…to lessen the impact our involvement will cause. You will profit. We are sorry we were unable to accept your earlier invitations but we will trade with you on our side or by excluding you. It is up to you.”
 
   The matriarch raged. These people knew she was the one that threatened them…but they were offering her a deal. They said they were traders and warriors – not entertainers. If they did not think of themselves as entertainers and they could do this – she realized she might be out of her depth. She would watch the rest of the performance and see what else they did. That first part of the show had her heart racing in her chest and she knew the males loved it. The new diamond was exquisite – beautiful and at least one carat more than her old one. If they could do this – what else could they do? The presentation on the defeat of the Allung had made her want a mate – how long ago had she wanted to mate? She couldn’t wait for the next part of the show.
 
   The lights dimmed after the progeny had been through the crowd swapping beautiful, faceted semi-precious and precious stones for rocks – some polished. The clientele would spread the word though they didn’t know that there would be no new performances until a trade center was built.
 
   The lights dimmed and came back up on LeiLei in a copy of the movie Flashdance. She had rehearsed the scene with the same music and the same water splash and she looked erotic as hell. The Lemsa in the audience went wild. She wore the precious stones of nobility but the rags of the project whores and the dance drove them crazy. The progeny had to keep them mounting the stage – and each other. They were fired up. The lights faded and then came up as LeiLei sang I will Always Love You – they pounded on tables and roared. Next LeiLei and Tod – yes Tod sang a duet in Lemsa, Ain’t No Mountain High Enough, and it worked because there was a slang word in Lemsa similar to ‘ain’t’ and so it worked. The audience loved it. She followed that with Nasty Boys, a Janet Jackson song that had the place roaring. The progeny had to force them off the stage. She sang several others but finished with Toxic by Brittany Spears a forgotten performer from the late twentieth century that oozed sexuality and they used 3D video effects with the aid of the holographic projectors. 
 
   The scene faded and then she finished with Just Dance by Lady Gaga and a Michael Jackson song, Beat It, complete with his dance movements LeiLei had practiced upon discovering his videos. Tod chuckled when he saw the progeny doing moonwalks to this song. The place roared – at least the audience did. We singled out the wealthy patron. We assumed she was the one that has sent the goons – the owner confirmed her identity once she was pointed out. He said her name was Sesishiak, the richest controller of the dock area. 
 
   We sent a progeny to bow and invite her to meet in the dressing room. She was reticent but our messenger guaranteed she would leave wealthier than when she entered and gave her a small box that contained five lamlee. He explained that it was the fee we would pay just for her to hear our proposition. She raised her eyebrows in an Earth-like expression – she seemed intrigued and agreed. 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Thank you for coming,” Tod said. “My name is Tod and I represent the Earth Regulatory Service. This is my wife, Desiree. You saw some of the others. We wish to establish trade with your planet. I think we can make you fabulously rich.”
 
   “I am already rich, young one,” she said and Tod laughed.
 
   “Hardly,” he said. “Your people scrape out a living on this planet yet you could travel the galaxy and see its wonders and delights before you reach middle age.”
 
   “Young one, “ she said to contradict him. “I am well past middle age.” 
 
   “Hardly…not according to medical science in other parts of the galaxy. I am just a youngster – yes – but I have had my life extended to triple what it would have been without the medical science in other parts of the galaxy. You could run across the savannahs on Earth or visit the cascade falls on Bellatrix with young suitors vying for your every whim with double your life span.”
 
   “You paint a pretty picture young one…Tod…” she said. “Long life in a more youthful body would be nice.”
 
   “Thank you. The people near the spaceport live in squalor and yet have the talents we need. We wish to erase the slums there and build a large hotel and trade center at our cost. We would employ and educate the populace and we need your approval. With you behind us we could do this without destroying the rest of the upper class. We would funnel 10% of the profits to your accounts just for your continued support,” Tod explained. “Many would stop working for your class.”
 
   “Why should I believe you are this powerful simply because you put on a good show?” she said.
 
   “You liked it then?” LeiLei interrupted.
 
   The matriarch turned to Tod.
 
   He explained, “She is seventeen.”
 
   “Ah,” said the matriarch turning back to LeiLei. “Yes, young one. You gave me much joy. How did you come to meet these beings?” she asked feeling the guilt of her mistake in letting slavers do this a decade ago.
 
   “I was taken from my home near the port when I was seven. These people rescued me from the slavers and freed a whole world – and many since,” LeiLei said proudly.
 
   “Thank you,” she said and turned to Tod. “I will convince my contemporaries to support you. You realize that my class will be broken by your actions.”
 
   Tod paused before he answered. “Yes. Except for you,” he said. “I realize we chose correctly to contact you – if you understand the ramifications.”
 
   “I want the people to know that I helped,” she said.
 
   “I totally agree. I would like you to be seen in the districts as they are upgraded and I look forward to your suggestions and influence. You know your people better than we could,” he said with no pretense. “We shake hands to seal a deal in my culture.”
 
   “I look forward to working with you,” she said as she deftly shook hands like she’d been doing it all her life.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The arrangements with the principals in the slums near the spaceport went rapidly. The first arrangements were the plans for the removal of the current housing but that couldn’t happen until they had alternative housing. We built a temporary city using the spray graphite method from the Sloshies on Tau Sagittarii. We gave the displaced a salary they would be missing at their former jobs and proceeded to level the slums. It would cause some inflation of prices but not much. Phillips laid out a standard Eugene Hotel, which was anything but a routine hotel. It was exquisite. The trade center was modern and had room for many-many shops. We built a large education center that was named after Sesishiak, the upper crust supporter of the renovation. 
 
   Sesishiak had many useful suggestions that were implemented whenever possible. It gave her ownership to see her suggestions implemented and she did become involved. New block housing was constructed using the Sloshies method with Earth power systems, electronics and full sanitation systems. The Lemsa took to the improvements like naturals. We introduced a few of our best-selling electronic devices and helped them upgrade their tech knowledge. 
 
   Lemsa traders leapt on the chance of adding jump technology to their trade ships. We left huge supplies of learning cylinders we had duplicated – many tech ones. We recruited the gang-leader, Temsla, and a large force of locals to provide regional security. We used a temporary time acceleration facility in a remote region of the planet to train these people so we wouldn’t be here longer than usual and disassembled it after use. We left Epsilon Lupi 6 in a lot better shape – with a response force in case of attack and quite a few orbital defense platforms – much better. We were headed to 59 Sagittarii – our longest jump so far of 1020 light years.
 
   
 
  



59 Sagittarii
 
    
 
   59 Sagittarii was our first system where we knew nothing more than the Allung charts. We didn’t even have rumors of a culture there. It was a K-type orange star, a bit cooler than Sol. It was much larger than Sol. It was further from Earth than we’ve ever been, about 1,200 light years. We jumped to within eight light years of the star and rearranged our raggedly spaced expedition. This one had strung them all over the charts and it took several days to get them squared away. One of the settlers’ ships was lost. We have no idea what happened with them. We spent days hopping and scanning, forward and back, along the route – nothing. The expedition did learn about jumping large distances and we would be better synchronized the next time. We would have more oversight prior to jumping to confirm coordinates and timing. We suspected they just stayed at speed for way too long.
 
   Scanning the 59 Sagittarii system proved a disappointment. There were two marginally habitable prospects – a cloudy planet in an orbit as the second from the sun. There was a large moon around a gas giant that also looked promising. The large moon appeared to be totally covered by water except for a sparse collection of islands. We detected no electromagnetic activity and no jump signatures. We sent two of our scouts to each. The two ships over the inner planet released five satellites each and began recording data. 
 
   The cloudy planet did not appear inhabited and was relatively stable tectonically. The atmosphere was about the same as Earth during the Devonian period about 400 million years ago. Gravity was only slightly higher and there was a touch more methane in the atmosphere with a bit less oxygen content but higher atmospheric pressure than on Earth – breathable. There was abundant plant life with the equivalent of trees. It was a pristine wilderness, pre-large land animals. The prospective settlers looking for independence wanted to send teams to the surface and we agreed. All were very cautious of the sea after our experience on Omega Sagittarii III with its LARGE sea creatures. 
 
   It came down to having a detailed survey of the planet looking for tectonic plates. There were volcanoes on the planet but none close or dangerous looking to keep from colonizing. There was enough axial tilt to provide some seasons and a molten core producing a planetary magnetic field – a good prospect. 
 
   The middle-eastern contingent decided Allah promised this planet to them and they would stay. We searched for an ideal location and found a site near a freshwater river that had plenty of mineral deposits nearby. It looked unlikely to flood and was far from tectonic plate boundaries. There were large fish-like creatures in the river that could be eaten – if they did not eat the fisherman first. Every planet has its hidden hazards.
 
   We used the Sloshies method of construction with the heated and cooled graphite spray foam to build initial housing. The spray method was incredibly easy to duplicate and the settlers unloaded their heavy equipment, algae tanks, et al. They had machinery to make machinery to make machinery. We constructed a medium sized-spaceport and trading center but told them it would be a long time before they got visitors. They had many of the Earth power supplies. They had detailed maps and we left the satellites for communications and navigation. They weren’t in geosynchronous orbits but we didn’t adopt them – they would have to make it on their own. We promised to send a ship yearly should we live through the journey. We sent a fifth scout back to Earth with details of our travels and discoveries so far.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   The scout ships around the water moon had to resort to gravimetric scanning. The details from the satellites became more detailed. It soon became clear that there was a mystery here. Fractal shapes – not random but made by intelligent design showed at several locations around the moon. 
 
   Andrew’s Dex pinged. “Yes – what have you got?”
 
   “There was or is intelligent life here. Do we have permission to explore further,” the scout captain asked.
 
   “You’ll have to do better than that, Captain,” Andrew replied to Tom Bashir – a go getting captain like Ratnaike. “What have you got so far?”
 
   “Radiation is high over the largest site – it’s in ruins. Looks like a bunch of nukes were set off there. We used a sonar map of that area and there seem to be areas scoured out deep into the bedrock. There are smaller areas around the moon that appear untouched. They are in the same fractal patterns but smaller. The rest of the sites are in much deeper water however.” Bashir said.
 
   “Where were you thinking of going?” Andrew asked and Tom came into the room and sat down. 
 
   “We found another site that is bigger than the rest and not so deep. It’s near the equator,” he said. 
 
   “Explore it but Lee Post will be in charge. He is built for a water environment. Take as many as he needs but you go with him – for advice.”
 
    Bashir repeated back the orders and signed off.
 
   Tod chuckled. “Tom was dying to go in on his own. Lee Post continues to amaze me every day. So you sent Tom for advice – to Lee Post? Ah…the other way around. You taking up Brad’s habit,” he said when noticing the amber liquid in Andrew’s glass. 
 
   “Oh,” Andrew said and swirled the liquid around looking at the beautiful color. “Not Jack Black…a rare Amontillado Escuadrilla…sherry. Try some?”
 
   “Sure. Why the little glasses?” he asked as Andrew poured him a glass. “Deity…this is delicious.”
 
   “Small glass because it is 1,200 light years for the next bottle and this is almost my last one,”
 
   “One…almost,” Tod said and chuckled. “Desiree took a while to get over the guys she messed up back on Lupi 6.” 
 
   “Was she depressed?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Doesn’t hit her that way. She gets…randy,” Tod said and blushed.
 
   Andrew snorted and almost spilled his drink. He chuckled. “Susan is same way. Guess it's a celebration of life – like a I’m still here.” 
 
   “You worried about this sortie?” Tod asked.
 
   “All I know is that the Allung came here almost 1,800 years ago and got stopped cold. No Allung came back except one ship and the crew was dead. The Allung had records of this system but we know no details. They never came back and tried many other routes deeper into the Arm. They failed each time.”
 
   Tod took a sip of his sherry – holding his glass in both hands. He looked up, “I take that answer as a yes.”
 
   Andrew nodded. “Yes. Big time. We don’t know this was the Ylee – it could have been something else.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Report of Captain Tom Bashir
 
   Lee Post assigned nine more of his people to the exploration detail. He added my copilot, Ensign Amingwa and me. We approached the indicated area and landed on the surface of the water – ship held in place by pressors. We entered the water after the feeble humans checked their equipment – that’s how we felt anyway. We used pressors to control our movement. We had to use a type of laser communication in the near infrared that worked line-of-sight.
 
   We used acoustic and near infrared means to see through the darkening water. It is transparent to those frequencies. We drove to the area that showed up in our scans. We approached the floor of the sea and noticed that the floor of the ocean was indeed a floor. It was free of sand in many areas but sand and silt covered all the edges – a battle that was losing to the natural elements. There was a clear area around what were obviously buildings. Lee Post started moving faster and moved toward a central building that looked familiar. It struck me that it looked like the Ylee fountain building we had found on Bellatrix.
 
   Suddenly – out of nowhere came shapes that had strange weapons pointed at us. The weapons looked lethal but the handlers looked like Earth cephalopods. They surrounded us completely and Lee Post did the damndest thing. He reached out with his arms and they changed to tentacles. It was freaky. The creatures around us started clicking in what was an Ylee dialect we had all had to learn before we left on this expedition. I couldn’t understand what was being conveyed but Lee gently took the tentacle of one of the creatures around us and stuck the end of it right into his head. He then took his own arm/tentacle and stuck it in the creature’s head.
 
   They must be like the progeny – living lamlee that had stayed in their original form. The remainder of the creatures around us put a tentacle into the head of the one near them and then into the one, obviously communicating with Lee Post. They had lowered weapons – which flowed back into their bodies. It was so weird. We were in this position for a good ten minutes so there must have been an enormous amount of data being transferred after listening to Commodore Williams when he described the original reconstitution of Lee Post.
 
   All but first one of the creatures disappeared and we were standing – floating there waiting for tentacles to be removed. They removed tentacles and Lee’s tentacles turned back to arms and he directed us back up to the ship. Octi One – my name for him – followed us up to the ship. I was a bit reluctant to let it into the ship but figured Lee Post wouldn’t let it harm us. First thing he said to me had me worried though.
 
   He said, ”I wasn’t sure I should let this one onto the ship but it is difficult to lie when sharing information. I would not have done so if we had not had the upgrade to resist coercion after Omega Sagittarii III. I’ll bet you have a name for this guy already – don’t you Captain?”
 
   Tom chuckled, “Octi One.”
 
   “Knew it,” Lee Post said smiling. “We have a lot to discuss but we need to visit Commodore Williams. These folks have a problem and so do we.”
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Lee Post sat down in Commodore Williams with a ragtag looking human. Captain Bashir stood up as Andrew came in, as did Lieutenant Commander Lee Post. The other individual sat still – not saying anything. 
 
   “Who is this Commander Post?”
 
   “Sir. This is Octi One – Captain Bashir was good enough to give him a name.”
 
   “Should we talk in front of him?” Andrew said. 
 
   “He insisted on it. He wishes to assess what I told him. He did not believe it. He is a lamlee construct as I am – though he never disassociated out of water like we did. It seems it kept the progeny…fresh. He is considered old even in lamlee terms,” Lee Post said.
 
   “Does he understand me? English? Trade? Ylee?”
 
   “I gave him access to much of our knowledge. He knows how we met and how the progeny were granted resident status and some were even given citizen status. He wanted to know if he and his colleagues could gain the same status by joining the ERF. He said he would not give us the information we need without that guarantee.”
 
   “He seems to know a lot about us,” Andrew said accusingly.
 
   “My fault, Commodore. We had to give him enough information that we would not be harmed. He had many questions I answered and I did not answer all because I wanted to check with you,” Lee Post said.
 
   “Does he have information we could use that would help us? Did you tell him what we were trying to do?”
 
   “I told him, Commodore,” Lee said.
 
   The alien spoke up at this point. “I can tell you where you are likely to find live Ylee and possibly where lamlee are still manufactured. We would swear to support your world and government for a grant of citizenship. Do you have the authority to make such a decision? Lieutenant Commander Lee Post said we could attain rank and privilege by serving faithfully in the Auxiliary Earth Regulatory Force.”
 
   “I have the authority. How many of you are there here? What happened between you and the Allung?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We were assigned to support a small outpost of Ylee that were exploring this planet. There was a newly developing ecosystem here. The Allung came and they were going to add more solid ground and adapt it for their own use. They captured one of the Ylee and started to alter the planet for their needs without regard to our needs. We expelled their ships from the system and they came back with a huge ship. It dropped many nuclear weapons that critically damaged the only remaining Ylee ship and almost destroyed the ecosystem. We were ordered to fight them if they ever came back and deny them this world. Commander Post explained how you have critically damaged their entire organization. We no longer have a mission or a way to leave. There is little ecosystem now. We would even serve your military needs to get off this moon,” said Octi One.
 
   “How many of you are there and are they all willing to do this?” Andrew asked.
 
   “There are 174 of us still functioning. Four hundred gave up and decided to disassociate though they could be revived.”
 
   “You have my word that you can obtain citizenship for serving in our forces but we will not leave sentient beings to wither and die when we can avoid it. You need not serve if you are unwilling. We will transport you to any world you find suitable. You said you had a damaged Ylee ship. Could it be made functional again?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “I do not think so. We have been unable rebuild the power generation section. It is useless without power,” he said. “My colleagues accept your offer,” Octi said.
 
   “Anything to get off this rock is a common sentiment among my people too. Commander – you are in charge with training these people. I want them to work with humans and the non-humans on board to get the widest variation. See if Commanders Rett and Shiv can get that ship working. Octi – who gave you that name?” Andrew asked.
 
   Octi pointed to Captain Bashir.
 
   “I should have known. Octi, I imagine you need to discuss all this with your people and prepare to move on board. Will that be difficult? Commander Post. Can you think of anything else? Oh yes. Captain Bashir. Write this up before you tell anyone – anyone. Understand? When Commander Post has reviewed it – brief Commander Schroeder and then you collaborate with Ling Tanaka. You two then sell it to the crew and the remainder of the expedition. Got that Captain?”
 
   “Sir, write it, have it reviewed and approved, tweak it for psychological content and sell it to the masses,” Tom Bashir said.
 
   “You are a bright guy, Captain. Step on it,” Andrew ordered. “Dismissed, people. Welcome aboard, Octi,” he said.
 
   
 
  



Ylee Whiz
 
    
 
   The crew and settlers were receptive to the Octi joining us. Interestingly, about forty of them decided not to join the ERF and they were assigned support jobs in hydroponics and in duplication services. Duplication service was becoming a big deal as we improved the function of the device created by Shuma, the scientist from Bellatrix. We were beginning to be able to create molecules and not just elements. It wasn’t like a replicator in all the movies but it was getting there.
 
   The damaged Ylee ship was raised and our engineers began to work on the power system. We inquired about the cause of the damage and Octi One finally explained to Andrew. “This ship was the only one left after the Ylee in our shuttle was captured. We took the ship in what we knew was a one-way flight and set up a dimensional shock wave.”
 
   “Against the Allung? What is this shockwave?” Andrew queried – intrigued.
 
   “We moved to just inside the Allung ships’ orbits. Then we built up a charge with only our front rings and forced an overload through our back transit rings.”
 
   “What does that do?”
 
   “It disassociates lamlee and causes a dimensional blast that sweeps fields along. It would have knocked those ships tens of thousands of lightyears away – if they even survived,” Octi One said.
 
   “What did it do to your people?” Andrew asked.
 
   “People. Yes. We re-associated a while later and were able to just return the ship to the water – not undamaged. It has taken us a long time to get it back in the shape you see it now.”
 
   “How is the power retrofit coming along?” Andrew asked.
 
   “The power supply you have is truly amazing. It is so compact and powerful – also so simple. How did you design it?” he asked.
 
   Andrew shook his head. “Rett came up with an adapted design from his Tros home planet. I obtained a sample and figured out how to take some nuclear waste products as a catalyst and produce cold fusion. We learned to generate huge currents from magnetohydrodynamic principles. It works – we use almost nothing else now, as it is so clean and efficient. It should power your ship but have you decided where is our next best bet.”
 
   “Best bet – interesting reference to chance. I think Upsilon Sagittarii B is – as you say – our best bet. It is 1,464.3 light years from here. There should be Ylee still there as there was a large trading center there a few thousand years ago.”
 
   “Good work. How is your training going?”
 
   “Our assimilation is more like it. We are beginning to understand human idioms and motivations. Your fighting strategies are unique and we have not experienced anything like them before. I appreciate what Lee Post sees in your race and your allies. We should be ready to test the ship shortly. Your engineers are well trained and they jump right in – is that the right way to say it? They aid us instead of just commanding us to do things. We appreciate being treated like intelligent beings.”
 
   “You used the phrase correctly. We look forward to working with you and learning from you as well. From what I hear from Lee Post – your people have a different set of skill sets from his.”
 
   “Skill sets…I like that. English has many fun phrases that feel…young and catchy…it is not a stagnated language. Are you concerned that we too readily accepted your offer?”
 
   “Hardly,” Andrew laughed. “No outside stimulation and a damaged ecosystem on the planet. Humans would have gone insane – they would have become slaves to the Allung gladly just to get off the planet. I was concerned about your mental state at first – but I am pleased you joined us. Tell me about the trade on Upsilon Sagittarii.”
 
   “It was one of the frontier trade centers 2,000 of your years ago. I have never visited but one of us has. He said there were few Ylee but other races had been there. It was at the extreme range of the Allung even without jump technology. It is the second planet from the sun past a large asteroid belt. The third planet is marginally habitable also.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Ylee ship took two weeks to get into traveling shape. They then had to refill it with water – that was odd too but Octi reconstituted decided it should be that way for the Ylee. It looked like Lee Post’s recollection with focusing rings on the front and back. The hull of the ship looked like a cylinder that had been squeezed in the middle – it did work and performed flawlessly on test jumps. We contacted the settlers on the inner planet and they were adapting. There had been one death of a settler who went fishing by himself and became lunch by getting too close to the riverbank. Several of settlers had gotten sick eating some local fruit but the Earth transplants were growing like gangbusters – they loved the soil and sun. They seemed like they were going to make it. We had our scout ship return from Earth and we got our mail. We were pleased at the responses from home. Brad sent more coffee and necessities – the scout ship was packed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Lieutenant Ling Tanaka
 
   We decided to jump to about ten light years from Upsilon Sagittarii B. Maybe we are just getting more cautious but we hated to jump into trouble. It was decided to send the Ylee ship, a scout and a destroyer to the maximum sensor range. I was on the destroyer – yeah – joy – I was in medical when we jumped closer but I had views of the sensor screens pulled up. Frack – the place was alive with ships jumping in and out. No old sailing in – they were jumping in and out all over the place. We relayed the screens back to the flagship. They said go for it – joy.
 
   We moved into their sensor range and we soon had a frigate and destroyer class ship, jump to our location. I pulled up the communication screens. “What is your intention and origin?” they asked in Trade. We let the Ylee ship respond.
 
   “We are from – they gave the designation for 59 Sagittarii. We wish to establish trade. Who are you? What are restrictions – covenants – laws for traders? What are mediums of exchange? Do you use a navigation system?”
 
   “Sending data now,” said the person – a Toi. “Proceed,” he said when they acknowledged.
 
   “Frack,” Ling said. “Those are Allung ships.” She knew Captain Shuler, her fiancé, saw what she saw. “Damn.”
 
   Commodore Williams ordered them to proceed as he used their transmissions to plan an attack if and when needed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ships were directed to a large docking area and all three docked as indicated. A contingent of Toi came out to meet each ship. Luckily there were progeny on the destroyer and one in the scout ship. All three ships opened and suited beings came out. All those exiting were beings in oxygenated water filled suits resembling Ylee. The Toi first ordered them to let them inspect their ships and Octi One – bid them to go ahead but they would have to hold their breath since all three ships were filled with water. The Toi then ordered them to drop shields on the ships and Octi refused saying it was necessary for water-filled ships. Octi asked if this was standard procedure for water filled ships and the Toi had no answer. Octi asked if there were any Ylee still here and they said there were but we couldn’t see them now.
 
   Octi then demanded where the trading areas were and could they go. The Toi demanded exorbitant docking fees and detailed restrictions to visitors. Octi paid the Toi with small squares of gold. He also told them not to get drunk and rowdy…realized what he said and turned his troops back and allowed them to proceed. The Toi let them keep their sidearms, so that was either a good or bad sign. Good that allowed some freedom – bad that they might need them and being armed was taken for granted. 
 
   It was decided to communicate in Trade in case their communications could be monitored. It was decided before they left the ships that they would scan the area ahead with lidar. Their Dex would build a floor plan of the docks for later. They had not gone far before they were stopped and questioned by Toi. 
 
   “Why do you scan around you – it is not permitted?” said the leader of a group of Toi that had come out – obviously shadowing them. 
 
   “Excuse me. We did not mean any harm. I will turn off my scan if it not permitted. You will need to assign one of your people to each of us, as we cannot see without scanning. Turn off your scans. They will escort us back to our ships,” Octi said.
 
   “Um…never mind…we do not have the time. Be on your way and he pointed toward the trade center.”
 
   “Excuse me. I think you pointed. Would you aim my body in the direction – it is difficult for me to discern the direction you pointed. Our eyesight is extremely poor in atmosphere,” Octi said and the Toi grasped his body and pointed it at the Trade center that had signs that clearly showed where it was located.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I believe it is customary to tip someone for a service and Octi gave the Toi a small circlet of gold. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t overdo it,” said Captain Shuler over the comm link. 
 
   “I have studied with a master,” came the reply from Octi. “I want them to think we are blind and incapable of harming them. They surely know Mu Sagittarii from their records and are leery.
 
   “Don’t let them think you are without a sting,” Shuler said.
 
   “Point taken, Captain,” Octi said.
 
   Jesus, Shuler thought. Wouldn’t want to play poker with these guys. They pick up human habits fast.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   The trade center orbited a brown, rocky planet. The center was spread out like a winding snake with stalls, shops and outright warehouses that sold everything. The travelers recorded everything and saw an occasional glimpse of an Allung but most were Toi. Then they got to the center of bazaar. It was a slave market. There were Toi and Allung selling but it was the selection that drew their attention. They had five Lemsa, a Tros, and a Hllumff. Octi wondered what to do and turned to Lee Post. Post told him to purchase them if he could at whatever cost and he would explain how they would use them.
 
   A seedy looking Toi started the bidding and there were several other richly dressed Toi, two Allung and some other humanoid species in the audience. They stood out and looked the most interested. Lee Post moved to the front. 
 
   “What do I get for this fine specimen?” the Toi began describing a small male Lemsa. “He speaks Trade and is an obedient servant.” The haggling went on for minutes as the Toi haggled with the audience. The two Allung were in a bidding war with each other – possibly just to drive up the price until “…going once…going twice…” shouted the barker. 
 
   “Two lamlee,” shouted Lee Post in Trade.
 
   The barker said, “Sold for two lamlee.” The two Allung objected and started reaching into a skin pocket. Lee Post took two steps and grabbed the Allung’s hand by grabbing the skin pocket.  He ripped the skin open and pulled out the hand grasping a small weapon which he crushed. He then smashed the Allung with his tentacle and knocked the Allung several feet…instantly unconscious. The other Allung rushed over and the crowd backed away – obviously more afraid of repercussions than purchases. 
 
   The barker was furious. “You have ruined my sales for the day. I could have gotten good trade for these prime slaves and you ruined it. What would you water heads want with land creatures anyway?”
 
   “We are short on provisions and land creatures are wonderful to grow our food worms in. They grow so fat and tasty and land creatures can be used many times to grow these sea slugs – they love the warm, wet flesh of land creatures. How much would you take for all of them? We really could use them all,” said Lee Post.
 
   “How will they stay alive on your ships?” the barker asked. “Aren’t they filled with water?”
 
   “Yes…water filled except we have small air filled areas to raise our stocks…similar to you having a pond to raise fish I imagine…how much for all? We could use more and would like to be regular customers.”
 
   You could see the avarice in the eyes of the barker. “Twenty lamlee,” he said.
 
   “You make jokes. Ten lamlee.”
 
   They finally settled on fourteen lamlee. The barker gave them the controller for their collars and started the dispirited prisoners back toward their ships.
 
   They marched them back and had them board the destroyer. They had heard the descriptions of what was going to happen to them and had given up all hope.
 
    
 
    
 
   When they entered the ship – Lee Post deactivated all their collars as they stepped into the ship. “Welcome aboard,” he said as he transformed into human form. Captain Shuler will meet you later. If we make it away from this place – you are free to go wherever we can take you. We belong to the Earth Regulatory Force.”
 
   All the former slaves staggered as they received the news. The Tros was the only one left standing. They couldn’t believe it. The young Lemsa female was the one that spoke first.
 
    “I am called Leiita. I have been held for over a year since those horrible Allung captured my ship. What is the Earth Regulatory Force?” she said.
 
   Lee Post was shocked. “Are you the younger sister of LeiLei – your father is Leaman?”
 
   “Yes – yes. Oh Sessra! My sister is dead. I have not seen my father in years…not since I Ieft home with the trader you just rescued. Yes – How could you know of them? They are on the other side of the galaxy from here,” Leiita said. 
 
   “Hardly. Your sister is a lieutenant commander of a huge task force. I saw your father yesterday. He is the coordinator of a huge trading port renovation on your home planet. Temsla is in charge of security.”
 
   Leiita starting sobbing -- uncontrollably. She had to be helped back to her quarters by another progeny.
 
   The Tros spoke up. “You say the right things but I know things like this do not happen in real life. All I ask is a quick death.”
 
   Lee Post replied in Tros – not in Trade. “Excuse me – you must be the Captain. You are a female Tros. I will not ask your name, as I understand your customs. My friend and co-commander is a Tros. He is the reason we have defeated the Allung in our section of the galaxy and plan to do the same here. We will not tolerate slavery. Captain. You have freedom to explore this ship. I will want to ask you questions later about your capture before we kick the shit out of these Allung…pardon – that is an appropriate Earth expression.”
 
   “Please show me to my quarters. I do not want to raise sea worms in my body. I would like to help you kick the shit out of these Allung but I am ready to collapse.”
 
   “No problem. Your escort will show you how to adjust the gravity, lighting, and humidity in your quarters. They should be set to Tros standards.” They decided not to tell them about the time dilation settings and set them for ten hours for every one – they could get a long rest before being questioned.
 
   Lee turned to the remaining Lemsa and the Hllumff.
 
   “Your quarters are being set for you to your home planet standards. You are not slaves any more but our guests instead. We have only to get away from this place to give you your freedom. We will need your help later to plan the destruction of these Allung. Is this agreeable?”
 
   The newly released slaves were in shock but mild sedatives had been added to their food and drink so they would recover slowly and not report us – Stockholm Syndrome Lee thought reveling in the unfamiliar thoughts.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   The ERF exit from the orbiting trade center was orderly – they didn’t have complete details but they had hacked into the trade station plans and retrieved most of the plans. They still didn’t know the extent of the Allung involvement but it wasn’t something they would give up on easily. There was no telling how many Toi and others were held prisoner. They started away from the dock and were hailed by navigation. There were queries and their permission to depart had been delayed. The ships responded saying they had their sustenance and would return later with more to trade. They thanked nav control and said they needed to leave because of molting…whatever they could come up with…they leapt.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme looked at the departing ships. “I don’t like this,” he said. He was the highest-ranking Allung ever to reach this area. It was the reason the Allung already here could take over the trading port with the support from the twenty high-tech Allung ships he had brought when fleeing the battle at Earth. Those Earth beings would be the death of his kind – the council had been so shortsighted, as to think they were not the threat they were – then they had pulled his support. Well – the Allung council paid for that lack of vision. He was going to restart in this area and in come these Ylee from a system they had not heard from in 1,200 years.
 
   He was trying to decide whether to try to stop those ships when they disappeared off his scans. They could jump and they were possibly Ylee. He held a few Ylee from this system but they and not given any information. These new ones had bought slaves – that was unusual – maybe they weren’t Ylee – they hadn’t acted like Ylee but everything they said made sense. Something wasn’t right about them. They seemed tricky – like Earthers had been tricky but they had been in ships unlike anything he had seen around Earth.  These ships had water-based life forms in them – they was totally unlike anything from Earth. The Toi had sent back images and they were water-based. Their suits were water-based. The ship they were in was shaped like reports of Ylee ships in the past but the occupants of those ships were not helpless pacifists – far from it. They had severely injured an Allung with one unarmed strike. What would they have done if provoked? He shuddered when he thought of their uses for the slaves – food – as medium to grow slugs …uugh. He grew up near water but he would put more ships on alert around the trade center – he didn’t trust those things.
 
                                                                                       
 
   ***
 
    
 
   To say the reunion of Leiita and LeiLei when they returned to the expedition was touching would be understating it by a lot. Leiita saw her sister upon stepping out of the ship in the docking bay of the Phoenix, the renovated Allung battleship. LeiLei, who was still wearing her flawless diamond necklace, diamond earrings, had a knee buckling shock. She squealed like a child and launched herself across the room to embrace her sister and they sat there purring and nuzzling each other for the longest time. Their tears of joy poured from their eyes.
 
   Leiita could hardly contain herself and Joel just stood back and directed them to a private lounge so they could catch up. He ordered some of LeiLei’s favorite foods and drinks to be sent to the lounge also and gave them their time – he figured it would be a while to explain all that had happened.
 
   Captain Shuler welcomed the remainder of the freed slaves: Lemsa, Tros, and Hllumff in their native language. They were in shock – they thought they were lost forever and had given up hope. Captain Shuler assigned personnel, of their own race, to them to interview them about their capture. He wanted to separate them and get the most information they could about the trade center and the happenstance of their capture. He expected the most from the female Tros captain and sent Rett to question her. The new Lemsa recruits were eager to show their worth and get into some action. Captain Shuler expected they’d get as much action they cared for shortly. Fierce battle is something young males dream about – veterans remember the fear and friends lost.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rett had never felt like this before. This small female Tros was a captain of a star ship…how unusual…it was not possible yet here she was. How could this have happened? How could she command a trade ship? What had driven her to do this? He did not know what to say.
 
   “My name is Lieutenant Commander Rett…call me Rett,” he said shocked at his own lack of restraint. She did not seem shocked by his naming though.
 
   “I am Captain Rempla Ma Bebla,” she said giving her full name. “You may call me Rempla. I am so glad your people saved us. The Allung were horrible. We had made a fortune and were headed back home when we were captured.”
 
   “Tell me about it…Rempla…it is a nice name,” Rett said ashamed to have mentioned her name again. What were these feelings that were coursing through his system making him so jittery? He wanted to run around snorting and stomping. “Tell me your recent history and then work back about how you became a ship’s captain.”
 
   Rett felt shocked. He had been ordered to get information about the trade center and the capture by the Allung. He had not been asked to get her life story. He jerked back from his reverie to listen carefully as she told her story. 
 
   “We had just traded for a large supply of lamlee from the Ylee traders. We had traded a shipment of rare, live, multicolored corals from a nearby, uninhabited planet. The corals were beautiful and had no stress bleaching. We had five different species and the Ylee traded us a shipping cube full of lamlee. They asked us where we harvested the coral and we asked them where they harvested the lamlee. They asked us how we knew and indicated the Flower,” she explained.
 
   “Where is the Flower?” Rett asked.
 
   “Oh…on the Ylee charts there is a region of stars they call the flower. I think they mean it is the region 3,200 light years from here where there are millions of young stars. They would not tell us the exact location.”
 
   “Go ahead. I did not mean to interrupt.”
 
   “It is fine…Rett…Let me explain how we were captured.” She paused and tilted her head up and closed her eyes. “We were preparing to leave when, about twenty, large Allung ships appeared and demanded we surrender. They said they were Allung and were going to harvest this station – harvest was the Trade word they used. They destroyed two ships using lasers more powerful than I have ever seen. Ten other ships attacked them – some Ylee and some were traders. They would be there one second and the next the Trader ships would be cut in half. They destroyed them all in a few seconds. They then landed with many Toi troops.”
 
   She continued. “Those ground forces were teams of Toi commanded by an Allung. They killed my first officer – a fine young Hllumff when he didn’t immediately put on a collar. Those Toi troops must have been slave troops too because they all had collars. They then started questioning everyone. We hid the lamlee in a larger crate of fertilizer we were taking to a colony.”
 
   “How long ago were you captured?” Rett asked.
 
   “I lost track of time. I was separated from the rest of the crew and they kept asking me about the lamlee. Someone on my crew or the Ylee must have told them but only my first officer and myself knew where it was. I did not answer your question,” she said and hung her head.
 
   Rett reached forward and caressed her head. He felt a surge of – urges – as he smelled her scent. “Go ahead,” he said visibly shaken by the touch of her skin. 
 
   “It was about 24 or 25 days ago. They quit taking me to the shock questioning after a few days and they started stripping the station. They killed a lot of the traders they thought were too old or had no worth as technicians or servants. Then your people came and bought us. They were scary and when they said they were buying us to grow food – in us – all our hope died. Then we were brought here – to safety.”
 
   Rett could not help himself and reached out to clasp her hand. “I think it is not all that safe here now.”
 
   “What do you mean? We have escaped and the Allung are preparing to leave. They will not do us any harm,” she said.
 
   “We will attack them and attempt to free all the slaves. We will try to get your ship back. We will not let beings live in slavery if we have the power to stop them.”
 
   “You are very brave…Rett. May I stay on the ship with you? I feel safer here. If I die rapidly I am not afraid. I do not want to live in slavery,” she said.
 
   “Rest here. I will send some of my favorite foods and you rest,” Rett said feeling very protective.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams brought in all his senior staff and they watched the edited interviews with the recently released slaves. Tod had edited them in accelerated time as the group was gathering.
 
   “Commander Schroeder will give us a summary,” Andrew said.
 
   Tod started right away. “We have approximately twenty Allung ships – we suspect it is headed by Cetosme. They have jump capability. They can punch holes in our ships except the coated ones. We know they have the capability to use a mass amount of slaves on us. LeiLei, work with Steve and see if you can use the collars we took off the survivors we just rescued. We want a way to release them. I want a contingent of progeny to try to release the Ylee and transmit the release codes…to do that we have to get close. Here is what I want to do. Please speak up when you have suggestions or you can think of other ways – anything.”
 
   The meeting lasted two hours as they laid out plans and counter strategies. It got heated at times but it came down to – “Okay people. Thank you for your input. We will use John’s idea with the Octi, LeiLei and Steve’s research with the collars, and Lee’s plan. Xilatoi – I want you to escort everyone off the station, as we may have to blow that too. Radiation may be an issue so suits as high as you set them and still move.  We’ll use the slicers on the escape routes. Rally B for fallback – Rally C is if they cut us up and we need to lead them away from the colonists with the expedition.”
 
   Tod followed his statement. “Get twelve hours and meet back here in two hours. We want to hit on a station sleep cycle. Good luck people. Tod – transmit the redacted form of the meeting to the expedition. Assign the frigates to defend the expedition – they have the legs but don’t have punch to fight these bad boys. These are the ones that gave us the most fight at Earth and these escaped. They will do this ‘til we stop them.”
 
   “Preaching to the choir, Commander. Seems that Rett found something that interests him more than grape juice,” Andrew said.
 
   “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Tod said.
 
   “He’s been strutting and stomping around. Building a head of steam. I think he and the captain are bonding as we speak. I bet he has the time dilation set to max too.”
 
    
 
   
 
  



Trade Center Trouble
 
    
 
   Cetosme was relaxing in his quarters when his communications panel chimed. “Yes. What it is? Better be good to get me up in my rest period.”
 
   “A ship has just jumped in close proximity to the trade center and is broadcasting an automated distress call. The ship is not answering hails and has obvious blast damage,” said the Allung duty officer.
 
   “Which direction?” Cetosme asked.
 
   “It appears to have come from deeper toward the galactic center. We have all ships on alert. I have sent several ships to board it. We started getting a video message.”
 
   “What was the message?” Cetosme said. 
 
   “It was in an obscure dialect, Irixian. The creature in the video was definitely Irixian. One of the Toi here speaks the language and I showed him the video to translate. He said it looked like them. They are tall and incredibly thin with four thin arms. He said the creature was saying they were under attack by two Allung frigate class with powerful lasers. He said they had jumped out of nowhere when his ship was leaving a small colony of Irixians 1,270 light years from here. He said they were set to visit the Ylee here every 10 years and he was set to jump already.”
 
   “You believe him?” Cetosme asked.
 
   “We captured him and searched his ship. It had been stripped. It’s amazing he got it working but the Toi said they are supposed to be master engineers. We captured it. The captain said – it does speak Trade – it said it hid away within the ship to escape capture. It said it must have been bad in a previous life to have such luck.”
 
   Cetosme appreciated the comment. Maybe he could get something from this creature. “Treat it well. Put it with the Ylee. We will try giving it some freedom. That worked with the Tros that helped us figure out the Ylee jump technology.”
 
   “Is he the Tros that destroyed the frigate while making his escape in a shuttle?” asked the duty officer.
 
   Cetosme was angry. “Dock that ship. Put the captain in with the Ylee. I want to be off this station in five days. I am not worried about Allung ships 1,270 light years away. It just means we have more that escaped our last battles. We will have any join us as we rebuild. Get back to duty. Cancel the alert.”
 
   “Yes, Senior,” said the officer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lee Post was hauled to the cell with the Ylee. He broadcast his position as he moved. There were three Ylee in tanks in a large room. The Allung never considered that the lockers and wiring they searched on the Irixian ship were actually progeny. They returned to their human forms as soon as the Allung finished their search and docked at the center. Lee Post, in Irixian form, went to the monitors and added a bit of himself to the edge of the camera. He waited for a few seconds and then put an arm – tentacle – into one tank after another.
 
   The Ylee rose to the surface and looked at where the cameras were located. “They will only see me sitting in the corner acting despondent. They will hear nothing,” he said in Ylee. “I am here to get you off this station but I require your cooperation. My compatriots will be here shortly and he had no more said that when the door dissolved and in came three progeny. “We have enough lamlee to form three suits. A very large progeny came over and pulled out a section of his chest and put it in the water and touched it. Think of the best suit you could imagine. The lamlee began to form over first one Ylee and successively on the others as the process was repeated.”
 
   The Ylee emerged from their tanks. “We will not leave. This trading post is our life. You are ordered to destroy the Allung and then report to me,” it ordered.
 
   “Hardly,” Lee Post laughed and turned back to human form. “Get your squiggly ass moving behind the one that gave you the material for your suits.”
 
   “You cannot talk to us like that – we are your masters,” said the Ylee that was turning bright red.
 
   “No. You are not. You will be a dead master if you do not follow him – Now!” he said giving the Ylee a shove and he realized it was true. The progeny were their own masters now. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Ready…on my mark…Mark,” Commodore Andrew Williams ordered his troops to attack. They were going to destroy the Allung. The slicers had been programmed to attack ships not broadcasting the proper friend/foe code. LeiLei and Steve had discovered the expedient ploy the Allung had done with slave collars. They had switched the destruct, punishment, and release circuits. They expected the slaves had had them all changed as the collars of the slaves that Octi had bought. There should be twenty-five progeny on the center. They would try to get back to the captured ship – killing any Allung they could find on the way and Andrew knew Lee Post would go out of his way – on the way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme was awakened by the alarm on his communicator. He grabbed it and keyed it open. “Most Senior, we are under attack. Forty large ships and a planetoid have attacked. Many are Allung design.”
 
   “Try to contact them and tell them we are Allung also. Tell them I am Most Senior Cetosme of the Council. Prepare my ship for escape,” he ordered and ran as fast as he could for his ship. He heard the whine of disruptors and realized their security had been breached. He also heard multiple pops and passed a whole team of dead Toi with exploded control collars.
 
   His ship seemed a long distance away but he always kept a team on duty there. His extra caution was the reason he had outlived others on the council. He made it to his ship and they were away before a few minutes had elapsed. 
 
   “Most senior? They outnumber us almost two to one. Those remote weapons are jumping through our ships. We have already lost six. They jump away before we can jump through them. These use the same tactics as the Earth Regulatory Force,” said his tactical officer. 
 
   “Fool. These are the Earth Regulatory Force. They are using our captured ships. They have somehow followed us here.” A slicer weapon suddenly hit his ship. 
 
   “Most Senior, the weapon has disabled drive and jump capability.”
 
   “Act like you are adrift. Then do not act like powered craft,” he ordered. “Get that repaired.”
 
   “Most Senior, we have detected a signal being broadcast by the attacking ships. This may be what is preventing their weapons from attacking their own ships.”
 
   “Can you jam their broadcast?” Cetosme asked.
 
   “Yes, Most Senior. Doing that now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Susan Kama Siriluk 
 
   The battle was not going well – they had lost two destroyers containing two hundred eighty-four personnel between them.  Andrew would be crushed but he is always that way when he loses one. So far – eleven of the Allung ships had been disabled or destroyed. We are going to destroy them all – Andrew told me he would follow them to hell for what they do wherever they go. 
 
   The slicers got three more and the progeny have entered most of the disabled ships. Even when the aft end of an Allung ship was sheared off – they were still fighting. The progeny had freed many slaves even though some fought after their collars had been released. They had been conditioned by wearing them so long that it shouldn’t have been much a stretch that some would still fight.
 
   The ship we were in, the flagship Phoenix class, rocked several times from multiple hits of something. Our ship didn’t have the lamlee coating so we were vulnerable to their jump weapons and constantly had to shift course to avoid being effectively targeted by the Allung. The field penetrator missiles were no longer effective because the Allung had learned to constantly shift…they were capable of learning too. 
 
   We detected a ship moving away from the center and then noticed it started gently spinning and drifting like it was disabled. Someone was on their toes because they targeted that ship with multiple lasers. Our ship had several pairs of laser targeting the ship and a destroyer soon joined their fire with ours. We disabled their drive but this ship looked like we just woke it up. It started maneuvering somehow and started firing back with powerful lasers. We got hit again because I could feel our ship throb with the hit. Considering the size of our ship – they must have pierced the hull somewhere from the magnitude of the shockwave.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme’s ship was fighting for its life. It’s jump capability and most serious weapon had been disabled. They could still maneuver but couldn’t jump or even speed away with their rings and drive damaged. Cetosme was not going to give up. He had no slaves on board his ship – all were dedicated Allung. He decided to detonate the device he left on the station. He had planned to destroy the trade center with a nuclear fission device to make it more difficult to trace their actions. He did not know or care how many were still on the station. His ships had stayed to fight as he ordered but he expected that they would buy him time.
 
   Finally their own weapons were attacking their ships because of his jamming signal.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams was worried. The slicer weapons had started attacking the refitted Allung ships in the expedition fleet. “What is causing this? Why are they attacking our own ships? Have they taken control of our own weapons?” he demanded of his bridge crew. 
 
   “One of their ships is broadcasting a powerful jamming signal,” said the communications tech.
 
   “Which one?” he said. “Have all ships target that one when you discover the source.”
 
   “It is the one that was drifting. Jump through it – front field only.”
 
   Their ship targeted the Allung responsible for the jamming and jumped through it. They redirected their course and micro-jumped back to near the center right as a tremendous explosion destroyed the huge facility.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme’s ship was badly damaged but it had been far enough away from the center to survive the blast. He might survive this yet. He noticed that the ship that had damaged them had returned just before the blast and it was drifting within sensor range.
 
   “Can we still transmit the jamming signal?” he asked.
 
   “No, Most Senior. Those antennae were sheared away. We have limited sensor ability and can maneuver but that is all. We still have one laser turret that we can use.”
 
   “Do not show any signs of life. Set a course and give our ship a drift away from this place. Try to get our drive working,” Cetosme ordered.
 
   “Most Senior, our rear drive section was sheared away.”
 
   “Is the shuttle functional?” Cetosme asked.
 
   “Yes, Most Senior, but the launch bay is damaged and is open to vacuum.”
 
   “Have the crew report to the shuttle launch bay.” Cetosme ordered.
 
   “Most Senior – all the crew cannot fit into the shuttle.”
 
   “Have as many as you can fit into the shuttle even if we have to stand on each others shoulders. We will board one of their ships. Have the rest move to the surviving weapons. Set the last two nuclear devices to give us time to get far enough away. Do not tell those remaining about the nuclear weapons. We will target the drifting Allung battleship there.”
 
   “As you command, Most Senior.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Sir, the nuclear blast temporarily knocked out our field,” said the tactical officer reporting to Commodore Williams.  “Our field stopped most of the radiation. The ships surviving the slicers and blast are reporting in. We stopped the enemy jamming when we disabled that last ship. The slicers don’t attack our own ships when we are able to freely transmit our friend/foe code.”
 
   “Shut them down. We can’t take any more friendly fire casualties. Keep me informed,” Andrew said though his Dex had much of the information – there was too much information coming in to focus on anything but the most critical at the moment.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme’s shuttle was indeed stuffed with twenty-three Allung. They set their course directly at the drifting battleship. It took only seconds to reach the ship and Cetosme had them move to the side of the targeted ship that was opposite his own. He wanted something between himself and the blast radiation even though they were much further away. They had clamped to the hull of the battleship and just cut a portal through the double-hulled wall when the ship’s field was restored. Since their shuttle was now effectively part of the battleship’s hull – the ship field flowed over their shuttle.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chief petty officer in charge of damage control for the ERF flagship was briefing Commodore Williams on their repair progress over his Dex, “Sir. We have restored our field but communications had sketchy sensor readings of a shuttle leaving the Allung ship that was causing the jamming.”
 
   “Where is the shuttle now?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We’ve lost it. The other ships are reporting in. Some had their sensors blinded by the blast. The…” the transmission was cut off.
 
   Two small nuclear devices had detonated on the Allung ship killing the remaining crew on board. A sudden blast in space kills by the neutron and gamma radiation it produces but Phoenix’s newly restored screen reduced that radiation the critical time necessary to reduce damage to acceptable levels. The radiation did, however, destroy the external antennae on the flagship and again was enough to disrupt the ship’s protective shield.
 
   The flagship rocked a moment later as the expanding gases and vaporized debris from the Allung ship hit Commodore Williams’ hull. The ship was not damaged further but it was buffeted for a few seconds. The ship was hulled seconds later when one of their own slicer weapons scalloped a neat wedge through the starboard side of the battle bridge. He had been knocked to his feet but there was no sign of the rest of the bridge crew.
 
   Commodore Williams shouted into his Dex. “We need to transmit the friend/foe code to our weapons. Get transmitting again. Our own weapons are cutting us to bits. Confirm.” He got no confirmation from the communication center. The rest of the bridge crew was dead or swept out into space. He turned his suit field to maximum. It was the only thing that saved him… because as soon as he floated out of the C&C, he was hit by disruptor fire.  The fire did nothing through his field but he did feel a warm spot when shot with a powerful laser. He hastily scrambled back into the damaged C&C and shut the bulkhead door.
 
   “This is Commodore Williams. We have been boarded and are under attack,” he said into his Dex but got no response – it was dead. He looked around and realized the ship was not under way but he couldn’t see any other ship. They had been a good forty kilometers from the center, he thought. He looked at the side of the C&C exposed to space and used his suit pressor to shoot out into the void a short distance. He had been alone in space before but, right now, it was unnerving. He flew aft and saw an Allung shuttle clamped on the port side.
 
   He was only armed with a molecular disruptor and he had glimpsed several Allung. He set his suit to invisibility and drifted further aft to see if he could reach surviving crew. He reached an airlock just aft of the ship’s midline and entered there. He had just cycled the lock closed when he heard clangs and the whip crack of high-power laser discharges. He stepped into a room off the corridor and saw a team of ERF moving his way. He holstered his weapon and stepped back into the corridor with hands raised and set his suit to be visible.
 
   Senior Chief Traci Warrington stepped around his point person and turned visible. “Commodore. I am happy to see you,” he said but Andrew heard nothing when he saw the Senior Chief’s mouth move.
 
   Andrew put his hand up cupped to his helmet and shook his head.
 
   Warrington came forward and touched helmets to Andrew’s. “Glad to have you back. We’ve pushed ‘em back. Tough devils. We’ll get you another Dex. EMP must have gotten it even with hardening. Thompson – go back and get Rodriquez’ Dex. Hustle man – Rodriquez won’t be needing it.”
 
   Andrew stripped off his gauntlet and stripped off his now useless Dex. He stuffed it in a leg pouch in case he could get any data off it. Thompson came running back with a Dex and gave it to the Commodore Williams after a nod from Warrington. Andrew strapped the bloody Dex in place and rekeyed it to his commands.”
 
   “Thank you, Chief. There is an Allung shuttle clamped to our port side. C&C is gone and we’ve been hit a couple of times by slicers. I think I got the order out to disarm them before the blast but there are a slew of the Allung on our ship. I think their senior Allung is leading this bunch. How many have you killed?”
 
   Chief Warrington looked around as if to remember who had killed what – he turned back and said, “We’ve killed eight between us. How many did you see?”
 
   “I saw four. They may be a bit over a dozen more. They probably abandoned their ship before they blew it and headed here. Blew it when they made it to hull. Can’t be too many in one shuttle,” Andrew said.
 
   “Master Chief Mayerchak has two teams moving up the main corridors starboard.”
 
   “Good, Chief. Carry on. I’ll tag along. Can you spare one to disable their shuttle and then rejoin us? I want to end this here once and for all.”
 
   “Heard that – aye – aye, Sir. Thompson, you’re good at mucking stuff up. Think you can disable a shuttle?”
 
   “Disable a shuttle…I can damage anything,” he said, turned invisible and moved off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cetosme was disturbed. Three of his teams had stopped responding and the humans were fierce. It was like fighting spirits because they didn’t see them until they ran into laser fire. The molecular disruptors did nothing so he had ordered his troops to use only lasers. The Allung soon found that the most effective weapon was the one taken off a dead defender as the ERF weapons recharged much faster and were more powerful. Unfortunately – many Allung troopers had to die before they could get one and there were more ERF.
 
   Cetosme thought he had taken the ship when he got into the bridge but it was non-functional – full of damage and a body or two. Neither of these bodies had had lasers. He ordered his troops to take engineering – or at least, where engineering had been. The ship had been remodeled – upgraded. Too bad the humans were enemies instead of his slaves – they did good work. 
 
   His troops were just entering a large eating area when he heard a portal slam shut. His troops headed to a kitchen area while shooting at anything that moved. A lucky shot – actually a fusillade of shots with a lucky one among them – disabled the suit invisibility of an attacker. The silver suit appeared and the occupant moved in front of a food storage area. It was still partially behind a haphazard barricade. He started to have his troops assault the being when he recognized its shape.
 
   “Surrender. Do not give your life needlessly. Step out – I will not harm you,” he shouted in Tros. Cetosme could not believe it when the being stepped out and retracted its helmet. Cetosme was about to have his troop kill this gullible being when he recognized it…”Rett…my brilliant escapee. What are you guarding in that locker?”
 
   “Senior Cetosme, are you having a bad day?” Rett said. “My death will mean nothing to you.” 
 
   “On the contrary. You are the reason we are here. You gave us the secret of jump travel. You will be the reason the Allung will spread across the galaxy instead of scratching along its edges. We can go anywhere now – through your work. What is in the locker?” Cetosme said and indicated to his troops to go open the locker.
 
   Two Allung troopers moved forward but Rett lunged out as they stepped between him and the weapons bearing on him. Rett struck the two with lightning swift strikes on the side of their heads where they were the most vulnerable. He crushed the skull of one with his punch and knocked the other unconscious. He shoved their forms into the two behind. The fifth and sixth trooper shot Rett in the chest and side. He dropped back and down.
 
   The Allung troopers and shook themselves off. These two immediately went and opened the locker. Cetosme came forward to see what they had found. 
 
   “Captain Rempla, welcome back to my…employ,” Cetosme said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chief Mayerchak’s team came to the mess hall about this time. His team swept in and caught the Allung just leaving the locker. Three of the seven remaining Allung were hit multiple times and died immediately. The remainder started firing back furiously. Cetosme came out of the locker holding a gun to the side of Rempla’s head. 
 
   “Back away or I will kill this one,” Cetosme said. 
 
   He started forcing her away from the locker when passed the prone body of Rett. Rett reached up, grabbed Cetosme’s gun arm and literally ripped the arm from his body. Cetosme screamed and took in a deep breath as if to exhale sharply but Rett knew of implanted Allung poison pouches. He clamped Cetosme’s jaws together with a crushing grip. He grasped Cetosme’s other arm and using his suit’s augmented strength, ripped off his other arm.
 
   Cetosme’s troops turned their weapons on Rett but Rett held Cetosme’s still struggling form as a shield. The Allung troops exposed themselves when they turned on Rett and were gunned down by the ERF. Rett stood staggering slightly while still holding Cetosme’s body off the floor. 
 
   Chief Mayerchak came up to them and turned back to his people. “Finish the clearing operation and then see if you can rescue anyone trapped. Work in teams of three with one always covering. Rendezvous with Senior Chief Warrington’s people and start cleaning up this mess. Lieutenant Commander Rett. Want me to do something with this one?” he said. “Sir – you were kick ass brave.”
 
   “Don’t let him spray you,” he said handing the now listless form of Cetosme to the Master Chief. “Treat his wounds. If he does anything – anything – he has two more appendages and you have my permission to rip them off as well. I understand humans eat the legs of similar creatures on Earth.”
 
   “Ah yes, Commander. Tastes like chicken…delicious,” he said and handed the dangling Most Senior Allung to one of his men. “Watch him. Don’t let him spray you. Take him to medical and scan him to remove any…paraphernalia and the stuff in his mouth. Sir,” he said turning back to Rett. “You have two blast hits,” said Chief Mayerchak, implying that Rett needed medical attention himself.
 
   “I modified my own suit a bit. I have some burns but nothing more. I will take care of Captain Rempla,” Rett said as pulled the Captain to him.
 
   She nuzzled him and rubbed him. “You were so powerful. You protected me.”
 
   “Let us go back to my quarters,” he said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chief Mayerchak was old school and had two of his people go through all the downed Allung and put a laser shot through the forehead of all of them. 
 
   
 
  



Public Outrage
 
    
 
   The damage control teams found that a slicer had cut off four rooms where crew and rescued were trapped. The crew could have used their suits and cut through hull or bulkheads but the rescued without suits would have perished horribly if exposed to vacuum. Two of the three Ylee made it. One died because the second slicer passed right through where he stood. Actually any lamlee being would have died too.
 
   The settlers in the distant parking location got an abbreviated account of the battles. The frigate crews got the complete briefing with edited video captured from many suit cameras.
 
   Master Chief Warrington scanned and cleared the Allung shuttle – which was repaired and entered service for the ERF after it was upgraded.
 
   Lee Post, Shiv, Rett, Tod, Xilatoi and Commodore Andrew Williams first re-interviewed the Tros Captain, Rempla. She reiterated that she had a gotten a crate full of lamlee from the Ylee and they said they had gotten them from the Flower – about 3,200 light years from here. They thanked her and sent her back out.
 
   Rett spoke up, “Commodore, I have cross-indexed the Ylee chart reference with our chart and those of the Allung. It is what, on Earth, would be assumed to be the Lagoon Nebula. When the Ylee had asked them where they harvested the coral… Captain Rempla had jokingly used the term harvested. The Ylee evidently harvest the lamlee but won’t say where they do it. The Captain did not get the impression that they create them themselves. We should talk with the Ylee separately.”
 
   The senior Ylee said he did not wish to talk with us because they were mourning the loss of their colleague. 
 
   Commodore Andrew Williams was angry. “You will talk with us. We lost over 400 colleagues trying to free your trade center.”
 
   “You did not lose colleagues – you lost workers. There is a difference,” said the Ylee. “Our base of operations was destroyed because of you.”
 
   “The Allung looted this station and set up a nuclear device to destroy the evidence. The Allung took facility workers and trusted traders as slaves. Exactly how did we destroy your center?”
 
   “The Allung were running from you. They got the jump information from you,” said the Ylee. “You brought unnecessary attention to this planet and our station.”
 
   Lee Post had reached a decision and spoke, “You stole the jump technology yourselves. You steal the lamlee from another race. You have no idea on how to manufacture lamlee. Tell us where you get them.”
 
   The room was shocked but they had never heard Lee Post utter a statement that wasn’t true or helpful. Andrew trusted him enough to let him continue.
 
   “We will not tell you. We created you in our form. We are your masters,” said the Ylee.
 
   “I understand your statements. We will return you to a nearby Ylee water world with complete facilities built for your race. Will this be acceptable? You can stay there until the next Ylee ship comes by – we saw one Ylee there a few days ago and will not interfere if you decide to stay or want to leave,” he said and transferred a data file he had been accumulating to Octi. 
 
   “That is the correct attitude to have,” said the Ylee.
 
   Octi immediately sent two to escort the refuge Ylee to the water-covered moon at Upsilon Sagittarii. Octi’s crew was to escort them there – which they did as soon as they could be transferred from the battered Phoenix to the recovered Ylee ship. Octi made the shortest interstellar visit in history. He transferred the two Ylee to his old water covered moon at Upsilon Sagittarii. He then transferred the data file from Lee Post to all the remaining lamlee-shaped Ylee that had remained on the water moon. Those remaining would treat the two Ylee in the style they deserved. Octi returned back to the expedition and reported to Lee Post.
 
   “The two Ylee were unhappy when they found out none of our lamlee brothers would serve them. They will have a difficult time staying alive with the destroyed ecosystem of that moon…exactly what they deserve. I agree with your assumptions Commander. I realize why there are no Ylee in this region of space now but they were not so technically ahead of the Allung to cause such a fear reaction,” Octi said to Lee Post.
 
   “I think they have been living on bluffs so long they made themselves believe they were superior. The humans’ secret weapon is they are so adaptable. They treated progeny as equals from the start,” Lee Post stated.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What’s our status?” Andrew asked Tod. 
 
   “The Phoenix arose again from the ashes and we have added many improvements to this old battleship. The Allung ran away from the planetoid but got hit by slicers once and we lost three ships with all crew. Like us, our own slicers hit several ships when the Allung jammed our IFF system. We think we got all the ships under Cetosme’s command. I’ve reported results back to Earth. I expect a rapid response,” Tod said.
 
   “What about the planet this trade center was orbiting? Why are we still orbiting here? The planet is in the habitable zone and I can see rivers, lakes, and small seas…axial tilt or something else wrong with it? Is it safe?”
 
   “Don’t know much about it. The planet seems to be an anomaly. It has some primitive life on it. The Ylee seem to keep traders away from it for some reason. We are scanning it but we’ve been preoccupied getting casualty lists and repairs. The settler ships have been a big help getting us back up to speed. They have some experts in manufacturing and wanted to help. It has really speeded repairs. We’re a bit more leery of facing something new right now. We’re down three ships,” Tod explained.
 
   “Keep me apprised. Dex reports aren’t as complete as I want. When is the memorial service?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We sent the courier to Earth when we finished the list of those killed. It is scheduled for later today. We don’t have many in medical?” Tod said knowing battles in space leave few wounded. “We’ll hold it on the planetoid flight deck because it has the largest open area.”
 
   Commodore Williams and Commander Schroeder were startled when their Dexs beeped. 
 
   “Looks like we have important company…a battleship and two destroyers from Earth with Admiral Kyger. We’re being invited to meet with him. Shall we?” Tod Schroeder asked.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams and Commander Schroeder eyed the newly commissioned battleship, Antares, as they approached. It looked like a sophisticated racecar designer had produced it. It was a slightly flattened tube with gently rounded protuberances that served as laser gun ports. On board, it was a beauty and even smelled new. They landed their shuttle and stepped out in the huge bay only to be met by Admiral Kyger himself and two escorts.
 
   “Welcome to the Antares. We need to talk…and not here,” Brad said in a serious tone. 
 
   They all walked in silence to a small conference room nearby and sat down. 
 
   “Admiral? We didn’t expect you,” Andrew said questioningly.
 
   “Keeps the troops on their toes to have the old man visit unannounced. You two have been busy,” he paused as an aide came in with a bottle of Jack Black, glasses, and ice. “Gentlemen,” Admiral Kyger said in such a manner as to make them see that they were going to need a drink. “First the good news. I am transferring this battleship and two destroyers to your command. I’ll be going back after the memorial service. The crews and a few improvements in weapons go along with it. I’m sure you’ve got battle experience and improvements of your own. I understand Rett came up with an improvement for suits that we want.”
 
   Andrew looked around at Tod with raised eyebrows and Tod nodded affirmative.
 
   “I also hear he has a romantic interest now,” Brad said and they both smiled and nodded about the reference to Rett and the rescued Tros captain.
 
   “We’ve upgraded the slicer software to make it less susceptible to jamming. Sorry we couldn’t get it to you sooner. We have a load on board that are much smaller but produce as much damage. We’ve upped the power of the lasers a bit too,” Admiral Kyger said.
 
   “The new ships aren’t the reason you’re here, is it Admiral?” Andrew asked.
 
   “No. It’s the public outrage.”
 
   “Several reasons…first of all a video compilation leaked,” Brad stated, “…then we got hit with the genocide of Omega Sagittarii III.”
 
   “What…were the settlers wiped out? They were a bunch of self-righteous bastards but I’d hate to see them wiped out.”
 
   “No…the indigenous natives were wiped out,” Brad said shaking his head.
 
   “Damn. How’d it happen?” Andrew asked.
 
   “A virus killed them all?” Brad said, “Before you ask… It was an engineered virus…engineered by a couple of scientists to kill the locals. I want you, Commodore, to go to Omega Sagittarii III and straighten that out. The public wants blood and I do too. Figure out a way to resolve the issue – find out who is involved.”
 
   Tod spoke up, “You mentioned the public was outraged by a video compilation. Was the video from Omega III?”
 
   “No…it was leaked in mail from here. It was a compilation of videos from your expedition. Everyone on Earth and most of the trade planets has seen it and they are angry.”
 
   “At us?” Andrew asked.
 
   “No…at the Ylee and the Allung mainly. They have videos from ships and personal combat videos. The scenes were copied into games and they use them for everything from political ads to advertising,” Admiral Kyger explained. “I have some samples…on the screen behind you.”
 
   Andrew and Tod watched some of the media reports showing select clips taken from the leaked videos. Then they watched commentary about other clips and then some of the normally censured, personal battle scenes. To say it was violent and bloody would downplay the terms. It showed Allung killing ERF and brutally slaughtering slaves when the ERF could not prevent it. It showed ERF fighting to save trapped refugees. There was a summary of the Ylee response to their rescue. The public outrage was beyond vehement – it was vitriolic.
 
   “What did you do with the Ylee we rescued?” Admiral Kyger asked.
 
   Andrew told him about the eternal exile of the Ylee without peers or support on the water moon.
 
   Admiral Kyger asked for more details and started laughing so hard he got a headache. He said, “I want you to come up with a solution to the genocide.”
 
   “What about continuing the expedition? We still have to find planet for the colonists,” Andrew questioned.
 
   “Go fix Omega Sagittarii III. Break in your new ships. The expedition can wait. Besides…. from what I hear there is a virgin planet right below us,” Kyger said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The memorial service was hours long so they could acknowledge everyone who had been killed. There weren’t bodies except in rare cases. Admiral Kyger had reviewed records compiled by the command computer on the planetoid. It provided a list of names and specifications for medals for the rescue operation battles. Names and video clips went to their superiors with recommendations for different medals. All the Toi troopers and progeny went to the award ceremony as well as the ERF troops. Awards were given out to the living – it still took an awful sacrifice or act of bravery to get an award. Admiral Kyger presented major awards. Commodore Williams’s dex records were recovered in spite of the damage and he was awarded the Legion of Merit award and Rett got a Bronze Star. Chiefs Mayerchak and Warrington were awarded silver stars.
 
   Admiral Kyger and staff left in the morning on a courier frigate after the change of command ceremony where he and Commodore inspected the personnel of the Antares.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Andrew put Lee Post in charge. He was ordered to find out if the rocky planet could support life for the new colonists and survey any nearby systems – in force. Andrew assigned the two new destroyers to the expedition fleet for training and assigned two destroyers with experienced crews to accompany the Antares back to Omega Sagittarii III. Captain Shuler and Ling were on one of the destroyers.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a day trip these days to go from Mu Sagittarii to Omega Sagittarii. They met the destroyer of progeny to get a full briefing when they arrived in orbit. 
 
   “Captain, let me know what happened. When did you first discover this issue and what steps have you taken,” Commodore Williams asked the commanding officer of the destroyer.
 
   “We didn’t know, Commodore. The inhabitants had been negotiating a land deal with the settlers in exchange for transport to the large continent. Evidently the settlers were buying time to develop an engineered virus that would not be lethal until it had infected all the locals. It was lethal but it didn’t kill its victims right away. It allowed time to spread first and it was one designed as first; a contact virus and then spread through contact, airborne, and waste products. It seems to have been spread by spray when the settlers inspected rural villages. They were thorough,” said the progeny captain.
 
   “Did you isolate the virus? How persistent is it? Did it get into the ecosystem? Does it affect any other species” Andrew asked.
 
   “We finally isolated it. It breaks down in a short time and was designed to kill the indigenous species only. It is in the ecosystem but there have been no mass deaths other than the natives.”
 
   “Do you know who is responsible?”
 
   “We do, Commodore. We have isolated those who affirmed it and those that developed and delivered it.”
 
   “Round up all those that were involved in the decision,” Andrew said seething at the enormity of the conspiracy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that morning the five leaders of the expedition and a good number of the settlers had been assembled. They had been rousted out onto the large plaza. They had been living in the homes of the natives. They stood before Commodore Williams and the crews of the ERF.
 
   “Why are we here, Commodore? This is outside the laws of Earth – you cannot deny us this planet now that it is unclaimed. Who is to say that a natural disease didn’t kill all these creatures,” said Roy Barnes, the head of settler council.
 
   “We have confirmed that your people created the virus. We have detailed all the discussions and electronic messages and data used to create it. I was sent here to make sure this does not happen again.”
 
   Roy Barnes looked around. “This isn’t any worse than the Europeans giving blankets of smallpox victims knowingly to the Indians.”
 
   “That is an excellent example, Mister Barnes,” Andrew said and looked each council member in the eye. Two of them looked down at the ground. “I’m curious. Why? Why with a whole world to control you couldn’t be satisfied?”
 
   Barnes spoke up. “They wanted us to fly them over the oceans to build on the other continents. We couldn’t have them moving in on our land. God gave us this opportunity and the knowledge to do this quickly and cleanly.”
 
   Andrew gritted his teeth. “Who voted for it? I already know but I want you to raise your hands high. Be proud of doing God’s work.”
 
   One more hand went up beside Barnes. One hand tentatively was raised a little.
 
   “So three of you voted for it,” Andrew said. “Put your hands back down. What about you two? What did you say?”
 
   The fourth man lifted his head. “I abstained. I didn’t vote,” he said proudly.
 
   Andrew went to the last of the five. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Steve Dozier, sir. I thought it was horrendous and told them so,” Dozier said.
 
   “What should we do about it?” Andrew asked the crowd.
 
   “Let us build this world. You have no rights here. This is our world now. Come on people. We have rights,” shouted the man trying to rally the settlers.
 
   Andrew lifted his Dex, which identified the man. “Ah. Doctor Schneider I assume.” Andrew had more Progeny troops move into the crowd at strategic points.
 
   Andrew rubbed his temples with his hand and then looked up. “My name is Commodore Andrew Williams of the Earth Auxiliary Force. You have violated no Earth laws here. You say God gave you this planet. This planet will now be declared to have an official name. It shall be called SHAME as long as any of you here now are alive. An Exploration Service treaty that protects planets with intelligent indigenous life binds my forces. This planet qualified. I am in charge of this sector. It is my responsibility to make sure this does not happen again.”
 
   Andrew drew his molecular disruptor in the blink of an eye and disassociated the atoms of Reverend Roy Barnes. One moment he was there and the next he was gone. All around the plaza the same had happened to thirty-one of the four hundred eighty three settlers present. People started looking around and crying but it happened so fast that they were still in shock. The progeny troops had done their duty in that same blink of an eye and in a second, all people culpable for the genocide were erased. The troops were moving away from the crowd and back to their ships. Those guilty were not given a lengthy trial where sentiment could build for or against them. Some of the settlers had done something they would never have considered on Earth.
 
   All but a few of the troops had returned to their ships by this time. Wives of a few of the missing were going through the crowd trying to find their husband who would never be returning. Some just sat down and sobbed. Four of the five council members were gone. 
 
   Commodore Williams again addressed the crowd using the combined speakers of the Dexs in the crowd. “The people who are gone purposely plotted to murder all the native men, women and children of this world. I expect you to build a shrine for the natives of this planet explaining to any visitors what transpired here. We will come back in one Earth year to make sure that is completed satisfactorily – if it is not complete – I will confiscate your ships and none of you here now will ever leave.”
 
   “Your children may leave – but I will leave patrols in orbit to protect others from you. You wanted a planet to call your own – it is yours. Settlers may still come here. You may freely travel to other continents on this planet but you best build a shrine commemorating what your people did to the natives. Steve Dozier is in charge for now. We will leave you alone and you can give a new planet to your children. I have sent a list of my statements here today to all your computers. It contains recorded documents and statements of those involved in murdering the natives. I suggest you review them often and have your children review them.” 
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Ling Tanaka
 
   The crew talked about the judgment of Commodore Williams…a lot. Some thought it was over the top and some thought we should have killed them all. I thought it was pretty cool – I sure wouldn’t have wanted to make the decision. On Earth, there would have been a big media circus trial and then most of them would have gotten life or a job in a pharmaceutical company. This was faster and gave a great story that could be repeated as an object lesson. Drawn out stories don’t get repeated. We sent a report to Earth and returned to Mu Sagittarii.
 
   
 
  



The Enigma
 
    
 
   The report from Shame (Omega Sagittarii III) seemed to satisfy the Admiral and the public on Earth. It started a lot of discussions but sentiment was leaning toward the ERF as a respected force. Lee Post contacted Andrew immediately upon their return to Mu Sagittarii. 
 
   Lee Post seemed worried when he walked into the conference room. Andrew had never seen him this way before. 
 
   “What’s up?” Andrew asked. “Why the big hush-hush meeting?”
 
   “We found something on the planet below. It’s not like anything we’ve seen before. It’s an enclosure – it’s running but it seems really – really ancient. There are a lot of Ylee artifacts nearby but I don’t think they built it. It looks like they’ve been trying to get into it for a long time without success,” Lee said and started pacing.
 
   He was picking up a lot of human facets, Andrew thought. “What type artifacts?”
 
   “Most of them we recognized,” Lee said.
 
   “How many know about this place?” Andrew asked. “You did say we.”
 
   “All the progeny and I told Rett and his mate recently.”
 
   “Has anyone talked?” Andrew asked. “You said mate – not girlfriend – they were married?”
 
   “I know when anyone talks in the progeny and I said mate because they have – many – many times. Married in the human sense? Not many species do that. They pair but it is a legal pairing. They go everywhere together…sorry. I am distracted right now.”
 
   “What have the Ylee tried?”
 
   “They have tried cutting torches, laser, fast neutron, disruptors, kinetics, and even explosives. They have tried flying over and tunneling under. They have apparently tried chemicals, temperature, and even radiation (one spot is really hot). They’ve tried talking at it – in many – many languages. They’ve tried different field merging techniques, different wavelengths with different modulations. None of it worked. They couldn’t get in. They left most of their equipment and it looked like they left it in a hurry,” Lee said.
 
   “What makes this so much more interesting is that our rescued Ylee never mentioned this little project. Wait,” Andrew paused and keyed his Dex. “Play back the interview with the Ylee.”
 
   The Dex played back the conversations with the rescued Ylee.
 
   “Yes. I did remember it correctly. They said we caused the destruction of their base of operations. Then they said we brought unnecessary attention to this planet. They were here for that Enclosure. We will probably get Ylee troops here sooner or later. Do you think there is any reason we should not colonize this planet?”
 
   Lee paused. “I can think of no reason other than the Ylee may return and we don’t know their intent or weaponry. We think the dimensional pulse weapon Octi showed us would not affect our coated ships. We have not duplicated the weapon yet but should soon be able to do so. We should have it completed in another few days,” Lee said.
 
   “Put Rett and Shiv on the project to get into that enclosure. I need you with me,” Andrew said.
 
   Lee waited for Andrew to continue and raised his eyebrows.
 
   Andrew chuckled at his human mannerism. “Okay. I need you with me because we need to go on into the Lagoon Nebula. I need my best people with me. I want to leave our last settler group here. We have mostly coated ships in the expedition now. I’ll leave ten here but want to press on with forty. We need to figure this out here. That enclosure is the key to this quest. Send someone to re-interview those rescued Ylee if you need to do so. They may be more willing to talk after a week on that water moon.”
 
   “You still want me to come along. Have you decided where we’ll go? Who will be in charge here?”
 
   “The crux of the matter…” Andrew said and let out a big sigh. “I think Lieutenant Commander Rich Darby should be in charge with Rett as second. I think we ought to go to KW Sagittarii or KW SGR (1745-28). It’s a huge M type star that is 6,500 light years from here. It’s 1,460 times the diameter of Sol.”
 
   “Yes. It is a supergiant star so we can find it. Is that it?” Lee asked sarcastically.
 
   “That was sarcasm. I am so proud of you. Yes. It is easy to find. I want a big target but …a few of the charts we downloaded, when Octi made their exploratory raid for the slaves, showed a large trading center on one of the large moons. Notes on the charts showed that many races come there to trade.”
 
   “A good reason. How will we get a line on lamlee when we get there?”
 
   “I have no idea but we need more information and we are not getting it here. We have never visited a major center before. We should be able to get more information there.”
 
   “That is a terribly weak argument but now I see why you need me.”
 
   “Why is that?” Andrew said. 
 
   “You will need someone to tell you what we need to do?” Lee Post said.
 
   “Whom have you been working with lately?” Andrew asked. 
 
   “Tech First Class Seward.”
 
   “Figures…Lieutenant Commander Post. Commodore Williams recommends that you limit learning human mannerisms from Seward.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The refitted Allung planetoid Patton joined the forty, coated ships of the expedition. The newly minted Antares served as the flagship for the sortie. The Phoenix was to stay in overwatch at Mu Sagittarii. The scout ship was not going to try to sneak in this time. They decided on a new approach. A destroyer and a frigate would go in first. They would re-transmit all ship contacts to us so the ships waiting out of sensor range could safely approach.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Captain Shuler commanded the destroyer, Ramses and Commodore Andrew Williams was on board. Captain Marie Leslie commanded the frigate, Starburst. They broke out at KW Sagittarii about in the orbit of the second planet, a gas giant. The started scanning and immediately came up with the location of the large trading moon because of the huge volume of traffic that lit up the screen like a star. “
 
   “Wow. That is a lot of traffic. I wonder how close we’ll get before they hail us.”
 
   “We’ll see soon enough…take us in,” Andrew said.
 
   They had gone closer to the moon when two destroyers appeared alongside.
 
   “They are hailing us,” the comm officer said. 
 
   “Acknowledge them,” said Shuler. 
 
   “They say we need to send out a transmission at a certain frequency and modulation…like a transponder code for navigation control.”
 
   “How hard is that to do?” Andrew asked.
 
   “No problem with our software defined radios – done Commodore. The Starburst is doing the same and we have transmitted the particulars to our waiting ships. The two ships have acknowledged and are moving off. They are directing us to a holding location for pre-screening.”
 
   “Pre-screening? I can’t wait,” Andrew said as they approached the trade center.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They had entered the trading center and the navigation controls took over and directed their ships to the pre-arranged coordinates. It was a decent system but not as nice as at Earth. They did not have long to wait before the local trade officials arrived and messaged that they were awaiting entrance. 
 
   Captain Shuler arranged for the local inspectors to arrive at the port bay. 
 
   They arrived in a small shuttle and stepped out – damned if they didn’t carry clipboards – electronic but still clipboards. 
 
   They were Irixians – who would have guessed.
 
   “We are here to inspect your ships,” said the official. Two Irixians had come aboard – one was obviously a security feature – he was big.
 
   “Not going to happen, excrement head,” replied Commodore Williams.
 
   “You don’t understand,” said the official. “I have the authority to inspect every ship that comes into this system. Why do you insult me?”
 
   “You deserve it. How nice for you,” stated Commodore Andrew Williams in Trade. “Not going to happen here.”
 
   “I will ban you from the system,” said the official. 
 
   “I suggest you rethink your policy,” Commodore Williams suggested.
 
   “What do you mean?” asked the Irixian.
 
   “I have one hundred battleships ready to enter your system for peaceful trade. Are you ready to handle that number?” said Andrew.
 
   “No one has that number. Where is your planet of origin?” asked the Irixian.
 
   “We come from 10,000 light years from here. We are from Earth.”
 
   “Never heard of it,” he said. “You will need to be open for inspection.”
 
   Andrew talked to his Dex for a second. “Not going to happen,” he said in Trade.
 
   “You will be banned from our system,” said the Irixian.
 
   “Check with your scan techs,” Andrew said.
 
   There was a short delay. “Twenty battleships have entered our system. They have the required transponder codes,” the Irixian turned to Andrew. “Are these your ships?”
 
   Andrew spoke into his Dex. “Check with scanners now.”
 
   There was a short pause. “Are these ships yours?” 
 
   “Twenty more this time. Yes. They are mine. Do you want eighty more?” Andrew said and spoke into his Dex.
 
   The official listened to his communications for a few moments. “Twenty more ships have entered the system. One ship is an enormous planetoid. I think they must be yours,” said the official. 
 
   “Do you still want to inspect my ship or will you get on with the rates of exchange, lists of cargo and the like? I will be happy to ask you your authority with 200 battleships or… we can do this like a civilized being. Will forty three ships suffice or will 157 more be needed to elicit your attention?” Andrew said.
 
   “Forty-three will be sufficient. Where is your planet of origin, its origin, and what do you have as a medium of exchange?” said the Irixian.
 
   “We are from Earth – that is 10,000 light years from here along this arm of the galaxy.”
 
   “That is the area prohibited because the Allung control that area…that area is prohibited,” said the official. “No one comes from that area.”
 
   “The Allung have been eliminated in that area. We are the race that eliminated them. We wish to trade. What do you require?”
 
   There was a long pause as the Irixian received notice that twenty-one more ships had transferred into the system. One of the new ships was reported as gigantic. Was this an invasion? Who were these beings?
 
   “What is your medium of exchange?” Andrew asked to pull the official’s attention back to the present.
 
   “We trade information. That is the universal medium. We have a database of information showing what we have. We also list common exchange rates for elements. We do not allow beings without credit to land. What do have to pay port fees and other charges that may arise?”
 
   “We have commercial electronic devices, some unusual beverages and foods. We have some elements and we have many areas of knowledge,” Andrew said and turned around and took a 50-centimeter long, gray box. “Here is a sample of what we offer.”
 
   “It is heavy,” the official said turning the box from side to side. “What is in it?”
 
   “It has some samples for you. You swipe your finger across it like this…” Andrew demonstrated. “Then the seam will appear and you can swing it open. You just swipe your finger the other way to seal it.” Andrew said table and a small table rose from the decking. “You try it and then we will examine the contents.” Andrew placed the box on the table.
 
   The Irixian picked up the box and swiped his finger across and then gently opened it. He placed the box on the table and began to lift out items as Andrew explained what they represented. The Irixian security officer sidled over to get a better look. His stoic presence had lost out to his curiosity. 
 
   “That is a bottle of red wine. It has 8 percent alcohol content for drinking. It is made from one of our many fruits.” Andrew said as the official stood the bottle up on the table and reached in to get another item. “That is a video player showing scenes from our home planet. It has many scenes,” Andrew said as the scene from snow boarding down a mountain had the Irixian leaning right and left as the snowboarder careened down the slope.”
 
   “I have seen snow before. So your planet is cold,” stated the Irixian.
 
   “Keep watching. The next view was from a jet ski in the Florida Keys followed by whales breaching. The next view was a skydiving team with the new inertialess belts that the military loved.
 
   “You use false video techniques well,” said the official.
 
   “He was just enjoying one of devices to land without inertia,” Andrew said.
 
   The official pulled out a black rectangle that was actually a technical, graphing calculator that had been developed using Trade symbols and conventions.
 
   “What is this?” he asked and the security officer was leaning forward by this time.
 
   “Touch the button on the bottom to turn it on or off. This is a calculator for engineers. It performs complex calculations and will draw the results. Numbers and formula are entered here,” Andrew said and demonstrated. He also pointed to a place on the screen that gave tutorials. “Touching here gives audio and visual tutorials in its use.”
 
   The Irixians jerked back when the device started speaking in Trade and demonstrating how to use the device. Andrew touched the off button and the device became an opaque rectangle of black plastic. Andrew placed it on the table and pulled a smaller rectangle out of the box. 
 
   “This is a much simpler version of a calculator. This only does addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. It turns on when you press the red circle on the bottom. It turns itself off when not in use or when the red circle is pressed again.” Andrew handed the calculator to the Irixian. 
 
   The Irixian took the thin rectangle of black plastic and touched the red circle. The symbols appeared in Trade and he hesitatingly tried a few. “How long does this last?”
 
   “How long do Irixians live?” Andrew asked and the Irixian looked taken aback.
 
   “Do you threaten me?” the Irixian asked.
 
   “No. No. Just trying to answer your question. A general answer is fine.”
 
   “We live about 150 standard orbits.”
 
   Andrew did a quick conversion in his head. “It should last almost your whole lifetime.”
 
   “What do you do with it when it stops working?”
 
   “You throw it away. These are extremely cheap to make. We often give these away with other trades as a free bonus.”
 
   “Why would you give things away?” the Irixian asked.
 
   “We want repeat business. We give special deals to repeat customers or when we secure new business. It is just our custom,” Andrew said and pulled a glossy catalog and handed it to the official.
 
   “What is this?” the official said and turned the catalog over. His eyes nearly came out of his head. “What is this printed on?”
 
   “We use NuRiz.”
 
   “I have heard of Riz. It is valuable and is nearly indestructible. Riz is only black and white. These pages have color.”
 
   “We manufacture NuRiz. We can print in color and do it inexpensively. We will trade that and many other items detailed in the catalog. There are two others for you to have,” Andrew said and took those out of box too. “I think you have a few more items.”
 
   The official took out a small bar of gold and a small, blue velvet sack with a gold string on top. He put the heavy, glistening bar of gold on the table and then dumped the contents of the bag on the table. Out spilled cut diamonds, rubies, emeralds, blue garnets, and black opals.
 
   The security officer actually squeaked when he saw the gemstones that the official was deftly placing back into the bag. Andrew was surprised that he could move so quickly and accurately. It gave him more appreciation of the Irixians.
 
   “You have one more thing to examine. Pick up the box now that it is empty.”
 
   The official looked at Andrew questioningly and then did as requested. He looked at Andrew and turned the box over and under. He locked it and opened it looking for a hinge.
 
   “This weighs nothing. It has no hinge. What is it made of? Has does it work? Is this material expensive?”
 
   “It is a special lattice of carbon nano-tubes.”
 
   “What are nanotubes?”
 
   “Tiny – tiny tubes of carbon. The lock uses resistive electrostatics. I will not try to explain that but we will trade our knowledge of the technology on how to make these.”
 
   The official placed all the items back into the box, let out a nearly human sigh but his had a type of whistle and pushed the box back toward Andrew.
 
   Andrew picked up the box and handed it back to the official. “These are samples for you.”
 
   “Is this a bribe?” asked the Irixian.
 
   “No. These are samples we give to all major trade centers when first arriving. We require some place we can safely secure two of our ships. We also need a safe orbit for the remainder of the ships. Would you recommend some place we could arrange credit? We would also like a local guide and recommendations on places to stay. You may have regulations or laws so we need those. Would you arrange this information for us on accommodations, credit, security, guides and similar?”
 
   Andrew continued. “We will replace any of these items you have to use to help us get the best. We always guarantee our products from defects for one Earth year – which is a little longer than a standard orbit. We appreciate the best accommodations. Do you trade for lamlee?”
 
   The Irixian looked like he had been slapped. “Traders or the public are not allowed to own lamlee. The government controls them. No one may trade or own lamlee without a government license. We pride ourselves on being a nonintrusive government. I notice some of your crew is armed. No citizens are allowed to carry weapons. Only the government peacekeepers or troops have weapons. I will send you the information you requested shortly.”
 
   The two Irixians left as fast as Rett without saying bye your leave. 
 
   Lee Post came closer to Andrew. “Guess the progeny won’t be going on any outings here.”
 
   “Why would you say that?” Andrew asked.
 
   “He said they weren’t allowed.”
 
   “He also said we couldn’t go armed. That is so much bullshit. I gave him the equivalent of a king’s ransom. That will stir up interest in us. The government will move on us. We are too big of a target for them not to do something. Everywhere we have been – everywhere has tried us. Either lamlee are so scarce here or this is some other deal to control the supply.”
 
   “I wonder what type of response we’ll get,” Lee said.
 
   
 
  



 A Ylee Bit of Influence
 
    
 
   “How should we respond?” Preechamix, the Irixian customs official asked council member Thiacham. 
 
   “We need to get them a good landing area. We then need to make sure they are followed wherever they go. We will lure them out of their ships – then we can search for lamlee. They mentioned the lamlee – you are sure you didn’t mention them first.”
 
   “No. They definitely mentioned it first.”
 
   “You told them about our weapons policy?”
 
   “Yes. I did. I have already arranged to have them followed. They have a floor at the best hotel. They have a credit line.”
 
   “You got them credit already?” the councilman asked.
 
   “Yes. You saw how much wealth they had to give away. One of the small stones was worth a lot – stones like we cannot get here and the way they were cut will start a revolution. You saw that catalog. I am anxious to learn more about them.”
 
   “They impressed you?”
 
   “They claim to have defeated the Allung. Who knows what they can do? They have over 40 ships in system and claim to have 60 more. Did they impress me? Are you joking? Yes. They were impressive. They have impressive technology. I threatened them when they arrived and they didn’t blink. Yes. They impressed me,” Preechamix said.
 
   “We need to get them down now. Is everything prepared?” Thiacham asked.
 
   “Yes. I am going to meet them and introduce them to the banking officials and get them scanned for weapons. I will report back tomorrow.” Preechamix said and left.
 
   Thiacham turned as a Ylee in a water-filled suit entered the room. “You heard all that I hope?”
 
   The Ylee stopped. “They came from Allung space and from our observations – many of their ships are Allung. They are more likely here to get your government stock of lamlee. They asked about them. Yes. We know. We monitored Preechamix in his first report.”
 
   “You do not think they defeated the Allung?”
 
   “The Allung have thousands of ships and now those Allung ships can jump – they have advanced technology. The Allung use slaves – these may be slaves of the Allung,” said the Ylee.
 
   “Preechamix never said they wore slave collars.”
 
   “The Allung could have threatened their family. You must be careful. They may threaten your limited supply of lamlee.”
 
   “We have plans to kidnap one or two of them to make them think they need us for protection. We will just question them while we have them. We need you to watch out for their ships. Bring in enough ships to keep them away from the planet,” Thiacham said.
 
   “We only need one ship. We have weapons we have never shown you,” said the Ylee.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I do not feel like we should give up all weapons. We will also stand out in our suits. I don’t want to have what happened at Bellatrix when we had knockout gas used on us,” Andrew said. 
 
   His wife, Susan, broke into the conversation, “I know what we can try.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Andrew said. His wife always had good ideas. He hoped the trend would continue.
 
   “Tod, our suits show what is behind us and displays it on our front so we’re virtually invisible. Our suits can defeat molecular disruptors and with Rett’s tweaks, as he calls them, give some protection from laser fire. Also the defensive capabilities of the suits could fight off most physical attacks and amplifies our strength. We obviously need our suits,” Susan said.
 
   “We may need them but they look so out of place – especially here. We would draw too much attention,” Tod argued.
 
   “I realize that…but how much processing output can our Dexs handle?”
 
   “They have a lot more power than we use,” Tod answered.
 
   “Could we have them display our civilian clothing and display our heads using holographic projection – the suit material will be invisible and it could look like we had civilian clothes,” Susan said. “It’s worth a try.”
 
   Andrew turned around and looked at the group. “Let’s try it. Tod. See what you can come up with. Use the highest time acceleration while you’re working on this…we need to see if this works – fast.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tod and Desiree came out wearing civilian clothes. They came out and posed in several different civilian clothes.
 
   “Okay folks. Now try modeling with your suits on,” Andrew said exasperated and ready to get on with the test.
 
   Suddenly the suits were right there. They had been wearing the suits but sure didn’t look like it. 
 
   “That is amazing. It makes me think that we could program the suits to project other beings images.”
 
   Tod spoke up when his suit with helmet switched back to the Tod in casual clothes, “It takes about an hour per person to capture images. We could use our images with any suit and that takes little time at all. We should transmit our images to all suit Dexs. We will transmit other images when we have them and update them all on the fly. It may be a good idea to get image scans of natives whenever we reach a new area. I see a lot of opportunities.”
 
   “Get as many updated as you can. How many suits have you added the Rett update too. It saved his life. That was a field modulation wasn’t it?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Yes, Commodore. It is just a software upgrade. All suits have that modification,” Tod said. “How will we work this?”
 
   “I expect them to contact us shortly. They will be slower because we have the advantage with accelerated time. We’ve waited two hours of normal since our meeting with the customs inspector yet we’ve had over a day of time to prepare. I expect to be contacted shortly. I expect them to put a heavy guard around us wherever we are told to land – for our protection. We will need a full ground team escort with shuttle overwatch.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Desiree Bardeen
 
   We all were in our suits when we got word from navigation on where to land. We let the system direct us down. It was a good system – though not as good as the one at Earth. Preechamix was as good as his word. We got off the ship and there was a banker waiting for us. They had a system similar to Bellatrix with a credit slate. We gave him some preliminary gold and jewels to secure credit and transferred some for a week of port fees and security.
 
   Speaking of security – they had a whole gob of military looking guys come scan us. I thought our civilian clothes projection would fail but they didn’t touch us – just scanned us for weapons. They wouldn’t have been so confident if they knew how many weapons Earth had learn to hide from scanners over the last five decades.
 
   They…I guess Preechamix – the customs guy…sent us some transportation and we loaded up our bags with lots of electronics, gold, and those manufactured jewels. We even had a stack of catalogs to give out. Those catalogs became collectors’ items too – we were priming the pump. The transportation was a nice, enclosed bus but it was quiet and smooth. I had no idea of the motive power but it was nice. I reminded my Dex to ask Tod to obtain specs so we could make these buses when we got home.
 
   They let us out at a big hotel. It was large enough to have 1,000 rooms and was the first sign that things were looking up. They had two security types escort us inside and spoke with the staff. They showed us to a series of rooms and said they had acquired a whole floor of rooms. It wasn’t bad – they even had small displays in the rooms but they were crude by Earth standards as was the lame programming. Each room had separate baths with showers. There was running water that we could set from chill to scalding. There were bottles of water and fruits in the room – a big step up though we liked the balcony on Bellatrix better. Phillips would want to set up a hotel here for sure and could probably make a killing.
 
   We freshened up and decided to stir it up. We were getting frustrated at having no leads on the Ylee or finding the source of the lamlee when we got a report from our shadow – the shuttle that had been set to invisible but had paralleled every turn or move we made. We got a call from the ships in orbit that several Ylee ships had positioned themselves between our ships in orbit and the planet. The shuttle reported a Ylee ship landing nearby and being met by squads of Irixians geared like military. Maybe it was going to be like Bellatrix. Andrew ordered the planetoid to move back to the rendezvous point because it was the only non-coated ship and couldn’t stand up to the Ylee pulse weapon Octi had described.
 
   We geared up to go on a walkabout with a guide the customs guy had arranged for us. He seemed like the type you’d get in North Korea at the turn of century extoling the goodness of the government. Little dude didn’t know – then – to fear us more than the government. We set out from the hotel to investigate the nearby trade district. They sent us another bunch of observers. I felt a lot better knowing we were sealed in suits with an invisible overwatch from near-ground troops and the shuttle overhead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Squad leader, team one to two. We are following their vehicle. We have two males and a female in civilian clothes. They are moving toward the trading center. They have our guide with them,” reported the Irixian supervising one of the military squads following the Earth traders. “They have some large bundles with them.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tod looked around at his wife, Desiree. She looked good with the image of the tight fitting clothes. She looked real even though he knew she was wearing the formfitting suit AND extended helmet. He looked over at John Brattor who was accompanying them and the little Irixian guide. They’d have to figure out a way to ditch the guide but he had reluctantly agreed to take them to a seedier section of the trading area.
 
   Their bus stopped at a definitely seamy section with the buildings obviously in a slight case of disrepair. They hopped out and looked at the purple sky with its strange smells. They walked into the dimly lit warehouse and approached a back room. The guide talked to an individual who disappeared into a back room and came out with a large Irixian – a bigger Irixian than they had seen before. The guide introduced the Earth visitors. Tod asked the guide to step out of the room but had to repeat it twice before he left the room, with John, to keep him in sight.
 
   “You speak Irixian well,” said the large being. “My name Retranam Elo Toomalik. My friends call me Retra. What can I do for you?”
 
   Tod introduced himself and explained a bit about themselves – a very little. Tod gave Retra a small bag of precious stones. “We need information and understand that if you do not know something --- you can find out. We want to find out about lamlee.”
 
   “Everyone wants lamlee. This bag of jewels can get you the information but is not enough to buy lamlee. The government only gets them from the Ylee and they restrict their distribution. I cannot get you any lamlee.”
 
   Tod reached into his bundle and pulled out a small graphene case and handed it to Retra. “How much information would this get us?”
 
   Retra took the small box and Tod showed him how to open it with a swipe. Retra opened it carefully and squeaked. “It is full of lamlee. You should not carry this unarmed. It is worth…I do not know. What would you have me do?”
 
   “We are staying at the large hotel a short distance from here. Can you start us credit accounts? We understand the government taxes foreigners heavily. Put the accounts under assumed names or whatever you think is best. We need accounts in different banks that are difficult for the government to track,” Tod said. Desiree had been purposely staying out of the conversation since Irixians disregard the capabilities of females.
 
   “You must want to do repeat business. My fees will be considerable due to the risk.”
 
   “We would expect no less. You take 10% off the top for your expenses. We will start businesses here if we can and traders working with us on every planet have made money. Send trade to our planet and we will give you a percentage of every trade if they mention your name. We have broken the Allung control further out on this arm of the galaxy.”
 
   “That is a generous offer but the Allung have thousands of ships,” Retra countered.
 
   “No. Not anymore. We recently destroyed thousands of their ships in many systems. We have twenty of their ships in system that we boarded and took over.”
 
   “I know a lot about the Allung. They have never lost a battle.”
 
   Tod laughed which Retra did not understand immediately. 
 
   “Ah,” he said. “Your race has laughter. There are many new ships in system. Are those your ships? I had not thought to find out who they are yet? Now I will check.”
 
   “They have lost every battle they fought with us. We destroyed four of their fleets,” Tod said and handed Retra a learning cylinder. “This contains detailed information on the Allung, history of their organization, interviews with Allung prisoners, their weapons and ship designs. It also has video from some of the battles with them. I thought this might be necessary.”
 
   “That is interesting. I cannot say I trust you but I am leaning that way. Did you know there are many Ylee ships in system? There is one at government house right now.”
 
   Tod keyed his Dex and projected a three dimensional image of the ships in system. “Indicate our ships,” Tod said and a group of ship images turned blue. “Indicate Ylee ships,” he said and three ships turned red. Other ships were indicated in different colors and were labeled as unknown or listing designation if known.
 
   “That is amazing. How long ago did you record these positions?” Retra asked.
 
   Tod laughed again. “These are live or seconds old.”
 
   “This is valuable technology,” Retra said.
 
   “What is the situation with lamlee on this planet? Why the control on distribution? How stable is the government?”
 
   Retra sat still for a minute. He was obviously making a decision. “You were lucky you came to me. The government implemented controls on lamlee about thirty years ago. The Ylee came here and helped install the current government. The situation here is a bit complicated. The council is managed totally by the Ylee. The council members have become insanely wealthy by controlling the lamlee. You can only buy lamlee from the government and most of the money goes to the upper management in that government. The Ylee sell the limited supply of lamlee to the government.”
 
   “Where do the Ylee get the lamlee? They do not make them.”
 
   Retra made a squeaking sound – Irixian laughter or shock. “The crucial question…we decided the same thing as the volume of lamlee has dropped and the prices went way up. We had a ship follow them. It is highly secret. It is my greatest secret and maybe you can help. You may be able to use the information.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Tod said. 
 
   “Twelve years ago a group of us commissioned a stealth ship to follow the Ylee. We had determined a ship that brought lamlee to here. The ship following them used a new communication method and there was a micro-transmitter secreted on the Ylee ship. It was capable of transmitting sixty light years. The stealth ship was able to track the Ylee to a planet fairly close to here. There were several Ylee ships in system. They were positioned over one location.”
 
   “Where is this planet? What was at the location they were guarding?” Tod asked.
 
   Retra looked around and gave me the coordinates for the planet. “I give you the coordinates because we have not been able to do anything. We went to the location the Ylee were guarding and we cannot do anything because we know. Maybe you can help,” Retra paused. “When we first arrived we noticed visually that there was something on the planet. It was a large field that covered a large area. The field switched off while our surveillance team was watching, the Ylee rushed in and gathered up something.”
 
   “What type of field?” Tod asked.
 
   “Our team went down after the Ylee left and the field was there but we couldn’t get through it. The field stayed on whenever we were there. We checked the frequency the Ylee went to the planet and it appears to be every four years. We don’t know precisely but there are less and less lamlee being collected or sold. We have been unable to get through that field.”
 
   Tod looked at Desiree. “This was useful information to us. I think we can help. If nothing else, we will help you make a fortune in trade,” Tod reached into his pack and drew out many catalogs and products. He started explaining the items and gave Retra many NuRiz catalogs. He became almost as excited as when we showed him the lamlee.
 
   “Ten percent?” Retra said. 
 
   “Yes. Ten percent. We need something to put back in these packs so they look as full when we leave. We expect to be stopped or robbed.”
 
   “I will get you something.”
 
   
 
  



Ylee Panic
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of John Brattor
 
   We left the sketchy warehouse and I didn’t have to babysit the little tour guide any more. He was getting really twitchy after an hour and was crazed by they time they came out of the office after an hour and a half. They nodded to me and we started off. Desiree looked pleased and grabbed Tod by his arm. The shuttle acknowledged transmission of the entire conversation. Commodore Williams congratulated us on the information.
 
   I knew we would buy land for a Eugene Hotel here that would make a fortune. Dr. Schroeder said we’d be making a fortune from the trade here and would all have accounts here before long. I knew I needed to go on these trips. Desiree asked if I’d take their bags back to the hotel and I thought it was a pretty strange request. 
 
   She said it was part of the plan – said that in English and I knew something was up. She told me that the shuttle had reported two Ylee ships at Government House and a team of military was shadowing us. I told her okay and we dropped them off in an upscale district for a dinner and kidnapping. God – I never knew how exciting this stuff was – they were so calm about it. I could hear all the chatter from our shuttle and teams flying cover. Boy – these Irixians are going to be in for a surprise.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Team Two to one. They have dropped off a male and female in the Rixtomond district. We are going to stand out a bit here so we’re pulling back a bit. Team one – shadow the last male and the guide. They may be heading back to the hotel. We may have our criminal operatives moving into position. The male and female are alone without cases and are still in civilian clothes. Tighten it up on the east corner. We’ll hit them before they eat – they will be less reactive.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Desiree turned to Tod. “Let’s go in here. Sensors say it smells good.”
 
   Tod laughed and said. “How are we going to retract our helmets to eat? We need to wander. The military is pulling back a little and cover says five locals are moving in.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” Desiree said as two large Irixians stepped out of an alley just ahead of them.
 
   Desiree and Tod turned around and started walking across the street when two more large Irixians stepped off the sidewalk to head them off. Tod and wife turned back and started walking back the way they had come and the largest Irixian they had ever seen stepped their way. They turned into an empty alley. They looked around while walking slowly. 
 
   “This will do. Put your suit on unarmed offensive mode. I want to build our reputation. Do you want me to do anything?” Tod said knowing Desiree was the martial arts expert but knew his suit made him deadly also.
 
   “Just watch my back,” she said and acknowledged the cover units flying overhead on invisibility mode.
 
   The crowd of attackers moved into the alley. The smallest one – stood at the entrance to the blind alley to keep anyone else from coming in.
 
   Desiree turned to the would-be attackers. “What can we do for you?”
 
   “We want to know what you said to Retra? We want to know more about you? You will come with us?” said the next to largest one.
 
   “I do not think so, shit eater,” she said.
 
   “You insult me – you alien slut. I think we do more than carry you for questioning. I am curious about your mating habits.”
 
   “I want you to know that we are from Earth and we are warriors. Try something if you think you are big enough. You will not be curious much longer.”
 
   “Females talk too much even on your planet too I see,” he said as he stepped forward to slap her. He outweighed her by fifty kilos at least and had a knife in his weak hand. His arm snapped forward to deliver an incapacitating strike and hit only air. Desiree ducked under the strike easily and hit her attacker in the chest. It would have killed a human but knocked the air out of the Irixian and he dropped the knife. He stood there gasping for air as his compatriots jumped in to pinion her arms.  They both carried knives. She slapped them both off their feet with lightning fast strikes and she laughed at them in as best an imitation of the squeaking she had heard earlier when Retra had laughed.
 
   The fourth attacker was more cautious and pulled out a small laser which he twisted in the light to intimidate her. She laughed again and kicked and broke his Irixian wrist. The pistol went flying. She then stepped forward and kicked with the edge of her foot. She broke his leg at the joint with a sickening crack. He screamed. The fifth Irixian guarding the alley turned around and noticed the disarray of his partners and drew out a laser and shot Desiree in the chest. He was instantly vaporized by one of the invisible progeny guarding them. The first attacker looked around him as he caught his breath and tried to run out of the alley. Irixian troopers, who swooped in to save the Earth beings, caught him. 
 
   “We are here to protect you,” shouted the first Irixians in an obviously practiced dramatic exclamation. They restrained all in the alley with heavy metal shackles and marched them off – the ones who could walk. Tod and Desiree were interested in where this would lead.  The troopers did not immediately begin questioning the subjects but they were initially hesitant restraining the humans when they saw the disarray of the attackers.
 
   Tod stated. “We really don’t need protection from petty criminals. I think they must have found out that we know where the Ylee harvest the lamlee they sell your government. Do you think that may be the reason they attacked us?”
 
   The Irixian troopers had some lines they had been told to deliver and they were going to get them out no matter what they found. “We are here to protect you and your female.”
 
   Tod laughed in the best Irixian squeal mimic of a laugh as he could do and said. “Protect us from what? Petty criminals. Earth beings are warriors. We do not need weapons against hand weapons. I let my wife, my female; take care of those attackers. Ask the attackers. They did only have knives and laser weapons. My children can handle more than that.”
 
   The Irixians took them to Government House – for their protection. 
 
   An Irixian council member came into the room containing Tod and Desiree. The two were sitting on a bench with one-way glass on one wall.  They were sitting – passionately kissing when the official came in. He saw that they had removed their own large metal restraints. He jerked back when he entered but he motioned two Irixian troopers with rifles to accompany him. They came into the room and he stood over the Earthers.
 
   Tod kissed Desiree on the nose and then deigned to turn his attention toward the official and smiled. The official stood there in the classic whoever speaks first loses and Desiree chuckled and brushed her hair back.
 
   “You must be the one of the council members doing the bidding of the Ylee. What can we do for you?” she said.
 
   He seemed completely flustered. “You are under threat from criminals here,” he said. “I am councilman Thiacham.” 
 
   She laughed and looked at Tod who was busy inspecting his faux nails like they were dirty – he was grinning. He was letting her know she was doing fine and was getting a ‘go for it girl.’ She loved him so. He was so smart for a man. “We are in no way threatened by your so called criminals. Your troopers were ordered to move in as soon as the attackers tried to attack us. Do you think the Ylee want you to question us because we now know where they harvest their lamlee – the lamlee they sell you? They get it from a very close star system to here. Did you know that?”
 
   The council member sputtered. “We don’t know what happened in that alley but we must hold you for questioning.”
 
   “Maybe we can help you with that,” Tod said. “Desiree. Why don’t you play that attack for the council member? Do you mind dimming the lights just a bit? I give you my word we will sit here passively while we show you recording of the attack.”
 
   “You have recordings?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. Our race records all activities. We can be held accountable for harming others. We were excited to learn we were not to carry weapons on this moon. We are a race of warriors and enjoy violent conflict…quite exciting. Made me feel young again. I am really just a scientist and not a full-time warrior so it was fun for me to watch.”
 
   “You just watched?” the council member stammered.
 
   “There were only five with hand weapons. With such odds it would have been unfair for me to step in.”
 
   Thiacham was about to dim the lights slightly when he reached up and touched the small earpiece. “We need to leave the lights bright in here.”
 
   “Would you tell the two Ylee and the Irixian behind the glass that humans could see them quite clearly?” Desiree said. “They may want to see this recording too.”
 
   Thiacham touched his earpiece and told the troopers to dim the lights.
 
   Desiree held up her Dex and it played the entire scene with edits from Tod’s dex also. It included the audio. The troopers groaned when they heard the crack of one of the attackers legs. They were shocked at how easy it looked. The video was going fine until it showed the fifth attacker shoot Desiree directly in the chest and then the attacker dissolved with molecular disruptor fire.
 
   Thiacham spoke loudly at this point. “Explain the fact that you were not to have any weapons. That attacker was hit with a disruptor. What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “It was fun. Thank you for providing the attackers. It reminded me of my trials against multiple armed attackers with knives. We have to do that when we are children. We lose a lot of the slower ones but the gene pool gets stronger,” Desiree lied.
 
   “What about that disruptor?” Thiacham asked.
 
   “Oh that. We don’t get the nano-protectors unless we travel off-planet. You have to be licensed to get them. Some of us did get to use them against the Allung but they aren’t for everyone.” 
 
   “Nano-protectors?” Thiacham queried.
 
   “Oh those. They are a cloud of particles that surround us where we can concentrate and produce a disruption beam. Tell the Ylee to step to the side of the glass.”
 
   Thiacham spoke quietly and said he had told them.
 
   Desiree motioned for them to move a bit more like she could see clearly through the glass. She actually had visual through a nano-bot that had entered the glass observation booth when the Ylee had entered. Desiree sent text to the hidden progeny in the room with them. She told him to dissolve the glass when she nodded. She nodded and the glass dissolved in a large circle.
 
   “The hard part is concentrating on how much area to disintegrate. That is why only a few of us are licensed,” she said convincingly. “We are in no danger from you. We generally respond when threatened with deadly force. We will use whatever force we need to overcome the threat. We decided to eliminate the Allung because they were threatening all the trade in our area of space. It is so much more profitable to trade instead of fight,” she said. “Don’t you agree,” she said in the clicking ultrasonic language of the Ylee as she walked up the large hole in the glass and faced the Ylee huddled there.
 
   “You bluff human. We know the Allung were in that end of the spiral arm just last year,” one of the Ylee said. “We can see some type of being in the room with you. You spin lies well. Your prowess against the crude attacks shows you are still near your primitive animal nature. We manufacture the lamlee ourselves.”
 
   Desiree laughed. “You have been telling everyone that so long – you get them from inside a time enclosure and don’t even know how to enter them unless they are inactive.”
 
   Both the Ylee turned beet red in anger and spread their tentacles in an attack display. They snapped their beaks at her.
 
   “Do not threaten me. Never threaten me or I will feed your tentacles to the lessor fishes,” she said.
 
   The closest Ylee snapped a tentacle out to grab her but half that tentacle dissolved before it got close. The other Ylee changed to an ashen gray color of the wall behind it and wrapped its tentacles around the injured one. They moved out of the room quickly. The other Ylee was supporting the injured Ylee. The Irixian in the observation room obviously did not understand what happened. He was pressed against the far wall and had defecated on the floor. 
 
   Tod turned to Thiacham. “You might not have understood them. We thought they produced the lamlee too. It appears they gather them – and not far from here. They have some weapons that would defeat you in space. They are not omnipotent.”
 
   “What would you have us do? We have to have lamlee to produce viable shipping and electronics.”
 
   “How many lamlee do they offer you – every four years maybe?”
 
   “Yes. Yes. They do seem to have more to offer every four years. They offer about five thousand. Their prices have gone up astronomically the last decade. We cannot go against them,” Thiacham said. “You may leave tomorrow. We’ll stay with them.”
 
   “Just don’t go to war for them. There are other sources of lamlee at much cheaper rates. Fight us and we will not tell you where they harvest them.”
 
   “Harvest them. You have said that twice.”
 
   “They are not the ones that make them. We are here to track down the Makers,” Tod said.
 
   “The Makers. I have never heard that term used before. You think you can find them?” Thiacham asked.
 
   “Yes. Just do not let your people fight against us – not for the Ylee,” Tod said.
 
   “I will try to convince them it is in our best interest to be neutral. It would be more profitable you said?”
 
   “Not only more profitable but it would not affect your longevity. Battle is costly and tends to burn resources,” Tod said as he casually walked out of the building like he had been in it many times before. Thiacham did not know Tod and Desiree were getting directions from the invisible progeny who were paralleling their route.
 
   They came out a side door and walked out onto the sidewalk. 
 
   “It is a long distance to your hotel. I will arrange transportation,” Thiacham said.
 
   Tod gave Desiree a hand sign. “We do not really need transportation. Thank you anyway. Visit us at the hotel if you need us,” he said as Tod and Desiree shot up into the sky. They set their speed so they wouldn’t just appear to disappear. Tod wanted Thiacham to see them fly – not disappear. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They arrived back at the hotel in moments and prepared to bug out. They turned their suits to invisible mode and left through the small patios from each room. They were guided to the shuttle above them. They piled in as a second shuttle picked up the progeny. They sped to their ships. Irixian troopers and an Ylee ship were adjacent to their landing area. Several heavy military vehicles were there in support of the troops.
 
   “We can’t get back on the ships without having moments of vulnerability,” Tod said. He contacted Commodore Williams on board the Antares. “Can you divert their attention? We can’t go into space in the shuttles. If the Ylee uses their dimensional pulse it would kill us all. Octi can’t use it either but we’d all be protected if on a lamlee coated ship. I’ll bet they have to pull all their ships away but the one using it – that would be the signal.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams got the messages from the shuttle and immediately put his thirty-nine ships at battle stations. He directed them to move to a different orbit and spread them out quite a bit. He broadcast to the Ylee ships using their language instead of Trade. He started to have his ships jump out of system and back in in different numbers and different positions.
 
   “We wish to talk,” Commodore Williams transmitted to the Ylee.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “The commander of the humans is calling,” said the Ylee communications officer to the commander of the Ylee ships in orbit.
 
   “What does he want?”
 
   “He says he just wants to talk but he says in an ancient dialect of Ylee,” said the comm officer.
 
   “That is interesting. Put him on.”
 
   “Commander, we should not waste time fighting. Your people have had a monopoly on lamlee for a long time. We know this. We also know you do not make them – you harvest them. We also know where you harvest them,” Andrew Williams said and then told his people on the surface to make for their ships. “We will not try to stop you in areas you control. Realize others can harvest them also.”
 
   The Ylee communications officer signaled the commander. The commander told him to mute his side. “Commander, the ship on the surface reports two shuttles have just entered the grounded ships. What do you want us to do?”
 
   “Tell them on the surface to back off. This may be the gravest threat to the Ylee since the drought. These humans are just guessing. Put the human back on. Turn on visual,” the Ylee commander said to his comm officer. “We see your surface ships preparing to leave. Will you leave this area of space?” he said to Andrew.
 
   “No. We will establish trade relations with these people.”
 
   “I can destroy your ships,” the Ylee commander said.
 
   “Maybe. We can prevent the Ylee from getting to the site fifty-five light years from here where you harvest lamlee every four years. Do you want to jeopardize that harvest? It is time again to do so,” Andrew said.
 
   “I will let your ships leave the surface and return to your other ships. To show good faith – I will just bring my ship so we may talk in peace. All I ask is for you to array your ships so they are not jumping in and out of the system. I am sure we can come to final solution for this problem,” the Ylee commander said to Andrew.
 
   “That is an excellent idea. I am sure we can use this as an opportunity to persuade you. I have ordered my ships to meet us,” Andrew said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What are the Ylee doing?” John Brattor asked.
 
   “They are pulling their ships back and we have been ordered to rendezvous with the rest of our ships,” Tod said. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
   “You know they are just preparing to use their dimensional pulse weapon don’t you?” John asked.
 
   “Commodore Williams knows that. I think our coated ships will protect us – theoretically at least. Octi had shown us how it works. We haven’t duplicated the weapon in our ships yet because it tends to ruin the ship that uses it. Octi said it came about when a power plant on an Ylee ship overloaded when they were starting transit. When they were able to reconstruct the event – they realized it could be used as a weapon,” Tod said.
 
   “What does it do?” John asked. 
 
   “It projects a dimensional pulse – like a transit tsunami that thrusts any ship in space. It is violent for ships in the open and scatters them. It is like a low velocity transit.”
 
   “So Commodore Williams is putting us all in danger of getting killed on a technological defense that we have never tested,” John said.
 
   “Yep…that’s pretty much it.”
 
   “Shit,” John said as they approached their sister ships.
 
   “Yep,” Tod said. “That’s pretty much it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Ylee commander had ordered all other Ylee ships to move on the other side of the large gas planet their large moon orbited.
 
   “Commander,” said the Ylee weapons officer. “Our weapon is charged and all Ylee ships are in the clear. There are forty two ships arrayed before us.”
 
   “Prepare to engage at my signal. I want to see them up to the moment they cease to be a problem,” said the commander.
 
   “Commander,” asked the weapons officer. “I have never used this weapon but I understand you have used it once before. How much damage should we expect to our ship?”
 
   “We were only disabled one day. I am sure we can do better.”
 
   “Yes, Commander. The humans told the Irixians that they have sixty more ships. Is that true?”
 
   “They lie. They bluff. I think that is a bluff. They said they destroyed the Allung. We faced the Allung for thousands of years. I doubt they defeated them in such a short time.”
 
   “Commander, the Irixians are said to have evidence that the humans did destroy the Allung. They have proof.”
 
   “Do not worry. We will use another ship to destroy the next sixty ships as well if necessary. Communications officer, contact the humans and make sure we have a video link.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Sir, the Ylee are contacting us,” said the Antares comm officer to Commodore Williams.
 
   “Commander Post,” Andrew said to his Dex. “Prepare your troops for boarding. I want a dozen of their officers as prisoners -- after they attack. Okay everyone. Brace for impact. Comm. Link us to the Ylee communications. I want to see video if they allow it. I want to see their reaction when their weapon doesn’t work.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Ylee communications officer turned to the Ylee commander and raised a tentacle to indicate he had a strong signal. 
 
   “Greetings. I will now discuss our final plans for you,” he said to Commodore Williams. “I think you should leave lamlee alone as you are lessor beings,” he said and turned to signal engagement.
 
   “Wait. Wait…before you fire your dimensional pulse. Realize that you are the one responsible for what comes next.”
 
   The Ylee commander hesitated a moment and then indicated to fire. He turned back to view the results.
 
   The humans on the viewscreen looked like they had hit a bad bump in the road. The image steadied but the communications link had not even been broken.
 
   Commodore Williams gave the word to the progeny. They sped out of the Antares and were soon on the hull of the Ylee ship.
 
   Andrew could see the Ylee agitation. One Ylee came in and reported something to the Ylee commander who looked in horror at the monitor and cut the link.
 
   The Ylee commander watched in horror as humans boarded his ship and started herding officers into their suits. They all spoke the ancient Ylee dialect and appeared not to breathe or wear suits. One of them – the leader approached him.
 
   “Get in your suit, Commander,” Lee Post said.
 
   “I will not. You can not do anything to force me,” said the Ylee.
 
   The human commander’s arms transformed into strong tentacles, “You can do it on your own or we will use our tentacles to stuff you into it.”
 
   “You are lamlee!” 
 
   “Get on with it, Commander. I will not take no for an answer.”
 
   The Ylee Commander scrambled to get into his suit.
 
   
 
  



The Alien Enclosure
 
    
 
   The Ylee commander was surprised to be taken to another Ylee ship of antique design. How was this possible? he thought. He was given Ylee food but he was separated from his crew. A Ylee entered his water filled cell. It had a device on its wrist like the humans. Maybe they used that like the Allung did with their slave collars.
 
   “What do you want?” asked the Ylee commander. “Why did you attack my ship?”
 
   The Ylee stopped moving…not hesitating…just …evaluating. “You just tried to kill thousands of beings because you think you are better than them. Tell me everything you know about lamlee. We know a lot but we would like to hear your story.”
 
   “You have already taken my suit and left me here with nothing. You can kill me and I will tell you nothing,” said the Ylee commander.
 
   “Very well,” said his Ylee captor. “If you ever decide to talk – just push this button,” his captor said and indicated a lit circle on the wall. His captor left and the light brightened in the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What is your plan?” Commander Lee Post asked Octi. 
 
   “We brighten the light each time we enter. We pump out water gradually. We have set the time acceleration to fifteen times normal. We will also increase time between food servings. It has been a while since my last visit – a day for him. We have pumped out half the water. We will not let him talk to another. You have suggestions.”
 
   “Oh yes. I did something on Earth that was quite fun – yes fun. I pretended to be other species. Why don’t you turn into a species that gives fear to our species? Try as an Earth shark but with arms. I have images for you,” Lee said and extended a finger that entered the side of Octi’s head. “Here are the images and what I did.”
 
   Octi leaned back. “Interesting. I see possibilities.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Ylee commander huddled in the little puddle of fouling water in the bottom of his cell. He had been here for days and a long line of terrifying creatures had brought him food. Some had talked and some not. He would have welcomed the contact. He could not avoid eating the food. The feeding and who brought it became a focal point of his existence. He plotted an escape and he had examined every aspect of his cell. One serving of food had come on a plastic serving plate. He had worked days bending the edge of the plate back and forth until it had finally broken off. He had rubbed the edge of the plastic strip until it had a point and one sharp edge. He had his weapon.
 
   The cell door opened and a terrifying creature with huge jaws and arms ending in webbed fingers with claws. It set the food on the floor of his damp cell. The Ylee commander knew that this was his chance. He sprang up and stabbed the creature in the eye and hoped he had reached its brain. The rough skinned, gray creature shuddered and dropped down with tremors rocking its body but getting less and less until they stopped. Its body was wedged in the door. The Ylee commander searched the body and found nothing but slid out into the bright, dry corridor. One route was blocked so the commander edged along the corridor. One human crewman was walking but stopped when it saw the tentacle creature in the corridor and it ran the other way. The commander, grasping its pitiful weapon, heard pounding steps and suddenly was confronted with humans with a large barbed, multi-pointed spear and hand lasers. 
 
   The commander realized he could not make progress in this direction and moved into an adjacent doorway – a dark room. He shut the portal behind him with the last of his strength. The room brightened and the commander looked up to see two humans sitting there. The table was laden with Ylee delicacies. There was a tank of fresh but salty water off to the side. He pulled himself into the tank of water. It was wonderful. It was just the right temperature and salinity. He reveled in it for a bit before remembering how hungry he was and reached for the food on the nearby table. They said nothing as they let him stuff himself. He watched them the whole time when he wasn’t glancing at the food.
 
   Suddenly the creature he had stabbed in the eye came into the room. He was terrified. The creature still had one blind eye but as he watched the eye healed and the form transformed into a Ylee. It joined the humans and sat comfortably across the room. They waited and said nothing.
 
   “What do you want? Lamlee? You have lamlee. You have more lamlee than we do. Why do you want more?”
 
   “We have a lot of lamlee. We want your history. We are tracking down the beings that designed the lamlee.”
 
   “Tell us the history of the Ylee. At one time we thought the Ylee designed lamlee. We know better now.”
 
   The Ylee commander was silent for a long time. “You will not interfere with our collection on the nearby planet.”
 
   “You have my word. We will wish to view your retrieval methods. We will suggest improvements if you allow us. Realize that we have more lamlee than you do now. Your weapon was ineffective against us.”
 
   “Yes. It was,” he said.
 
   The Ylee commander paused a long time before speaking. “Millennia ago, my ancestors came upon a strange field on a rocky planet near our home planet. It was malfunctioning. There were rudimentary life forms on the planet. The huge enclosure happened to malfunction while we had my people in the system. It just quit. We didn’t know why. We began looking into what was under that field…worms. That is what we found. Soil creatures. They produced a type of waste produce that we call lamlee. One of my ancestors put his tentacle into the goo and wished he was doing something else. The goo turned into an object.”
 
   The commander continued. “We learned we could add that waste product to electronics and it improved enough so it gave us an edge over others. We harvested tons of the waste products. One day, one of those Ylee workers doing the harvesting wished he had help. His tentacle was touching the waste. A lamlee Ylee appeared out of the muck. We started making Ylee surrogates. We spread out all over the galaxy. We found a few other of the mysterious force fields but we could not get through those. Soon we had to limit the devices that needed lamlee.”
 
   He continued. It was like somebody asks the time and then they tell you the history of Swiss clocks. He kept talking. “My ancestors soon ran out of new lamlee and had to start using the surrogates for parts. Many of them had been alive for years and did not want to be turned back into spare parts. The Ylee Empire fell into decline. We were almost beaten by the Allung 2,000 years ago. We only stopped them when we used the weapon we tried to use against you. Our scientists that had been studying the force fields developed the weapon. It has never failed us until when we tried it on you.”
 
   “About five hundred years ago we discovered the field near here. It cuts off for a short time every four years. Ylee that perform the harvest are at risk because the field seems to turn back on at random times. Some get trapped inside for years and soon die. It is also not producing as much product as before either. That field is due to cut off in a few more days.”
 
   Evidently he had run down on talking. “Did you determine the minerals and metals in the soil the worms use? What techniques have you tried to turn off the field? Have you identified the purpose of the fields?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Metals in the soil?” The Ylee commander asked.
 
   “Yes. Of course…if worms produce the lamlee they need raw materials. We have used cadmium chloride and sodium tellurite on Earth to produce quantum dot light sources for many years. Worms rid themselves of metals quickly and the molecules are changed. We can help you find those materials and then you can seed the ground again and increase your production. You must have tried to transplant some of those worms. What happened?”
 
   “We did. The soil grew better crops but never produced lamlee and the worms produce little waste.”
 
   “Ah. We can help you if you will let us. This area of the galaxy will not improve without lamlee – whoever supplies them. We just don’t want to fight a battle every time Ylee see us. We do not want to eradicate another species if we can help it.”
 
   “You tortured me. You held me captive.”
 
   “You tried to kidnap us on the surface and tried to kill thousands of us and destroy all our ships. We had done nothing to you. We are wonderful allies and terrible enemies. We are not a lessor race – we are another race. We do not tolerate slavery and will not tolerate being treated as a lessor race. Do you wish to work with us? We will take your word that you will not attack our ships. Give us some code to contact you when we meet. We do not want you to destroy our ships. We would not want to have to destroy all your worlds.”
 
   “You must return me to my crew here and then return us to our ship.”
 
   “Do you agree not to attack us? Can you keep other Ylee ships from attacking us?”
 
   The Ylee commander was quiet for a full minute. “Yes. Any ship where I have control will not attack you. I will try to persuade others not to attack you either.”
 
   “Go enough for me. Your suit will be brought to you immediately and we will return you to your ship. They got it working yesterday,” Andrew said.
 
   “What about returning my crew?” the Ylee commander asked.
 
   “They were returned when your ship was repaired. Their information confirmed what you said.”
 
   “We will meet you at the lamlee site. We call them enclosures,” Andrew said.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Desiree Bardeen
 
   We arrived at the coordinates given them by Retra and there were five Ylee ships in orbit and two on the surface. It was very tense. This sun was not even in our database – no name. It was a G2 yellow dwarf like our own sun. The planet was rocky with an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere though with a lower oxygen content…more methane.
 
   One Ylee ship challenged us immediately. We communicated with it and were presented a video image of an Ylee with one tentacle that was bandaged and half the normal length. It must have been the one on the planet we had injured when we were rescued recently. We knew it wouldn’t be an easy task to placate old squiggly – he turned red just looking at us but paled a bit when the planetoid and forty plus other ships backed us up. He paled more when he got a communication from the Ylee commander saying their dimensional pulse weapon didn’t work on us. It’s one thing to feel superior – guess it's a shock to have your prejudice shoved down your…beak. Never did like calamari much.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of John Brattor
 
   Tod, John, Steve, Lee Post and Octi were at the alien enclosure site. The Ylee were uncomfortable having us there but we were there with a crowd of them. One Ylee with half a tentacle was talking a lot and he was red half the time. Guess he was an angry Ylee. We had the suit modifications and looked quite normal though we had our suits on with helmets extended. We kept our fields set to about a quarter-strength because higher settings tended to mess up our instruments. 
 
   The enclosure field was as impenetrable as the one back at Upsilon Sagittarii. Suddenly the field disappeared and the Ylee jumped forward in a frenzy of motion. They started scooping up soil in with their tentacles and dumping soil into sacks. They also pulled up long snakes – maybe just large earthworms and threw them back down. They would inevitably kill quite a few in their fervor. John knew the constituents of lamlee so he took some soil samples and ran them through his small mass spectrograph. He knew cadmium chloride and sodium tellurite were important. Earth scientists in the UK had discovered that earthworms produced quantum dot semiconductors. It was not a stretch that these had been genetically programmed and the soil seeded with other minerals to produce lamlee. The soil samples will tell me what materials were needed.
 
   The quick analysis indeed showed cadmium chloride and sodium tellurite as well as many other materials. The list of materials started scrolling across the screen: silicon was the most prevalent, then silicon-germanium, boron-nitride, gallium-arsenide, uranium-dioxide, lanthanum calcium manganite, and some form of silver, tellurium, and bromine -- Ag10Te4Br3.  Lord – what a combination. I got the proportions and sent the data to the Antares.
 
   Dr. Schroeder and Lee Post were examining the technology within the enclosure. It had taken a while to find the mechanism that projected the field. It was about two meters high and its power supply looked similar to the ones developed on Earth. The whole enclosure seemed divided into sections where materials were moved in stages from one stage to another. It looked like the Ylee were removing materials before they could be transitioned to the last stages. It was unclear how the material was moved from one stage to the next.
 
   They were examining the large device when the enclosure field cut on. Absolute darkness! …They were trapped inside – for four years! They would not be able to get out. The Ylee had said the field regularly cut off for a full revolution of the planet. This had been just a fraction of that.  Since this was probably a time acceleration enclosure – they could be here MUCH longer than the four years that passed on the outside.
 
   Dr. Schroeder turned on a hand light and talked to them. “I will go talk with the Ylee. Lee. See if you get to the data in this thing. John. I want those proportions and see if you can find out what the next stages are for.”
 
   I asked him what was the use and he told me we weren’t done yet and walked off in the direction where we had last seen the Ylee.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tod saw the Ylee all sitting down and huddled together. He walked close and spoke in Trade. “Who knows the most about this place? Who knows about the different stages of the lamlee? I also want to talk with any of you that understand your dimensional pulse weapon.”
 
   “I understand the weapon human,” said an Ylee with one half tentacle. “It does not matter now. We are all dead…if not now…soon. We have no food. We cannot eat the muck these lamlee are grown in.”
 
   “Tell me what you know then. I would like to know before I die,” Tod said.
 
   “You shall die before me human,” said the Ylee who reached out with two good tentacles and wrapped them around Tod.
 
   Tod turned his suit visuals off and expanded his field. The tentacles kept trying to find purchase as Tod floated a few inches off the ground. “Should I kill you now or will you tell me what I want to know. We build enclosures similar to this on my planet but I need details to turn them off or pass through them.”
 
   “What?” the Ylee said and dropped off and slithered back a bit keeping eyes focused on Tod. Tod’s suit again just displayed his ordinary clothes with no apparent helmet. “You were wearing that when you were captured…you wanted us to capture you. You knew we were planning an attack against you. You knew about this location. Is what you said true? You think you can get us out of this place?”
 
   “We have food and water for about a week as time passes in here,” Tod said.
 
   “As time passes in here?” queried the Ylee.
 
   “I will trade you information for information. This information is free. We are warriors – even our scientists but we would rather learn and trade. We like a battle every now and again but not a battle with as intelligent species as you. Can we not learn from each other?”
 
   “Time passing?” asked the Ylee.
 
   “Very well. Enclosures have different time differential between the inside and outside. You cannot pass through unless you can synchronize another field.”
 
   “Stages of lamlee. We harvest the lamlee at this stage because they take permanent forms later when there is sufficient quantity.”
 
   “Interesting. Thank you. Please remember we are wonderful allies and terrible enemies. The power supply for this enclosure – we call them enclosures and have built many similar to this on my home planet but this is a different.”
 
   “You build enclosures?”
 
   “Some much larger and there is a time differential between the inside and outside. Our standard ratio is for every thirty time units that pass here – only one passes outside,” Tod said.
 
   The Ylee hated the human because of his damage – he would never be accepted in Ylee society if they were to escape this place. He hated humans but this answered so many questions that had plagued the Ylee for millennia. He could not help himself. “So a short time will pass outside and we will be long dead.”
 
   “No. With your help – we will escape this place. I suggest you have your workers continue gathering lamlee,” Tod suggested. “You have lights?”
 
   “It will not help me. I am disfigured because of your actions,” said the Ylee.
 
   “We have the medical knowledge to regrow limbs with no scarring or loss of function. It is painful as the nerves regenerate but you can medicate for that. One of those with me lost parts of his anatomy and he is now fully restored.”
 
   The damaged Ylee paused, changed color to a bluish green in this light. He then turned to the other Ylee and ordered them to turn on lights and continue gathering. “The lamlee turn into small devices that exchange the soil in adjacent sites – next to where the first lamlee are produced.”
 
   “Ah,” Tod said. “Do you people grow food on land?”
 
   “We have had some experiments in doing so but it is so different than growing food in the ocean. It is difficult.”
 
   “You eat other small creatures in the ocean. You harvest them too?”
 
   “Yes. We hunt different species for food. What do this have to do with our situation?”
 
   “What happens when you eat all of one species in one place? Do you move to another place and eat all the of the next species?”
 
   “Of course not. It would extinguish our food sources in no time. We raise some species in fenced areas,” said the Ylee. “We harvest only a portion.”
 
   “Do you have to clean out these caged areas or do you keep raising these creatures in their own waste?”
 
   “No…of course not. No creature can live in its own waste for long,” said the Ylee.
 
   “Ah,” Tod said and waited to see if squirmy got it yet.
 
   “Ah. The next stage is to let the worms have a fresh area to ingest the materials they need. The lamlee is their waste. Some of it turns into automated farmers. They then produce more lamlee. We have been doing our harvesting before some of the lamlee turn to the next stage and harvesting at the same spot. No wonder our volume has decreased,” he said with his skin flashing through different colors.
 
   “I suggest you ask your people to look for areas where the lamlee have already been converted to the next stage. What are other stages?”
 
   “The next stage is strange and we have never understood its function but there are more stages and the lamlee soon begin to diversify.”
 
   “Please go ahead,” Tod said.
 
   “The lamlee go through a transformation to quasi-biological forms that look and work like bacteria or spores. These begin to transform into different simple life forms dependent on the environment on the planet. They require some form of energy; heat or light, and water…especially water. They are undistinguishable from cellular life at this point.”
 
   “What happens to the enclosure?” Tod asked.
 
   “Oh. Those disintegrate into the soil. We have found traces of enclosures on many young planets. We find them occasionally but it is astronomically rare.”
 
   “This has always puzzled me. Why do you call them lamlee?” Tod asked.
 
   The Ylee started quivering in an odd way. “The first one to find them had a nickname – lamlee. It is slang in Ylee meaning bodily waste. We made a joke.”
 
   Tod started laughing. Lamlee means shit – well that is really what it happens to be, he thought. “Do you know much about the dimensional pulse weapon? How was it first discovered?” Tod asked.
 
   “A portion. The first Ylee to find an enclosure found it acting like this one, but staying enclosed for long periods less frequently. They determined it was malfunctioning. They found the power supply and generation mechanism but triggered a pulse that disabled the external field. It destroyed their ship in orbit. Luckily another ship arrived a short number of periods later. The scientist on the surface experimented for years until he could duplicate the effect and we used it against other races and later the Allung.”
 
   
 
  



The Breakout and Break In
 
    
 
   Tod went back to Lee Post and John Brattor. “Any luck? I know what these enclosures are for now,” he said.
 
   “You better tell me before I pull off a piece of Lee and beat you with it,” John said.
 
   “Never mind, Ensign Brattor. I will pull off an arm and beat him with it myself,” Lee said.
 
   Tod realized Lee was acting more and more human. “First I want to transfer my whole conversation with the Ylee to your Dexs,” he said and did so. “Now. These things are terraforming stations – I suspect to create life wherever they land. Maybe life seeds might be a better analogy. Oh – Lee – you are full of shit.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Lee said waiting for the quip that was sure to follow. 
 
   “Worm waste. Biologically engineered worms ingest a special diet and produce lamlee. When enough accumulate they transform into transporters or bots that give fresh materials. The lamlee then turn into bacteria that evolve into one celled life that evolve into whatever – life adapted to that planet.”
 
   “Why in an enclosure?” John asked.
 
   “To do it in a time frame faster than normal,” Lee said. “Much – much faster than your human enclosures. I think that is why they use the dimensional aspect here. They would not be governed by normal space time.”
 
   “Why is this one malfunctioning then?” Tod asked.
 
   “I suspect it is more sophisticated than that…I doubt it is a malfunction,” Lee said.
 
   “Then what is the reason these ever shut off?” John asked.
 
   “It may be to let in gases – more oxygen when too much is used internally or to spread spores and bacteria – could be to receive radiation to cause mutations. I imagine this is pretty sophisticated. I imagine it will be a long time before humans could bioengineer living worms or program the lamlee as they progress. I have no idea who produce these life seeds,” Lee said.
 
   “All this is moot if we can’t turn off this field. Can you do anything about that without killing us all and those outside?” Tod asked.
 
   “No. I could beat it but it is extremely sturdy. I did hit it – hit it hard. Nothing. No external switches. No fields that I can detect. No blemishes on the surface – smooth. I cannot get it open. I have nothing really to blast it with. I have tried my field on it – no effect. Frustrating is too tame a word,” Lee said.
 
   “Look. Lamlee only respond to telepathy. Remember Omega Sagittarii III. Use that skill you have. Use contact and think to shut it off. It may use telepathy,” Tod said.
 
   Lee Post placed both hands on the alien mechanism and visualized the enclosure shutting down. He tried thousands of visualizations.
 
   “Nothing,” he said. “You have that implant. Try it. Can’t hurt. I don’t want to live eons in here with a bunch of fossilized human and Ylee bones.”
 
   “Thank you for that image. Here goes,” Tod said and concentrated on activating and using his implant. Nothing. He decided to picture the center of the device as a warm ball of energy and cutting down the glow until the field dropped. 
 
   “What was that,” Desire said over his Dex. “The instruments showed the field down there just blinked. Did you see it there? It was over in a few nanoseconds.”
 
   “We saw it. Will brief you when we get back. Lots of news,” Tod said. Tod walked over to the Ylee. “I regret injuring you. We will do better working as partners. Do you think that is possible? Will you accept my apology? I am glad we did not have to die together.”
 
   “It is possible I was mistaken. Regrowth information would help. Also tell me how you turned off the field,” the Ylee said.
 
   “It turns off using telepathy from a biological being,” Tod said.
 
   “What is that?” asked the Ylee. “I do not know the word.”
 
   “It is mind control if you have contact. Lamlee respond to thought. Your people used to make surrogates for servants by touching large volumes of lamlee and thinking about what you need. You have to physically contact lamlee when you use them in electronics.”
 
   “You are reasonably sophisticated if you understand that much,” said the Ylee.
 
   “You know my name from the planet but I never learned your name. How will I get you the medical information?” Tod asked.
 
   “My full name is not easily pronounceable but my close associates call me by a short name – Sitsitsrr. It is Ylee slang for always angry. My friends know me well.”
 
   “Thank you for the information. We can share more information if we can sign a treaty as allies. Do you mind if we take a sample of a dead and a live worm and some soil?”
 
   “What will you trade for that?” asked Sitsitsrr.
 
   “Here is list of the chemicals in the soil that the worms ingest and expel as lamlee. It also lists the volume of each in the soil. It may help you if you change your harvest.”
 
   “Take your samples,” Sitsitsrr said.
 
   Tod turned to John Brattor. “Get to it Ensign. We need to get back to Commodore Williams. Our information may change some things.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Susan Kama Siriluk
 
   Our coated ships had returned from KW Sagittarii with extraordinary good news. Rett and Shiv had had no luck getting through the alien enclosure. We still had no clue where the Makers, the ones that built the enclosures, were located or even if they still existed.
 
   My husband sequestered himself with Tod, Desiree, Lee Post, and John to go over what happened.
 
   I got the synopsis right after the meeting.
 
   The Ylee had tried to get us but we faked them out. They tried to use a dimensional pulse weapon on our ships and because they were coated – it didn’t work on us. We went with them to the malfunctioning Enclosure to harvest lamlee – except it wasn’t malfunctioning. It was letting in air and releasing bacteria. Then we find out the Ylee found an Enclosure, millennia ago and that started the rise of their empire. The Ylee then accidentally made a surrogate Ylee and started using them as servants.
 
   Then Tod found out the Ylee ran out of new lamlee and had to start disassembling the surrogates they had made. The Ylee Empire declined and then recently they found the enclosure near KW Sagittarii. They had learned from Tod how the Enclosure worked. The Ylee were possible allies now – wow – Tod had actually made progress getting the Ylee to work with us. Tod had said these enclosures had been sent as life seeds to start life on barren worlds. The enclosures were designed to speed up the process and could only be turned on or off mentally through telepathy. Tod had turned off the enclosure he was in because he had an implant chip like mine after our experience of coercion at Omega Sagittarii III.
 
   We traveled down to the enclosure. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tod stood before the huge enclosure. Rett and Shiv had had no luck dropping it. In fact – they had had no luck getting any response from it at all. Tod walked to about where he had found the control unit inside. “Here’s what we did on the inside,” he said.
 
   Tod placed his hands against the side of the enclosure and they were not damaged. Desiree thought he would have lost them like they would on an enclosure on Earth. This enclosure was different. Tod pictured the glowing orb of energy inside and having it grow smaller until the field dropped. He stood back a moment as he absorbed the import of controlling enclosures. He had the progeny and Octi’s people go within the enclosure to record the processes and stages.
 
   The processes within the enclosure fascinated John Brattor. He enlisted the aid of Ling Tanaka who happened to be an exobiologist – among other skills. The watched as the lamlee produced small transport mechanisms to move the worms to fresh soil, watched them further progress to the bacteria and spore stages. The biological life produced was indistinguishable from live bacteria and they recorded it all. They gently recovered almost a ton of lamlee without killing the worms though they retrieved several samples to compare.
 
   Lee Post, Rett, and Desiree then progressed to examining the power plant for the enclosure. Tod joined them.
 
   “I got nothing when I tried to mentally interact with this before,” Lee Post said. “It may take a biological being.”
 
   “I want to find out where these beings are from that created these enclosures. They have a sophisticated program running here for millennia even with time acceleration. Desiree – I want you to try to do what I did.”
 
   “It is already off,” she said.
 
   “No…no…I want you to picture contacting the creatures that made this setup. Touch it and picture in your mind the data you need to understand the purpose of these enclosures. Where are the instigators?” he said.
 
   “Okay. I’ll try. Hands like this?” she asked as she put her hands on the side of the device. “Oh my…” she said with a sharp intake of breath. “Tod. You need to do the same thing…really darling…just do what you told me to do”
 
   Tod moved up and did the same thing. This was totally different from his other time at the Enclosure near KW Sagittarii. He felt a surge of information. “Lee. You and Rett try this too. I want to see if we are only able to contact this database because of our implants.”
 
   Lee Post didn’t hesitate an instant and did as he was requested. He jerked back after a few seconds. “I got some information – I did see it but it was vague. We will compare in a few minutes.”
 
   Rett moved up and tried it. He waited a few moments but seemed frustrated. “Nothing.”
 
   Tod rounded them up. “Let’s get back to the shuttle where we can compare notes. Some of this is slipping. It wasn’t clear. Maybe we can conflate our information.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The walk back to the shuttle was quiet. They seemed lost in their thoughts as indeed they were. They got inside and pulled up a table. Tod started. “Desiree. Go through what you got first.”
 
   “I’m still processing this information. I got a lot but it doesn’t mean much yet. I can see other locations that must be other enclosures near here. There are only a few. I also have a lot of biological knowledge that I can tap into but I’m not sure what it means. Lee?”
 
   “I got the biological portion too. I feel I understand it but don’t know how to apply it. When I think of the worm samples we collected I see – somewhat – how to do it. Desiree. Think of the worms,” Lee said.
 
   “Oh yes. I see the steps needed to take a species and increase its size and breed it to become larger. Oh…then I see the chemical makeup that needs to be available to make lamlee. Oh. I see where we should collect material. The overflow goes to one area and is meant to be collected there,” Desiree said.
 
   “Ah yes. I see that and I also see the rest of the process…and I see the details of the enclosure creation,” Tod said.
 
   “You think you could build a field like their enclosures?” Lee asked.
 
   “No, but I see a location where we can get more information,” Tod said. “Seems you have to access two enclosures before you get that information but it is a general kind of information like a commercial.”
 
   “A commercial?” Desiree said.
 
   “Yes – kind of…” Tod said. “I think we ought to go to another enclosure and try it. I see one other one nearby.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams was fascinated by the information. “So you think its that experimental implant from after Omega Sagittarii III.”
 
   Tod clarified, “Desiree and I had an implant designed that stimulated a portion of our brain to transmit. We had an implant to block coercion in addition to the field modifications.”
 
   “So you think these enclosures work with mental control?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Not really. I think we can turn them on or off or speed up or slow down production inside. I also know the location of another nearby,” Tod said.
 
   “I did not get the information on how to speed up or slow down production,” Lee Post said.
 
   “Me either,” said Desiree. “…But I did get the locations of nearby enclosures.”
 
   “I did not get the location information but have specific details on the processes within,” Lee Post said.
 
   “I think we ought to try to go to the nearby enclosure and drop off colonists too if its viable. They can try here but this planet is still pretty raw. “Let’s try this new location. Tod. You think you can pinpoint it from the mental images?”
 
   “Think so, Commodore.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll take the Antares and the planetoid. How many other ships do you think we should take Commander Lee? I want a strong contingent here if Ylee show up and claim the whole planet. I’m not sure medical information on how to regrow tentacles will give us enough leverage. I don’t want a war with the Ylee. We didn’t come out here for that,” Andrew said.
 
   “I think the planetoid and another battleship and two destroyers ought to be enough,” Commander Lee said.
 
   “Tod, can we make more of those implants here?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We don’t have the equipment here to make them but we might be able to make them with lamlee. Commander Lee. You should see if you could make a more powerful mental connection. You could not mentally turn off the first enclosure we were trapped in but you could get some information this last time,” Tod said. “Commander Rett. Are you willing to try a lamlee implant?”
 
   “Yes, Commander Schroeder,” said Rett.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The implants were inserted into the Andrew, Susan, John, Leilei, Steve, Joel, Ling, and Rett. Shiv even got one and they went back to try turning the enclosure on and off. They were able to cut it on and off and received as much information as Desiree. They prepared to go to the nearby enclosure from the mental images they received.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Desiree Bardeen
 
   We transitioned to the coordinates we had gotten from the mental images. It was uncanny how accurate the images were. We emerged near a green planet and we were on seventy-three light years from Mu Sagittarii. The sun was a yellow dwarf. The enclosure was huge and had been here for a long time. There was a huge surplus of lamlee – untouched for millennia. There was enough lamlee to coat the planetoid with tons left over. All of us with implants tapped into the database at the enclosure. Tod got even more information than we did. We got together to compare information again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams used an implant too. “Okay. The implants work for all of us. Amazing how pieces of extraneous knowledge can add so much knowledge. The beings that made these things are way ahead of us in most areas. The fact that these enclosures seem to have been here for thousands of years is also daunting. Three thousand years ago we were just getting into on Earth. What do you have new?”
 
   Rett spoke. “I actually understand most of the information about building the enclosure field. I understand the dimensional aspect now. I did not understand before. This dimensional aspect pulls this out of normal space and allows a time acceleration field – similar to what we use – it allows that field to be exponentially stronger or faster or stronger. The dimensional aspect allows thousands of years to pass inside while weeks pass outside. The information is imprinted surely. Their technology is beyond impressive.”
 
   Lee Post also spoke. “I got a bit more this time in the same areas that Rett mentioned. Shiv. You said it worked for you too.”
 
   Shiv moved forward a bit and looked side to side. “I got images of other enclosures also. My imprint listed locations that were better suited to my species – yes – I think that was its purpose. I wondered if any of my species had gotten into these before.”
 
   Leilei reported an experience similar to Desiree’s first experience, as did the rest of those getting a first crack at attaching an enclosure. Rett posited that you obtained more information the more enclosures you encountered.
 
   Tod suggested that this suggested communication between different enclosures – that was more astounding since some of the enclosure positions shown were over 100 light years apart. 
 
   Steve guessed it was the dimensional communication far advanced over our own quantum entanglement system, which worked up to 100 light years distance. 
 
   John said he got a better read of the chemicals added to the ground. He said he had a good start on it from the first Ylee enclosure he had studied but now realized how much was needed to start the process.
 
   “You got how much of each mineral was needed?” Andrew asked. “I didn’t get any of that.”
 
   “It may be that I already knew most of the materials from our earlier samples and when I questioned how much of each was needed and how it got here in the first place,” John said.
 
   “I suggest we study as much technical data we can on the power plant design so the next enclosure we encounter might answer more specific questions. We may get an imprint stamp from each one we get. It’s kind of like a repeat customer. The more you use it – the more it gives you,” Andrew said. “Also – come to think of it – it answers specific queries like a high-powered users manual. You want to know how one stage works – it gives you that information. Nothing to take with you – make your own tools with the lamlees. No lamlees available – here are the locations of nearby enclosures. I think that’s it. We found the owner’s manual.”
 
   “Pretty damn powerful manual – close to magic,” Susan said.
 
   “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” Tod said. “Clarke’s Law.”
 
   “What have we gotten back from our scouting of this planet? While we’ve been focusing on this enclosure, I’ve had all ships scouting the planet for a colony. This place is really green and some axial tilt. Good oxygen content, gravity and water. Animal life?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I will finish a report for you shortly but I have amassed a great deal of information on this planet from the satellite and aerial drones as well as sampling. It looks like an unspoiled garden. There are some fairly large animals – similar to mammals – but only similar,” Lee Post stated. “I think it is perfectly suited for colonization.”
 
   “Let’s get that last group of colonists and see if they’re willing to try here. This place is so green – wonder if they want to call it Green. Might as well,” Andrew said.
 
   
 
  



Market Research
 
   From the Journal of John Brattor
 
   We did go to another enclosure. Dr. Schroeder opened this one and we all had a go trying to get more details. I got a lot more specifics on quantities of materials needed to start lamlees and I got a data dump. I had wondered how each site was chosen and I got a plethora of information on how to choose types of geologic formations. When I queried how to sample for the proper conditions I received information of spectral types, orbits, axial tilt, precession, mass, atmospheric gas composition, magnetosphere, tectonics…a lot.
 
   Tod was quiet a long time after he assessed the data. He must have gotten a lot of info too. He was impressed with all information I got on selecting a site and ordered me to start recording everything on my Dex. I told him this owner’s manual was like a huge mental Dex. He loved the analogy. Dr. Cutcher – Steve – queried the enclosure’s communications methods to other enclosures. He got a data dump too. He said he learned more in three minutes than he learned in half his college courses.
 
   Ling queried the different types of animals the enclosures produced and she got a load of information about variations from the different initial location of the enclosure and the planet’s composition and variations.
 
   Shiv queried lord knows what but she only consulted with Commodore Williams afterward so I don’t know what she learned. We were all busily inputting into our Dexs so the information could be shared. Commodore Williams got us all together and gave us a shocker.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams, “I called everyone together because of the data we acquired. We started this expedition to find the Ylee. We found them and realized they sure weren’t what we were looking for… I suggest we send a shipment of lamlee and the latest news to Earth. I then want to travel to a location I got when querying where and who developed these enclosures. Commander Schroeder has assessed three different enclosures with the same question, but I’ll let him tell you, Tod.” 
 
   “We started this expedition because we wanted to find the beings that made lamlee. We’ve found out a lot about the Ylee and enclosures but not who made them. We have a location. It is about 20,000 light years from Earth. I intend to travel back to Earth this evening as we get colonists settled on Green. Lieutenant Colonel Darby is in charge of getting the colonists set up on Green – yep – the name stuck. I’ve sent assignments to your Dexs. We will know nothing about the location.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Admiral Kyger, the Antares just appeared in system. Commodore Williams says he needs to speak with you personally,” the aide said.
 
   “Thank you, Stewart. Send the Commodore in to me the moment he arrives,” said Admiral Brad Kyger.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commodore Williams was ushered into the Admiral’s office.
 
   Commodore Williams saluted his superior and when Admiral Kyger returned it – they shook hands and Brad bade Andrew to sit.
 
   “Spit it out, Andrew. Why are you here personally? Do I have a new enemy? Massive deaths?”
 
   Commodore Williams explained how they had gone to KW Sagittarii and what happened. He explained the knowledge gained from the Ylee and their conflict. Andrew explained the conflict barely avoided and the possible new allies – a hair width from a new enemy. Admiral Kyger told Commodore Williams he was happy that he had worked it out. He was intrigued about the new implants and wanted to know where they would have to go to find the Makers. 
 
   Admiral Kyger stated flatly, “Fran and I will want implants and we plan to go with you. When will you go? How many ships will you take?” 
 
   “Do you plan to go with us on the Antares? Command?” asked Commodore Williams.
 
   Admiral Kyger poured out two fingers of Jack Black over ice. He had a second glass out but Andrew declined. “I’ll take the Leonidas. It’s a new battleship with all the updates we could give it. It’s been field-tested and we got a lot of the bugs worked out. I’ll keep command of this battleship and you will be in charge of all your auxiliary forces. This battleship isn’t coated.”
 
   “Admiral, I can fix the ship coating and we need to do that immediately. We brought a load of lamlee,” Andrew said and sent an order to have the Leonidas coated immediately and surplus turned over to Admiral Kyger. “I’m concerned with unity of command with you along.”
 
   “Andrew…between us…I am going along and bringing a new ship may help. We don’t know what we’re going into. If we lose the Antares I can take over. I give you command of all your forces and I know you have more recent experience. Can’t change all that but I’m going along – I will bite my lip and hold back.”
 
   “May I speak freely?” Andrew said.
 
   “I won’t demote myself. Suck it up. I won’t rain on your parade. I was there with you from the first and I’m going along. Go ahead.”
 
   “Admiral, you don’t know what he hit with those enclosure databases. They are so far ahead of us – it is scary. Doubt one ship will mean a difference but I want you with us – I am worried about having someone new to the troops telling them what to do.”
 
   “Noted. Get me an implant and one for Fran. Get me some troops with experience to command. Whoever you can. I appreciate your orders to get the Leonidas coated already.”
 
   “Very good, Admiral. I have progeny and Toi that will be excellent,” Andrew said. “I will send you some of my best – no dregs.”
 
   “Not worried, Commodore. See you soon. Who will get us the implants?”
 
   “I’ll send Commander Lee Post over. He has changed. Query him on whom to send over for the Leonidas. He’s my second in command and does a damn fine job,” Andrew said.
 
   “Maybe I’ll just take him,” Brad said.
 
   “Not funny,” Andrew said. “Anything else?”
 
   “No. You’re doing an excellent job out there.”
 
   Andrew saluted and left after he was dismissed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Leonidas and Antares returned to the waiting 58 ships. They had the same number they started with though some had new crews with the ships they had lost and the Allung ships they had captured. It would have been funny – if it hadn’t been for all the good men and women, of whatever species, they had lost. The expedition had humans, progeny, Octi, Toi, Vicvic, Lemsa, Hllumff, and a couple of Tros. 
 
   Commodore Andrew Williams looked at his collection of different ships and thought of his ships and designs. He had given them all the coordinates ferreted out of the enclosure databases. All the enclosures had indicated one location and it was about 20,000 light years from Earth in Cassiopeia. It was supposed to be a G class yellow dwarf similar to Earth’s Sol. The Leonidas was brought into the formation after a fleet quantum entanglement communications system was installed. They still hadn’t figured out how to build a system like the enclosures used even though they had instructions.
 
   All ships had been briefed and signaled their readiness to proceed. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   
 
  

From the Journal of Senior Chief Traci Warrington
 
   I had been along with Commodore Williams from the beginning but 20,000 light years is a big step. We had run into fights every foot of the way and won out – it had cost us a lot of good people. Hell. I count the Toi and Progeny – hell --- all of ‘em as good people. We had lost a lot of people and ships. We were all geared up to jump and then Admiral Kyger comes in and wants to tag along. What happens to unity of command? The Commodore says he’s in charge unless he’s incapacitated. Good enough for me. We are all told to get to battle stations and then we jump. This was a long one but we decided to do five jumps of 3,000 light years at a time and regroup each time. We jumped.
 
   Came out right on target the first time I’m told. Couple of ships strayed a bit. I’m sure their navigators got their ass kicked. We tightened up formations and jumped again. Did as good this time and those two stragglers were on the money too. Third jump was a bit weird because we came out next to this red giant and had to get away pretty fast. Fourth jump had us all over the map. Took us half a day to get everybody together and we lost a frigate. Don’t know what happened to her. A miss of an inch out here is as good as a mile. Rest in Peace is all I can say. Didn’t know ‘em. Good for me. I’ve lost too many friends. We search jumped for a bit but came up empty. Fifth jump –
 
   God. Understand we got an emergency broadcast from a group of refugee ships and freighters. They were under attack from sixty ships almost as big as our planetoid. Heard the captain saw sixty military ships attacking civilian freighters. Commodore sent us right in there to fight against those big muthers. 
 
   We hit them hard and when we teamed up on them they would explode. Sent a bunch of slicers out and they did pretty well. Those things just kept fighting though with holes punched through them. Our ships were getting slammed though. Our frigates don’t have as much punch but they are maneuverable as hell. They appeared to have been hit by some automated weapon. I got a buddy to get me a tie-in to the battle bridge screen. I was ready to board anything that was left.
 
   We had lost a good twenty ships and they had lost ten of theirs but we were going to still fight to save those civilians. Then our Ylee ship crewed by those Octi moves up and I know what is coming and it fires its dimensional pulse weapon and those ships disappear. We look around. All the civilian ships are gone too – even though we had massed our ships to protect them. There is one small, civilian ship left.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Commodore, we are being hailed in Trade. I have visual,” said the comm officer.
 
   “Put it on,” Andrew said to the comm officer.
 
   It looked like a sea cucumber with arms. What the fuck – it spoke in Trade.
 
   “Hello. I am called…Easy,” said the creature. “I apologize but I tapped your databases when you first accessed one of my enclosures,” the creature said. “Your ships are safe. None were damaged. I just enclosed them in fields and placed them out of way for a…moment.”
 
   “I want them back!” Commodore Williams was furious but trying to throttle down after a battle fury. “Now.”
 
   “Certainly,” the creature said and turned and did something. 
 
   All our ships reappeared and started calling in. It seemed they had spent hours in an enclosure and suddenly they were here.
 
   Commodore Williams was still angry. “What was that all about…Easy?”
 
   “It seemed an appropriate easy name to pronounce. You wouldn’t be good at pronouncing my real name so I’ll go by Easy. No ‘R’ or ‘H’ sounds to make…two syllables. Easy. Would you rather call me Ant? It is one syllable.”
 
   “Easy is fine. What was all that about? Big ships and all,” Andrew said while carefully avoiding acknowledging Admiral Kyger’s ardent call.
 
   “Aren’t you going to answer your superior? He’s going to be pissed…is that right expression…you’re not British?” asked Easy.
 
   Andrew was confounded. How could this being know so much about us? He reluctantly answered the Admiral’s call.
 
   “Yes, Admiral,” Andrew said. “I’m in critical first contact right now Admiral.”
 
   “Put me on too. I want to listen in. That’s all,” Admiral Kyger said.
 
   “Very well,” Andrew said and turned his attention fully back to the alien.
 
   “Interesting. You were saying?” said the alien.
 
   “What was all that about?” Andrew demanded.
 
   “Relax. This was just a market test,” the alien said.
 
   “What? We thought those ships were attacking a weaker opponent who couldn’t fight back.”
 
   “Exactly,” said the alien. “Best way to see how a customer stacks up…that is such a nice turn of a phrase…like that one too.”
 
   “What?” Andrew said inarticulately.
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather have a face-to-…stalk talk?”
 
   “Would you be willing to come aboard?” Andrew asked in response.
 
   “Leaving now,” said the alien.
 
   “Commodore,” said the tactical officer. “I have a small contact moving to our starboard A4 airlock.”
 
   “I don’t think we need to shoot it. This guy could have turned us all to toast if he wanted too. Send me a team to greet him and escort him to the large conference room. Admiral. I’m sure you want to be here. Ensign. Meet the Admiral and direct him there,” Andrew ordered and looked up sea cucumbers on his Dex. “All command staff to the large conference room.”
 
   He sat down, ordered some fresh crustaceans, wine and water with glasses with a stack of bread plates.
 
   Shiv, Rett, Lee, Steve, LeiLei, Tod, Desiree, Xilatoi, and Octi were there as Admiral Kyger came in. 
 
   “Keep your fields on,” Andrew said.
 
   Senior Chief Warrington came to the door. “Excuse me sirs. Your visitor is here.” He stepped aside and in stepped the sea cucumber. He looked like a damn sea cucumber – with four arms.
 
   “Welcome, Easy – would you like to…move here?” Andrew said.
 
   “I do not sit but I can comfortably change my height,” the alien said and suddenly looked shorter – like it had been squished. Its eyes twisted on their tiny stalks and looked around the room. “Welcome.”
 
   “You said the mock battle was a test. How do you speak Trade? How do you know about us?” Andrew asked.
 
   “My race is not built for battle. We could now but it is not in our nature. I was on duty when I was alerted about your use of enclosures you call them,” the alien said.
 
   “Duty? Alerted? Use of enclosures?” asked Andrew.
 
   “I can see you would be confused. You have done very well. Yes. We are the ones who make the enclosures. We believe in the long view and were very good at biology as you can imagine. We are incredibly long lived and had quite a few natural enemies and by a fluke we developed a natural ability to avoid them and later dominate them.” 
 
   Six stewards came to the door with fresh shrimp and mussels, crackers, wine, water and many-many small platters.
 
   Commodore Williams motioned them in they set the accouterments around the table. He motioned them to help themselves. It was going to be a long meeting.
 
   Andrew leaned forward and poured wine into a platter. He put some shrimp on a platter and did the same with the mussels, crackers, and water. He then indicated to Admiral Kyger to put them on the ground next to Easy.
 
   Easy swung all his eyes toward Andrew. “You are very good,” Easy said and scooped the platters under his form with foot fingers. They could all hear the shells being ripped off. “Those are very good. I knew this area of the galaxy would be a good area to set up. You’ll have to give me the names of everything. After all – we are traders too.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Admiral Kyger interrupted. “Traders.”
 
   “Yes. Traders. My race got this galaxy as our territory. Other races got other galaxies. This one has been very good for us,” Easy said.
 
   “Please explain,” Andrew said. He was sure everyone had a million questions.
 
   “You are exquisite. You caught on so fast. We spread out enclosures around an area. They are cheap to send out on automated ships and those ships search for undeveloped worlds and start making lamlee – you call them. The lamlee are the bait. The enclosures are the snare. You see – we trade knowledge and found out a LONG time ago that just looking around is difficult. My race isn’t good at it but we found one of these enclosures and developed from there.”
 
   “Wait, Easy. You said you made the enclosures we found yet you say your race found an enclosure and developed from there,” said Admiral Kyger.
 
   “Yes, exactly. We found one and learned how to make them from the other traders,” Easy said.
 
   “You can almost make enclosures now yourselves. Truth?” Easy said.
 
   Tod spoke up. “Yes – we are close and would like to trade for the knowledge.”
 
   “Finally. Somebody gets it. This is always the hard part when we first get started,” Easy said. “I would like to say that you are all protected from mental coercion which makes my job harder but the payoff greater as you know more.”
 
   Tod leaned forward, “If I may. I think I get it. Your race found its first enclosure and you traded for knowledge from others. You learned to make enclosures and distributed them around our galaxy. The enclosures attract intelligence. You have to be highly intelligent to even use lamlee and that speeds a races development. When a race is able to turn them on and off it alerts the beings that made it. When we tapped into database in the enclosures – the enclosure tapped our minds.”
 
   
 
  



The Maker Makers
 
    
 
   Everyone at the table started talking and it took Andrew slamming his hand down on the table to get them quiet. “Thank you Tod. I have million more questions to ask.”
 
   “Let me explain a bit more. When a race turns off enclosures – we are on alert. We leave bits of information available so the beings can find us if they are so inclined. This eliminates contact with those races that just want to blindly use lamlee. The lamlee will run out for them and we will not meet. Truly inquisitive races will try to find us. They can be violently aggressive, cowards, intolerant – I can see from this room that you are none of those,” he said.
 
   Shiv broke in surprising everyone in the group – she never spoke up. “My race would have just watched. We would never have interrupted another’s kill. We might have put on a threat display.”
 
   Rett spoke up now. “The Tros would just watch.”
 
   Easy looked around and asked Octi, “What would you have done?”
 
   “We would have used the dimensional pulse weapon immediately without thought for the civilians. My race is lamlee,” Octi said.
 
   “Really. I sensed there was something different about you. I have never seen this before. This is amazing. How do…I forget myself,” Easy said and then looked at Lee Post. “You too?”
 
   Lee Post proudly said, “Yes.”
 
   “You treat them as equals…this is amazing. I am so lucky to be in this galaxy. I will have so much for you and will trade for as much as you can give me. Let me explain further.” Easy looked around the room. “We trade knowledge for knowledge. The enclosures make it so we only get to contact the best of the best. Weak races never seek us out. The fake attack eliminates those that are a threat.”
 
   Admiral Kyger spoke up. “What would you do if a race is hostile and attacks you?”
 
   “I would destroy them all. We can’t let hostile beings ruin trade opportunities in an area. Hostilities in an area ruin trade,” Easy said. “When we contact races like you – it is ideal. I already know you have more knowledge for me.”
 
   “But you could destroy us on a whim,” Susan said.
 
   “Yes, but you know how to make intelligent peers out of lamlee – marvelous…and you have delicious food and drink. I think you are marvelous,” Easy said.
 
   “But you trade how to make weapons,” she said.
 
   “Of course. The intelligent races must be able to put down creatures that attack them. My race is wonderful allies but terrible enemies to have,” Easy said.
 
   Andrew snorted on a swallow of wine. He couldn’t have said it better himself.
 
   “What about the rest of the stages inside the enclosures?” Desiree asked.
 
   “Good question. I said we traders – like your race obviously – look at life in the long view. We could just make lamlee – what an odd name? Does it have a special meaning?” Easy asked.
 
   “It means excrement in another language,” Tod said and chuckled.
 
   Easy shook with its eye stalks waving back and forth. “That is marvelous and especially appropriate for how we create it,” Easy said.
 
   “You were explaining about the other stages…” Desiree said.
 
   “Sorry. Your race distracts me. We would not be good caretakers by putting enclosures if they did not attract an intelligent race. We put them on barren worlds and then shorten the normal creation life cycle and generate new life for that planet,” Easy said.
 
   “You create life,” Desiree said.
 
   “The age-old question. We know how life starts but who started us? Did we get started in an old enclosure? The other stages generate whatever evolves best for that world. We put enclosures in chlorine and methane atmospheres. We put enclosures on water worlds and on rocky worlds. We get the best returns so far from planets that develop oxygen-nitrogen atmospheres. I did not answer your question,” he said.
 
   “The enclosures generate life so we will have future clients. The long view…we do have knowledge to GREATLY extend life. With that knowledge must come knowledge to harness energy and food – you already know you must travel and multiply. Our trade is in knowledge to make life more comfortable. We also seek friends to trade food and art. I got glimpses of that from what the enclosure recorded when you traded for the knowledge of energy or power or biology.”
 
   “Your database does the trade and probes our minds?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. Your race can adequately tap into our system. How do you do that? I sense a mechanistic approach,” Easy asked.
 
   “We developed an implant after we met a race that mentally coerced us to give them knowledge,” Desiree said thinking about the race on Omega Sagittarii III. We then learned we could just use lamlee.”
 
   “Really. That is wonderful. Usually we have to wait until a race develops mentally – this might be something we want to add to the programming in all our enclosures.”
 
   “We thought we were going to find the beings that made the lamlee,” Andrew said. “We find you.”
 
   “You will find the knowledge trade worth your while. We find that some areas go unlooked from one culture to another – it is exciting. We travel all over the galaxies, eat marvelous food and see sights that chortle your waffle,” Easy said. “You will not be disappointed. Lamlee means excrement. It is hilarious. Speaking of excrement, do you have a convenience – a toilet,” Easy asked Andrew. 
 
   “Certainly, though on a ship we call it a head,” Andrew said.
 
   “That is hilarious. You do have a sense of humor,” Easy said. 
 
   Andrew had Chief Warrington escort their guest to the head.
 
   The room started clamoring. Was he a threat? What knowledge could we ask for? What to give for each? Each question raised a hundred more? What species had built the enclosure Easy’s race discovered? It came down to how the trade was conducted. Would they do it here or on the alien’s ship? How could the knowledge be used? Was there harm to either during knowledge transfer?
 
   Andrew turned to Brad. “Admiral, want me to run this fubar for you?”
 
   “Doing fine. Keep it up.”
 
    
 
                                                                         ***
 
    
 
   Everyone had freshened up and was more relaxed.
 
   Andrew ordered food for everyone – even Shiv but she would have to use the blinders so they would not have see her eat her food live.
 
   Easy squished down until he was level with the seated crew.
 
   “How does the trade work?” Andrew asked.
 
   “We can do it here. I sit with beings that exchange information mentally. You have shown you could do that or you wouldn’t be here,” Easy said. “You think of questions to ask me verbally and then we touch. Keep your query in your mind and you will find the information you need -- whatever I have on that subject and anything attached to that topic. What do get from us? I ask questions and get information from you.”
 
   “Why send out enclosures?” Andrew asked.
 
   “They make barren planets come alive. Intelligence seeks intelligence. The new music, art, food, technology makes life even more interesting. You come to enjoy the new. You do not need much when questing.”
 
   “Questing?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Seeking knowledge. You need some piece of equipment…use some lamlee…do not throw it away. Change it into something else. Your people made a device to share mental thoughts. Then you made it out of lamlee. I would like to learn how you did that with lamlee.” 
 
   “Let us trade,” Andrew said.
 
   “Touch this,” Easy indicated a small box around its neck. “Just think a question.”
 
   Andrew sat entranced for almost a minute.
 
   Andrew drew back from Easy. “God. I asked you other things you do with lamlee…I had no idea.”
 
   “I am afraid I did an unfair trade. I asked how to change lamlee into a device to exchange mental thoughts – I never thought you could do that with lamlee and then saw your memories where you create Lee Post. That memory led me to how the Octi had been created. That was the most amazing thing I have ever experienced,” Easy shook.
 
   “I learned how to make weapons, tools for things I have never heard of – I am still going through it all. I thought I had an imagination. So many things – anything…How can one being know so much?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I absorb the knowledge from many beings over millennia.”
 
   “How can you live so long?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Another question,” Easy said.
 
   “Get Lieutenant Tanaka up here on the double,” Andrew said. “She is our psychologist – physician. She would have intimate knowledge on longevity and could ask the right questions.”
 
   “You still have specialists?” Easy asked.
 
   “Yes. My planet is where we just now doubled our natural life expectancy. We spend our entire life learning one or two topics with a few others along the way. Learning in later life comes with learning cylinders by other – greater specialists,” Andrew said.
 
   “This crew in here is generally made from specialists from different areas of knowledge. We make learning cylinders and then distribute copies,” Andrew said.
 
   “How long has your race been able to travel to other stars?” Easy asked.
 
   Andrew looked around questioningly. “I guess about fifteen years.”
 
   “You mean fifteen generations do you not?” Easy said quivering.
 
   “No about fifteen years,” Andrew said. “Our orbital year is almost the same as the year in the Trade language. Almost identical in length.”
 
   “How long is your average lifespan now?” Easy asked.
 
   “About two hundred standard years now after our new medical knowledge,” Andrew stated.
 
   “Well. I think I can increase that by five,” Easy said.
 
   “Five years is not much,” Desiree said…always the practical one.
 
   Easy swung his eyestalks toward her. “No…if I cannot increase your lifespan five times longer I will eat my own arm.”
 
   “One thousand years…oh no…what will that do to society?” Desiree said.
 
   “I want most of that,” Tod said with a grin. “I can see it now. No…you don’t look a day over 500…I swear.”
 
   Desiree couldn’t help herself and started laughing.
 
   Rett spoke up at this point. “Do you know anything about conception? What can you do if a partner is sterile?”
 
   Everyone was shocked but Easy just said. “I know treatments with special equipment that can repair almost anything. The equipment can be microscopic. It can be administered easily.”
 
   “Do you have that equipment?” Rett asked.
 
   “If you have the knowledge you can make it yourself – lamlee. With lamlee it is easy. I picked a good name did I not,” Easy said.
 
   Rett looked bouncy. 
 
   Andrew said. “Oh that is what that is for…I had no idea. Rett. I know how to do it.”
 
   Steve came up to Easy. “I will trade you how to make our entertainment systems without lamlee. You can make the equipment to make the equipment with lamlee. Here is one,” he said and gave Easy one of the mass produced video players that showed the view of a snowboarder gliding down the side of a mountain.
 
   Easy went to his full height – about a meter and a half and started swaying from side to side with the snowboarder. The view changed to falling from a great height and then stopped by an inertialess belt. Easy passed gas. It smelled like rotten seaweed. He was floored. “What do you want for this player? You can make the device with lamlee but we do not make the video.”
 
   “I want to know how that dimensional device works and how to communicate between distances over 100 light years,” Steve said.
 
   “I will show you how to communicate between galaxies. You should not let distance bother you. You will need to keep contact longer I suspect. I suggest you sit.”
 
   Steve touched the same place Andrew did earlier.
 
   Easy started swaying back and forth and Steve leaned forward until his forehead was almost touching. They kept it up for almost nine minutes. Tod was timing.
 
   They pulled apart and Easy almost fell over. Steve said he felt sick. He went over and retched into the trashcan.
 
   “Holy crap. Holy crap. We can talk – send video – anything to anywhere. Holy crap. I’m still a little nauseous. So much information… It was a little quick. It is hard for me to process. There is so much. Admiral, you will never miss talking to any of your ships – ever,” Steve said.
 
   Easy was still swaying and the Admiral had to keep him from falling over. Easy looked drunk. “This is what you mean by a specialist. Holy crap…is that the expression. Holy crap. Who would ever think of doing that with diamond? I am sorry but I cannot absorb any more. Would you mind if I asked other of my race here. One individual cannot learn so much. I had no idea you could do some of the things with nano-circuits. We probably could do some of this with lamlee but you do the job without lamlee. I have sometimes run out of lamlee or I would have to change something useful out of lamlee to make something else work…this is wonderful.”
 
   “How long will it take the others to get here?” Admiral Kyger asked.
 
   “A few hours at most,” Easy said.
 
   Admiral Kyger looked at Commodore and circled his arm around his head. Andrew nodded.
 
   Easy was less wobbly now. “What did the arm movement over your head mean?”
 
   “It means to circle the wagons,” Admiral Kyger said but explained further when he saw no comprehension. “It means prepare a defensive formation.”
 
   “You are preparing to fight my colleagues?” Easy said.
 
   “No. We are preparing for those that might fail your test,” Kyger said.
 
   Chief Warrington escorted Easy back to the airlock and watched him cycle the lock and squirt back to his ship. The Chief wondered how the alien’s suit worked – if there was a suit. He had never seen anything like it. He’d ask Doctor Fredrickson – Joel. He’d know or find out.
 
   
 
  



The Big Trade
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long before other little ships came in – and it looked like a small fishing fleet of eight little ships.
 
   
 
  


From the Journal of Lieutenant Ling Tanaka
 
   It was like being in a room of sea cucumbers playing video games or flying a simulator. They went absolutely nuts over the things – they loved ‘em. Like a bunch of adolescents…Easy happened to be the adolescent of the group at only 2,000 years old – no shit – 2,000 years. The oldest was a little slower was 5 – no shit – thousand. I know biology pretty well. I went and got Doctor Sheldon. She was a neurosurgeon having studied at Johns Hopkins and Vanderbilt. She knew doctoring. We implanted a lamlee mental transfer module. She then touched old cucumber dude – there was as long a pause as with Easy but she got the best end of this deal.
 
   She talked with me afterward and went to get a ration of lamlee to make some new equipment. She said she thought she knew her topic but felt like she had been at the kindergarten stage instead. There were going to be a lot of holy crap statement going on today. 
 
   Old cucumber then motioned to me. Evidently our doc hadn’t phased him-her-it. My turn. I was a little scared. Cucumber smelled like wet lettuce. He felt solid though – bet he was tough. I concentrated on viruses and bacteria. Holy crap. I learned the process as if I was bacterium and how it worked the break a cell wall, and saw how a cell turned cancerous from radiation or chemicals. One thing led to another – it was organic chemistry – genetics – cellular engineering. It filled me up. I felt like I had eaten a full meal. Old cucumber was swaying like Easy had done. I was a bit nauseous. The contact lasted twenty-seven minutes. People would start whispering when I walk by – a bit dazed but god – the ideas I had now. Cure cancer – sure – different ways. I don’t mean poison it. I mean to target the bad stuff automatically as easy as cleaning wax out of someone’s ear. Holy crap. I went down to supply and checked out a kilo of lamlee and then went to medical. Old dude down there had a liver cancer we were going to get rid of today while cutting several decades off his looks. Holy crap.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Admiral Kyger was having a talk with Andrew, Fran, and Susan. “What will happen with this stuff when it hits mainstream? This is explosive. We need to keep a lot of this out of circulation. I hate it but we need to classify a lot of this stuff. Just the medical could destroy a society.”
 
   “A society like it used to be. We can make scaled down copies on cylinder. Fighting cancer to specialists…regenerating limbs and organs maybe,” Fran said.
 
   “We will have to screen our people better. Ling said she learned enough about mental processes that she could cure half of the mental issues. We are used to working with the best here in the ERF. We work in our little island of sanity – away from the world. We can’t keep everyone from going back to Earth. Most will talk.”
 
   “We can start programs to clean up Earth – Nine billion people and how many of us. No hope there Andrew said.
 
   “Best we can do is classify everything and set up hit teams if anything gets out of hand,” Susan said. 
 
   “Be serious Susan,” Brad said.
 
   “I’m totally serious,” Susan said. “What are few lives compared to millions that might die?”
 
   “One other solution. Get some dynamite general education cylinders that we get made mandatory. Start in kindergarten. Some won’t want it. We could make them so cheap and plentiful that everyone could get a balanced education that is best this galaxy could put together. Not make them mandatory at all. Put ‘em on the black market in China. Everybody who uses it knows how to treat injuries, knows sanitation, how to fix everything. It would still blow up but the ones that know would have it head over heels better chance of surviving than the no nothings,” Susan said. “We have colonies now. We could give them survival training cylinders for anyone leaving Earth.”
 
   “Okay. Classify everything and start a program for the best of everything. Get our best to start making cylinders. The object is to make a set of secret training cylinders. We’ll have different levels. Restrict a lot of the dangerous stuff but it will still be crazy there. I expect to lose half the population. We’ll have a lot leave the planet. You know we’ll have crazy bad trouble here too,” Admiral Kyger said.
 
   “Let’s bring Tod and Desiree in as well as Steve, john, Ling, Xilatoi, Lee, Rett, Leilei, and Shiv. We need all of them to get this started. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ling approached old cucumber a couple of days later. He was still enjoying his handheld videogame. 
 
   “Are these things addictive sometimes?” he asked.
 
   “Yes and that makes me want to ask you if you have any information to keep an underdeveloped society from destroying itself with too much knowledge,” She asked.
 
   “The age-old question. My race had few in it so we survived. The Ylee survived because they did not have the mettle to take the next step but they will die and fade away. You ask the question that makes a society live or die. I will use an expression I got from John. Sink or swim time. Shit or get off of the pot. I understand the first but the second confuses me – I hope it makes sense to you,” he said.
 
   “Is there hope?” Ling asked.
 
   “Yes. I imagine you are already planning something. Secrecy does not work for long. Mandatory training does not work. I learned much of your psychology from you. You are getting there in many areas. Ask me your questions and I will trade what I know. We are enriched beyond measure by our knowledge joining.”
 
   Ling was crying as she touched the old cucumber. Funny she thought as she did so how familiar he felt to her. She touched him and she was crying when she finished. He reached out and stroked the side of her face. He was gentle. She leaned forward and gave him a big hug. She didn’t know if was appropriate but hell…it was necessary. He seemed to take it well. Her tears were drying as she walked back to her room to make a cylinder of her new knowledge.
 
    
 
                 ***
 
    
 
   Ling took her cylinder to Tod. She told him that all the parties in the plot, as she called it needed to take this cylinder. He took her at his word and made a copy and had all the conspirators take the cylinder. It took about one hour to run.
 
   The users came to look for her a bit after that but she was in large conference room with bunch of drunken aliens. Large cucumbers were sloshing their saucers of beer, as was Rett – master of the keg and jalapenos. His female partner was happy and dancing – well tromping but she wasn’t drinking because she was pregnant. 
 
   LeiLei was with Joel and was glowing. She had been trading information with Easy a bit earlier in the week and she wasn’t drinking either. Ling, being of suspicious mind, asked her. Ling squealed and gave her a big hug and kiss. LeiLei leaned over and licked Joel’s ear. She whispered into it and he looked white as a ghost and then gave her a non-matronly kiss. She had learned how to merge her genes with his – they were going to have a little Human-Lemsa.
 
   Tod and Desiree were snuggling. Desiree had announced – to Ling – after she had finished her longevity treatments that she was pregnant. Susan came up and told her she had cried for fifteen minutes after taking the cylinder. She kissed her and confided that she was going to get pregnant – in a few minutes she announced and drug Andrew out of the room. The Toi were dancing. 
 
   Admiral Kyger motioned Ling over to him. “That damn cylinder you made – it hit me pretty hard. Social dynamics and psychology from races long dead in some cases… What worked and what didn’t. Then you add your analysis of the religious factions and the different governments. It was solid. I didn’t expect a 90% chance of a 50% population loss. So five billion will probably die if we go through with our plan as is – give or take a billion. The odds of eradication of all life on Earth near 100% if we try to hide the information… Holy crap. I drank a bit and then realized I wanted to make love to my wife. We both cried as we made love. I’ve never done that before. Thank you though. Made me want to celebrate life. 
 
   Shiv came over to Ling. “The cylinder you sent was very informative. Your analysis looked correct and it looks like we are doing it the best way possible. It made me feel odd afterward and I went and found that crazy Vicvic pilot.”
 
   “Isn’t he male?” Ling asked.
 
   “Very male but he has exceptional genetics. I also consulted one of the traders. I used the information he gave me and I am pregnant.”
 
   “I thought you could impregnate yourself?” Ling said.
 
   “Oh. I can do that but I am going to have all females,” Shiv said. 
 
   “Where will you have them?” Ling asked with worry on her mind since those females will be ferociously hungry and will have Shiv’s inherited knowledge.
 
   “Commodore Williams is going to transfer command of a frigate to me and transfer its already diminished crew to other ships. We will stock it with animal life from Green on our way back to Earth.”
 
   “That should work out fine,” Ling said thinking how it would be with one hundred small Vicvic running around a ship – all female.
 
   Ling saw Captain Shuler edge into the room. He came over when he saw her. “You three sheets to the wind already,” he said as he got himself a beer. “What are you drinking?”
 
   “I decided I’d just drink ginger ale right now. Isn’t this party a little loud? Those Toi and Cucumber can really party. Why don’t we go somewhere so I can hoist your flag.”
 
   She didn’t have to ask him twice.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Master Chief Mayerchak and Senior Chief Warrington were on some kind of secret mission. They were taking a ton of learning cylinders to Earth on a screwy secret mission. They were to go to half the capitals of Earth and pretend to get drunk. They had given them pocket change in the way of per diem. They said these were some hot shot learning cylinders and they could keep any money they got from selling them. They had five other guys with them and they could share the spoils with them or not. What was screwy was the cylinders were all different and designed for different locations. Yellow ones to Beijing, red for Russia, oak leaf for Canada. They had one hundred separate packages each for different cities. They only had a few weeks to do it and then hightail it back to the fleet. They each had five guys to guard them and a shuttle each. They were going to get drunk some but… one hundred times – not. Master Chief Mayerchak had one additional stop on the way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The front desk clerk looked at the message. He had been at the Eugene Hotel on Bellatrix now for a month and strange stuff always happened here. “You need to give this to Eugene Philips personally or we will come back here and shove your head through your ass. Got that. Feel free to read the message. You’ll probably have to know too.” Richard looked at the message when the mean looking soldier left. Wow. He was scary looking.
 
    
 
   Richard unfolded the note.
 
    
 
   Hi Eugene. Got some real doozies headed your way. Imagine 9 – two-meter high sea cucumbers who like to party. They need a couple inches of water in the rooms – prefer slightly saline with rounded small stones. They love live shrimp – hard to keep right now – we ran out. Different varieties shellfish: mussels, clams, oyster if you can. They drink beer out of saucers on a little island somewhere – they’ve acquired a taste for oyster crackers. Sea vegetable edibles and small fish might be fun for them. They love video games. Hllumff style toilet…Earth gravity and lighting okay…Need separate rooms each with view if can do. Sleeping in glass-like aquarium might be best. Spare nothing for them – these guys mean a lot. Will pay you 1,000 times over any of your costs. Got twenty more properties for you out here and can stretch your extra 45 to 450 years now – no shit.
 
    
 
   Thanks 
 
   Commodore Andrew Williams ERF
 
    
 
   BTW – Stay away from Earth for a while – stock up. Might be a while before you get a chance.
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   The Technology in this Novel
 
    
 
   Several things are interesting about this technology  - most of it is in practice or on the drawing board. The stun weapons exist today – two parallel ultraviolet lasers ionize the air and a high voltage charge is applied to these channels in the air like wires, to hit skin and cause the muscles to lock – ultraviolet tetanizing weapon. I was on a committee approving the study on humans in 1999 but couldn’t talk about it until 2005 when it was patented. There were other patents in 1997 – 2003 covering the topic.
 
   Invisibility: tons of patents – meta-materials that can bend microwave and other high frequency sources around them exist today. The projection of the image of what is behind you exists today and you can see it on tanks on the Net today – already exists. MIT got a multi- million grant to make clothing that would enhance the strength of soldiers – it already exists. If you are interested – look up Exoskeleton II by Lockheed – another incarnation of enhanced strength. It already exists and is in use. We, Vanderbilt Engineering submitted a white paper in 2011 on having computers recognize threats based on behavior – it is doable today and getting better. The ability of a computer to take multiple video inputs and construct a cogent analysis, showing what happened, is doable today. 
 
   The weapons, except the molecular disruptor, could be constructed today with better power sources. Much of what we do would change if we had portable high-capacity power sources. Laser and neutron projectors are easy to build – It’s the power generation that is the hitch. We purchased a car this year that could drive itself in a limited fashion (2012). Research is close on anti-aging – if you can live another thirty years – you will probably be able to live another 50 years if you are wealthy. That will change a lot of things. I had 31 years as a police officer, and now I teach engineering and still teach martial arts at 61 – what if I lived another 60 years. Men in my family often live over 100 now. Soon the wealthy will have that as an option.
 
   Look how Europeans affected trade in the Polynesian island nations – we need to remember the past. All aliens will not be altruistic. They will not be all bipeds. We will have ENORMOUS difficulties talking with them – I hope they have Trade, Esperanto or the like.
 
   We are approaching the learning machine stage – it will have a huge impact and we are closer than you probably think. We can recognize symbols, letters and numbers from thought alone – and that is just the unclassified work. We are close and it will hit us hard if we do not have to memorize data – great improvement and headed your way. Currently we are looking at implanted devices that use an electrochemical reaction to power them – doable today – communications??
 
   Kinetic armor – I have helped develop Kevlar and other ceramic/composite armor for decades – I wouldn’t want to try attacking a US soldier 50 years from now.  
 
   MemDexs – we could just say the smart phones five years from now – my phone does a lot right now. Lamlee – circuitry that evolves – maybe in the future – why not?
 
   Biological creatures producing semiconductors – we do that now and can produce quantum dot light sources from the waste of earthworms – weird, but true.
 
    
 
                                                                                                     --Ken R. Pence
 
    
 
   I enjoy hearing from readers as much as I enjoy writing – so send comments, gripes, plot gaffes, ideas for future novels to:
 
    
 
   ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu
 
    
 
   …had some fans in the last two books and used their names (with their permission) as heroic characters. I never use fan names unless the characters are as cool as the readers…
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