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 Going Up?
"It's this damn Slump," Tim Kirkland grumped. "There's no market for even Earth mined materials, how can Luna possibly develop an economy without exports? If it wasn't for defense they'd have probably pulled back and mothballed the Moon bases already. For sure they would have if they weren't scared the other fellows would snatch the whole Moon. When things get back to normal and scarcity kicks in again things will open up. I've had my application in for Luna now for seven years. I'm way ahead of most folks in the Queue."
"Are you applied with the Americans, Indians or the Chinese?" Aaron asked skeptically.
"The Americans and Indians both actually. The Chinese wouldn't take my reservation without a full deposit and an assurance I wasn't signed on with anyone else, snotty little buggers."
"I'm tired of hearing The Slump, The Slump, as an excuse for everything," Aaron growled. They should tell the truth and call it the Greater Depression. You're thirty-two years old man. How long has it been The Slump for you?"
"Call it twenty, twenty-six years. Depends on if you count from 2008 or 2014. I remember as a kid we had it pretty good. I was an only, but still, we used to go out to eat a couple times a week. My mom and my dad both kept a car. My God those were cars too, big lumbering steel beasts, built like a battle tank."
"Let's be honest. Is there any guarantee it won't still be The Slump, twenty years forward from now? Other than the same promises just before every election?"
"Prosperity is just ahead. It's as certain as global warming," he said sarcastically. The continued cold weather was as responsible for the prolonged slump in the economy as any political stupidity. Nobody had ever disavowed the carbon treaties and such, they simply stopped talking about it. Maybe they hoped people would forget, but they hadn't, especially the cartoonists.
"You could save enough to go by the time you are forty likely. If you don't marry and if you don't get caught with your 'investments'."
Tim made a squelching motion with his hand and grimaced. It was a family burger place and noisy, but he hadn't pulled the battery on his phone and you just never knew when you might be monitored at random. He pulled it now and pulled the foil faced paper from under his fries and wrapped the phone in that too.
"My, you are getting paranoid," Aaron marveled. "Don't you have your minders on the take, so you don't have to worry about such things?"
"You can buy off your security folks, but it gets expensive. I'd rather make the effort and keep my profits maximized. Anyway, you know I don't just want to take a two week lift as a tourist. I want to live up there, maybe even beyond the Moon if that happens in my lifetime."
"If you're that much of a risk taker I'm encouraged. I wanted to run a solution past you, but wasn't sure you'd have the guts to consider it."
"If that's your idea of drawing me into a warm feeling of camaraderie, you need to work on your presentation. If I'm such a cowardly lout, you can find someone else better I'm sure."
"No, I don't think so. I don't know anyone as eager to go to the Moon, except my nephew Eddy and he's just turned twelve, so that's a bit of a wait too. What if I had a way to open up travel, not just for you, but for everyone? We can't change the economy, but there are other factors in the equation to alter. Changes that would do a world of good for quite a few people. I have a little development I've been working on. I have a patent application in on it right now, actually. It can change the expense factor of lifting to the Moon and everywhere else above Clarke orbit too."
"Lift vehicles are a very mature technology," Tim objected. "Nobody is willing to build  nuclear rockets, for political reasons. I suspect they have a few actually, but if they do it's damn black and likely to stay that way. I know you do fiber design and nano fabrication for the University. I'm pretty sure you're the smartest guy I know, Aaron. But I don't see even you designing an anti-gravity machine in that home workshop of yours."
"Not at all. But you are aware they have had materials now for about five years, which could be used to make a Beanstalk?"
"As in "Fountains of Paradise"? A humongous ball and chain on the Earth? I read it would take about fifty-Trillion dollars to put a real one up and that was US dollars, not Canadian. I can just imagine every jihadist in the world salivating at the idea of getting a tactical nuke on an elevator car, if they did build the thing. I don't like to characterize us as the poor cousins, but if it gets built it will be the Americans. Canada doesn't have that kind of wealth free to use and it will take a huge application of military and political power to run the thing. You have to buy off some nation on the equator and then pour enough troops and equipment around the base of the thing so nobody thanks you for building it and then nationalizes it. I can't think of anywhere around the Earth's waist I'd want to trust."
"Yes, but, it was a Russian, Tsiolkovsky, who developed the concept long before it was popular in fiction. But a ball and chain is restrictive, this is more like a lifeline thrown in stormy seas. I'd like you to give me your word that you will hold this closely confidential and I'll to invite you over tomorrow evening to demo a few things for you."
"Well," Tim huffed, raising his eyebrows. "I'm not used to such gravity and formality, but you have my word as a gentleman, if such a thing can truly exist today."
"It does if you wish it," Aaron assured him. "I'll pick up the tab today too," he offered and swiped his paycard for both meals.
* * *
"I'm here to see the stuff," Tim growled in his best gangster style when Aaron opened the door.
"What, no body guards? No evil henchmen waiting in the car?" The absurdity of a wiseguy named Timmy made him smile, but he'd never tell his friend that.
"I prefer minions. They're much more cost effective and low key."
Tim hung his jacket and stood on his boot heels in turn, to step out of his boots. He'd been here before. It wasn't a spoken house rule, but if he left his boots on Aaron's eyes kept going back to them, worrying about his crème carpets.
"I hope you can wrap this up in time for the game."
"Who's playing, uh, you mean hockey I assume?"
"No, Bocce Ball," he said and rolled his eyes.
"I don't think I have any beer, you'll get cross with me."
"I have twelve cooling in the car. They won't freeze for another hour."
"Let's get downstairs then. They lose all their fizz if you pop them once they're slushy."
* * *
"This is a pair of die maker's stereo magnifiers," Aaron offered, putting his on to show Tim how. "You turn the knob on the left to adjust the magnification. The right knob adjusts the little headlight at the temple pieces. The over shade is to protect from laser, so don't be tipping it up."
He picked up small bit of metal with a frosty stone set in it. "This is a diamond anvil with a nice tapered hole drilled through it. I have a piece of Bucky wrap that is strong enough to build a space elevator looped through the diamond. And the anvil slips into this handle," he said, sliding a hand grip back until the anvil snugged in hollow on his side, "so you can pull on it without slicing your fingers off like a cheese cutter." A tube surrounded the line on the other side.
"That's so thin, do you loop that through and tie a knot by hand? I'd never feel it."
"You'd feel it when it cut your fingers. The line is braided of nine smaller fibers. You clamp it two places, push them towards each other to spread them open and interweave the end back into itself.  Now, this is as far as the line reaches from the wall over there." He pulled on the handle and it didn't come past the edge of the bench he was using. Tim squinted along the line in the direction of an anchor set in the concrete wall. He could see a few centimeters of it finer than a hair and then it was lost to sight off toward the wall.
"I'm going to have you snap this, but I want to anneal a place near the anvil. If it snaps at the other end the whole thing can whip back and cut you. When it breaks near the handle it will fly toward the wall." He pulled a pocket laser and laid the tiny line across a graphite block. He pushed the switch repeatedly and  a red spot glowed hot each time. "There, pull on it a bit, see how strong it is."
Tim picked up the hand piece and pulled it. It came to a definite stop, but was free to move side to side. The line to the wall was long enough you couldn't feel the arc. Tim leaned until his weight was hanging on it.
"Amazing stuff." Tim said. "There is no give to it at all."
"Now go ahead and give it a good jerk. I can break it, so I know you can."
Tim took a stance, so he wouldn't overbalance and turned his hand around with the protective tube sticking up through the middle of his fingers. He gave one pretty good jerk, but it didn't snap. He backed his swing up a bit further and snapped it clean with one hard pull. He followed through but didn't lose control.
"Tough stuff," was all he acknowledged.
"Indeed. Now this is the new thing I brought you to see," he said picking up a similar but bulkier hand piece. "It is a bit thinner so crank up the magnification because I want you to see it better"
Tim leaned in and adjusted the viewer.
"See the little silver wedge pushed in the hole with this one? That's an electrical contact. Now observe the surface color of the thread." He flipped a switch that stuck out of the grip. "Did you see that?"
"It went from dull black to kind of shiny, I think."
"Yes. That's exactly right. Now I want you to do the same thing as before, except..."
Tin snapped the line taunt with everything he had.
"I don't want you to hurt yourself."
The handle ripped out of his hand and he doubled over his abused wrist, holding it against his waist with his other hand.
"Holy shit. Nothing should be that strong," Tim objected hopping up and down a little.
"Did you break it?" Aaron asked concerned.
"I didn't hear a crack, but I think I better put some ice around it and watch it a bit. You can damn well go out and bring the beer in. You could have warned me a little faster Dude."
They stayed upstairs and watched Toronto starting against Detroit. The wrist didn't turn funny colors or swell quickly so they concluded he didn't break anything. The beer and two Napoxen helped.
"I'm thinking about it," Tim said. "I still see problems."
"I know a few. I have something else to show you after the game."
"To hell with the game," Tim said getting up. "Toronto zero, Detroit two. They have the better goalie and that's how it will wrap up. I knew that last week. If it doesn't I'm down six-thousand dollars in the morning. Try not to hurt me with this next demo."
"I know you are concerned about a site for a Beanstalk. I have a model prepared to show you a concept. Here we have our globe." It was a globe too, taken off the usual mount and put on an electric motor shaft.
"This is one possible base location," he pointed out a screw firmly driven into Ecuador on the globe.
"Here is our counter weight," he produce a golf ball with an eyelet screwed into it and a straw colored thread dangling. "The tread is just Kevlar, but it is our cable." He looped the thread around the screw and tied it. The tread reached all the way around the globe and just enough to hang it back over the screw.
"Stand back, I cracked myself on the knee with this first time I spun it."
"You're dangerous man."
Aaron retreated to a switch and turned it on. The globe spun and flung the ball out. It whipped around the globe in a blur until he killed the switch again and it dropped and bounced to a stop.
"Yep, that's just what I pictured," Tim agreed.
"But that isn't the only way to do it," Aaron told him pulling a screwdriver out of his pocket. He took the screw out of Ecuador and started turning it into a hole he hadn't noticed. It was Toronto.
"But, you can't do that," Tim objected. 
"Would you rather Vancouver?" Aaron asked pleasantly. "It has a better climate I admit. And you don't have to bring shipping for the elevator up the Saint Lawrence. But there are financial reasons and political considerations. I certainly don't want it in Quebec and it's about a tossup for shipping grain off the plains. I suspect a great deal of rye and oats will be riding up the thing."
"That's not what I mean. You can't just screw the bloody thing on anywhere. That's cheating."
"Why?" Aaron asked him. "Oh it might get a bit difficult above sixty degrees north. But at Toronto you have significant angular velocity."
"Well, you know, it's out of balance. It has to hang off the center straight."
"Ah," Aaron sighed agreeably, You're going to hang another on the other side so we don't unbalance the earth and make it wobbly all over the place. I expect some die hard environmentalist to bring that up actually. I didn't think you'd be so Green."
"Well not wobble," Tim insisted indignantly. "I know the elevator won't mass that much compared to the Earth, But it won't pull straight. This is just a shell. The real Earth pulls with gravity, so the line of force pulling on the counterweight down," he demonstrated with his hands, "won't be in line with the tension on the line," he asserted, very happy with himself.
"And the counter weight would not be exactly at the Clarke orbit. In fact it would be just a hair more difficult to match a spaceship with it and dock than on a perfect equatorial orbit," he went on and finished repositioning the screw. "But then too, a lot of other users in Earth orbit might be just as happy  not to have this huge battering ram of a counter weight whizzing about the planet, right in the plane where they want to naturally orbit free floating objects." he pointed out.
"But tell me. If there was no gravity involved where would the counterweight float when you spun up the system?"
"Right in the plane of rotation. At right angles to a line through the poles."
"Okay, " Aaron agreed, retreating and flipping the motor on again, "pretty much like this right?"
The ball zoomed around in a plane that passed through the latitude of Toronto."Now gravity is pulling the golf ball down slightly compared to the force of the thread pulling it. It must be dipped down toward the floor a half degree or so. You can see it dip lower as it spins down to a stop. It just swings over on the thread a bit and finds an equilibrium position right?"
"Too small to see, but yeah, it must be," he agreed.
"Now if we were talking about using material that was strained almost to the yield point, I'd worry about having it in a slight arc, with side forces on it. The primary problem has always been the weight of the cable hanging on itself, not the tension, or forces of cars climbing up and down. My new material is so much stronger there's no need to worry about that. We'll have a good engineering margin like proper designers know is necessary. So why is it a problem if the cable climbs off into the sky at a bit of an angle?
"Crap, I feel stupid."
"Not at all. We just changed a part of the equation everyone assumed was a constant."
"Let's go back upstairs. I need another beer."
* * *
"Can you tell me in short sensible terms why it's so strong?
"It's a form of Bucky too. You have a long bucky-tube and deliberately create regular defects on the side walls. There is a high temperature superconductor inside and it cross links through these defects and locks the fibers together. It's similar to how wool felts up when you pack it, but on a molecular scale. You work harden them by moving them around and more of these side opening line up and bond. So it grows stronger as you load it and unload it and the modulus decreases. It has about the same strength as regular bucky tube material," which as you saw is not too shabby. 
"But if you hook a battery up it will actively resist being elongated. It actually pulls back against the force applied. Pull more, it draws more current. You reach a threshold where it can't draw any more current and it fails spectacularly. Obviously using it to build, you need a very reliable power source, to trust something with actively powered mechanical properties. You start off with a big roll of bucky with the material inside and keep rolling it down thinner and thinner. The excess 'stuffing' is squeezed out. At the end you have to draw it through diamond dies, in an intense magnetic field. Have another beer."
* * *
"Would you like to help me build it?" Aaron asked. "I mean, you're going there anyway, right?"
"I'd love to see you build it, but you need some real high-powered business help to bring something like that to market. You need investment bankers and lawyers and people I don't know."
"You want to go yourself. This will open the road faster than anything on the horizon. You can go while you are still a fairly young man. It will be all the other applications that pay for the Beanstalk. That will be your first work and likely for a long time. Somebody else I wouldn't be sure they wouldn't get bogged down with all the other applications and never get around to building the Stalk. I'll have other people for various things, but I want you for my business guy."
"This is going to change everything about bridges and body armor and rotating devices, pressure vessels, high pressure chemistry, synthetic diamonds and other materials. All that has to be started and the use of it known and standard design, before the cable goes up, for people to trust it, or indeed to even believe it will work. I'm willing to let you have the majority ownership of the Beanstalk as a separation bonus, when we are done. By that time you won't want to work for me anymore and I will have so much income from the other uses, it's silly to think I can want for anything."
"Aaron, you are talking Billions of dollars to own an orbital elevator. I don't have the kind of capital to start to do a mailing to promote this thing."
"So we start with lesser applications. You are good with business, I'm not. At least there isn't any cloud hanging over my rights. I was smart enough to document all my work on this. Every time I logged on the computer and the time line of every physical experiment I did. There is not a dollar of Government money, or an hour of University time involved. I own the intellectual property clear. I've even kept an even more detailed log of my work for the University, so if they say – "Well, you must have worked on it sometime." I can say – Here, show me where it fit in. Was it while I lectured all day on April 8, 2019? Just let's have one thing clear," Aaron said and looked at him hard. "You try to screw me out of the whole thing and I'll cut the living heart out of your chest and let you die looking at the bloody thing." He was holding his hand out cupped between them and looking Tim right in the eye.
Tim looked at his palm like he could see it beating there. "Partner, those are the kind of contract terms a guy doesn't forget. But I'm still in."
* * *
"I thought twelve years was wildly optimistic," Aaron said. "Ten years was fantastic. You did a fine job, Tim."
"I thought twenty years was downright depressing," Tim countered. "I didn't want to ride a wheelchair up the damn thing."
They both stood and watched the dots of elevator cars accelerating away up the shiny black column. So huge it seemed unreal and the fact it tilted off the vertical over toward the South still looked strange to Tim.
"I thought we'd have more resistance, especially from the Americans, but everything fell into place, especially the last couple years."
Tim just looked at him with that superb poker face.
"What? You know I can't read you when you ice over like that. But it tells me you have something going on in there, you don't want to reveal."
"The government got a lot more cooperative two years ago. Remember when General McPherson was retired?"
"Yes?"
"They called me in the morning you flew to Hong Kong. You remember that trip?"
"Sure, we were having trouble getting cobalt. The guy who controlled it was there."
"McPherson had a bunch of Air Force goons, came by and give me one of those invitations you can't turn down, to go talk with him."
Aaron thought a minute and nodded. "Now I remember, I got the appointment and if I took the fast plane I could be there for breakfast and head right back. You weren't in your office and neither was Madeline, so I called a car and hustled to the airport. I knew you had stuff to do anyway, so you wouldn't have come along."
"You remember when you called me next?"
Aaron made a show of thinking. "It's been two years. From the hotel?" he asked.
"Nope, you called from the plane. General McPherson had just explained to me that the government couldn't let one man in private control of their access to space, as a matter of national security. He was letting me know I was expected to help them in the transition to nationalization."
"Son of a bitch." Aaron said.
"So right at that point you call, doing paper work and talking to me on the side all distracted. I know exactly what you sound like when you are doing that.  McPherson wanted to know what was happening. I informed him that as soon as he pulled me in you, by some strange coincidence, were on a private supersonic headed for Hong Kong within ten minutes. I told him that was the first time in eight years you'd walked out like that without telling me." His communication tech looks at him and says, "Voice analysis says a bit more than 97% probability of truthfulness."
"There's no way he could have known we set this up," he objected. "That's when the other two guys with us wearing stars started getting all twitchy.
"You can listen in I assume," I told them and went back to your call. "You never noticed."
"Well sure. You were always covering the mic and yelling at somebody. I never twitched at a little dead air time. I guess that would sound strange to somebody who doesn't know us."
"So I asked when you would be back and as usual you were noncommittal, so I took a chance," I said, "Aaron tell me straight. Are you coming back?"
"You always say weird stuff like - Are you going to stay in Fuji with the native girls? Some of us have work to do Aaron. Don't you think it's time to just buy Peru instead of the copper? I distinctly remember one time I had you on speaker phone and you told the whole executive board of Mitsubishi you didn't think I loved you anymore. They all think to this day that we're secret Joy Boys. That's how I know your calls are over. You never say hello or goodbye like normal people, you get flippant."
"Do you remember how you signed off?
"Nah, it's been too long. I always try to be as big a smart ass as you, but it's hard. You're pretty damn quick."
"Give me a reason," you said. "It had just been a particularly nasty week here, with snow and ice. That could explain why you said, "I might find the climate more pleasing in China," you said that and hung up."
"That sounds…"
"Yep, couldn't have said anything better if we'd had a play book and worked it out ahead of time. They thought for sure you were defecting." The jackass looked at his creep with the military grade lie machine. Kid just shakes his head he isn't reading any deceit at all."
"The General says, "You expect me to believe this private citizen penetrates our security better than we hack his and is willing to fly away from all this wealth he has created these last eight years and will start over again in China?"
"So I told him a little bit of the truth."
 "I don't expect you to believe anything. I doubt your capacity. But one of my main jobs is spreading his money all over the planet as fast as it comes in, so some self-important fascist, who couldn't start to create what he has created, can't just walk in and steal it without even a gun in his hand. That 'private citizen' just sold licenses this quarter greater than the GNP of France, I told him."
"What can we do? One of the other Generals had the sense to ask.
"I have no idea," I told him. "I have no idea who he uses, or how he gets intelligence. I'm his business man and he keeps Security and every other critical function compartmented as hell. Are you familiar with when his University sued him and tried to take his patents?" I asked them. "His lawyers came into court with twenty-six spiral bound notebooks. They were provably his holographic documents by the handwriting and their age was testable. They were simply too extensive to have been generated as a fraud in the available time. They detailed any period of ten minutes in his life for the last six years, to prove he made his invention on his own time. They documented every drive, every meal, every phone call and movie he saw. He even documented when he took a crap. What kind of a man foresees he's going to need something like that? Every point you could check like stopping to buy fuel for his car, or if he bought a coffee with his paycard, was accurate. I'm not stupid and I do know for damn sure I'm not going to cross him."
"Thank you, Tim."
"Don't thank me. I related to them the little speech you gave me about ripping my living heart out and letting me die staring at the bloody thing if I tried to screw you." The asshole actually had the nerve to look at his techie and confirm I wasn't making it up."
"Oh, my."
"All I could suggest to them was that they dismantle whatever idiotic scheme they had devised and if you thought they could be trusted to mean it, you'd find out and you'd come back. I wasn't about advise you what to do when you obviously had better sources of advice than me. I was going to go back to work and hope the whole sorry mess blew over. And I did."
"Wow, the whole thing was a gigantic bluff," Aaron said smiling. But his eyes weren't laughing anymore than they had been for the heart speech.
"Was it? You always have kept everyone separated doing their own job. I barely know we have a Security department. Except they are there instantly if you need them. I thought maybe it was bluff, but Hiroshi saw me last year and started reminiscing about when you flew out to talk to him. Funny how people remember and replay a visit with an important person, when mundane things are forgotten. A fellow might be in the army and sixty years later what he remembers is the day the President visited his outfit and shook hands with him. Hiroshi said how impressed he was with your decisiveness. He remembered how you dashed to the plane in order to get there for a breakfast meeting and then called him, when in the air, to make the appointment, not the other way around. 'How can you turn down a person with that force of will?' he asked."
"Well it's been two years, those things get kind of hazy," Aaron allowed and looked at Tim with honest affection. "You know, I told you I wanted you for my business guy. It wasn't really your concern who took care of other matters, or how. I'd say everyone did a splendid job. It's time for me to hand over the rest of my stock in the Beanstalk like I promised. You've had your fill of running back down here for little problems these last couple months. I expect I'll come up for a weekend and see how you are doing. You can show me the sights, take me to Apollo Park."
"I'd love that, but don't dawdle. Things are so much cheaper now and building up so fast, I expect to be able to buy commercial passage to Mars pretty soon. I think I'd like to see it before it is all crowded."
Aaron nodded agreement, but had that distracted look he always got when he was really thinking. "I expect you already know, it would be much easier to build an elevator on Mars than Earth. I mean, as long as you are going there anyway," he pointed out.



 No Fun At All
Jeremy Kyle was hurting. He'd got a whipping from his uncle Earl on top of the one from Billie Lee Osborne and a lecture about how the only way to deal with a bully was to stand your ground and fight them, even if you got whipped. It rankled him that his uncle felt it his place to act like his daddy, even if he was living under the man's roof.
He was still heart broke that his daddy died going on a year ago now and instead of sympathy uncle Earl seemed to think everything gave him cause to 'toughen' the boy up. It was irritating as hell that his old uncle could still whoop his ass one handed when he was fourteen. With Billie Lee he stood a chance. That boy was just mean and didn't have his full growth much more than Jeremy. Uncle Earl was a full head high over him and twice as wide. Years of felling trees and cutting lumber gave him a grip like a vise and massive shoulders and arms.
It didn't seem like he'd ever grow out of his skinny long arms and legs. He had delicate long fingers his grandma said were meant to play piano, but with his ma and pa dead and living off the charity of relatives, that was a joke. He didn't know anybody who could afford a piano. He didn't even know anybody who had a house big enough to fit one in.
Uncle Earl was agreeable that Jeremy might not win a fight. He admitted up front he's got the bad end of a few over the years. He pointed out some fathers would give a boy a whipping for losing.  But he was absolutely firm that you had to give it a go. He wasn't mad Jeremy lost. He was mad he tried to run.
"You watch all those nature shows on the TV," he reminded him. "There two kinds of critters in this world. There's the ones that get up in the morning and go looking for breakfast and then there's the ones that wake up and are looking over their shoulder scared before they ever take a morning piss, because they know they are breakfast. What do you call them?"
"Prey," Jeremy supplied.
"Well if you want to be like that, looking over your shoulder and jumping at every little noise afraid all your life, then keep running. Once you make a habit of that, Billie Lee and all his kind will never give you any peace. They'll go after anything running, like a mean dog."
"My teacher is just as likely to punish me as the guy making me fight," Jeremy pointed out. "She and the district head don't believe in self defense for anything. I'm going to have detentions, or even get suspended if I leave a mark on Billie Lees face."
"Miss Blanchard is paid by the government to come up here in the hills of Appalachia," he said with a sarcastic twist. He never did like that word. "She's set to teach us poor hillbillies about civilization, like we was a bunch of heathen savages. That's fine, you need all your letters and such you can get to live today. But this isn't Cleveland and things don't work in the hills like they do there and maybe never will. You do what's by God right and I'll stand by you with Miss Blanchard. If you get a suspension, well they got to let you come back. I spent a few days in jail when I was younger. If you aim to never upset nobody, you're gonna be a damn little mouse of a man."
That was yesterday and it was good it was Friday. He had the weekend to get over being sore and he didn't have to see Billie Lee again for a couple days. Billie was always all agitated about something. By Monday chances were he'd be on somebody else's case. Miss Blanchard ground her teeth a lot dealing with Billie and said he was borderline something or the other that didn't sound good. But she'd never lift a hand to him no matter how much trouble he stirred up.
He didn't want to see uncle today either. He got a hunk of cornbread left over from yesterday and a candy bar he had saved in his dresser. He put a length of fishing line wound on a stick and a snuff tin of hooks and bobbers in his jeans. If he decided to fish he'd cut a pole wherever he happened to be.
His daddy had given him an old nine-shot .22 revolver before he died. Uncle had not taken that away. He actually felt better about Jeremy roaming around out in the woods if he took it. They just had another big talk like he'd had with his dad about responsibility and never, never, ever, taking it to school. That got tucked in his waist and some loose cartridges in his jeans pocket, with the pocket knife and the few coins he had right now.
He had on his sneakers that were too ratty for school, with holes worn in the sides where they bend, his Tractor Supply Company t-shirt and a baseball hat that said DRB across the front. He had no idea what that stood for. It had been in the lost and found box at the diner forever, so he's rescued it. That's where he'd got his sunglasses too.
* * *
Diroc worried the last little bit of flesh off the bone and tossed it in the bushes. He had gobbled it down so fast he let out a mighty belch. Yorpac hadn't been as thrilled with the deer as his partner. It had given them a good chase and the pheromones it threw off in terror had been just lovely. He just didn't care for the flavor. The People had excellent taste and sense of smell. He could taste too much of the bitter plants the deer had been eating in its meat.
Still, this world might be worth claiming as a private hunting preserve. The People did not trade, nor did they form alliances. They claimed worlds as private preserves and occasionally they found those who objected. About two thousand years ago they had found a race who objected so strenuously, that six worlds of the People had been rendered uninhabitable. They now refrained from any expansion in that direction.
This world had a very heavy population of bipods, that looked like they really needed to be managed back to a more sustainable level. The People always saw to it that a race they owned was taken care of and properly managed and responsibly harvested. They probably would not be as fast as the deer they'd just run down, but maybe they'd taste better too.
The alien chemistry of the deer didn't bother them at all. They had a digestive system that processed anything remotely organic with an efficiency that made a Death Angel mushroom a spicy garnish. Diroc had eaten a discarded plastic water bottle a few miles back and thought it had a pleasant texture even if it had little flavor. In fact the People sorted others into two groups, fun to eat and impossible to digest due to owning Nova bombs.
Just another half hour and they'd come to a cluster of the bipods and get a decent sample.
* * *
Jeremy was deep in thought climbing the long familiar trail. He'd cut himself a good hiking staff from a downed maple tree. He'd eaten the cornbread and was saving the candy bar for later. He didn't think he was done with Billie Lee and he was working himself up to a good snit. If he couldn't punch his face in without getting blamed for defending himself then he needed to use his head. How could he give him a really memorable thumping and not leave a mark above the neck? Didn't somebody tell him a piece of hose left no marks?
He looked up and there were two very strange creatures walking down the trail toward him side by side. They were sort of dog like, but big for a dog. The head and shoulders were kind of exaggerated, like a male lion. They wore stuff, not clothing exactly, but a collar and a sort of harness around the shoulders and crazy as it seemed, what looked like safety glasses.
When they got real close they had a pink triangle of a nose like a cat and they were both actively twitching. You didn't have to be real smart to see they were not animals.
* * *
As they came down the trail well, here came a native, climbing to meet them. He should have been able to see them from far away, but he didn't slink away into the brush.
"Is he blind?" Diroc asked. "Why didn't he take off when he saw us?"
"He'd have to be deaf too, not to hear you bellowing to me."
"Maybe we look like some local animal. When he gets closer and realizes we're different he'll soil himself. Be ready for him to give us a good chase."
"He's awfully little," Yorpac remarked critically. "The ones we saw from the ship were easily twice his size."
When they got close they all stopped. Jeremy could not have reached out and touched them, but he could have reached them with the hiking staff. He was well inside their jumping distance, but he had no reference for comparison.
Now that he was close they looked very much like the paper mache lions on each side of the entryway at the Thai restaurant in town. Sort of cartoonish. He wasn't sure what business these weird creatures had in mind, but he could sure tell they were not from around here.
This was his country, his horizons kept him from thinking his planet and his mountain and sure as hell his trail. He had pretty well had all the back down and run knocked out of him yesterday, so that option just never occurred to him.
"He doesn't smell afraid," Diroc said disappointed.
"No, no, I'd say he smells angry, Yorpac agreed. It was actually more entertaining, because Diroc was so out of his element.
"A little noise and a display of teeth will fix that," Diroc assured him. He didn't step closer, but he leaned forward, opened his mouth wide and gave a mighty roar.
Jeremy smacked him right on that pink nose with the maple shaft so hard the last six inches busted off.
"Oh, oh, oh, I think he busted it." He said holding his nose in both hands.
"Oh come on, you big sissy. It isn't even bleeding."
Then the native did the damnest thing. He clearly motioned with his free hand for them to get out of his way.
"Of all the impudent…I'm going to just shoot this crazy biped. He's obviously deranged. Probably driven out by his own kind to wonder the hills until he dies." He drew his weapon and pointing at the sky he thumbed the charging bar, with a chuh-chunk.
Jeremy had been taught responsibility for owning a pistol, but when somebody pulled a gun out and waved it around, that was a direct threat. He pulled the .22 out of his waist and held it pointed up, the same as the critter and rolled the hammer back. The click, click, click, was loud in the silent woods.
"I do believe that is a projectile weapon," Yorpac cautioned his friend.
"It doesn't look like much of one," Diroc said. But he kept the gun pointed at the sky.
"I'll have that engraved, on your memorial plaque in your clan hall, if you are wrong."
"He smells really pissed off now," Diroc noted.
"Uh-huh. Why don't we just back up a bit?" he suggested sensibly.
After they had a little distance Yorpac suggested. "How about if you turn around and holster your weapon? I'll keep an eye on him." When Dirac had done so Jeremy stuck his pistol back in his waist band.
Yorpac considered the conciliatory nature of that matching gesture and the distance they had opened up and turned away like his friend. Not without a certain itchy feeling at having his back to the native, even at a good long range for a hand weapon.
"I'm pretty sure that was an immature specimen of the locals," Yorpac decided. Unsaid was if the kids were so hard case nasty and run around the woods armed, what were the adults like?
"Yeah, they looked so promising from afar."
"My vote is we write this one off," Yorpac suggested. "It looks to be more trouble than it is worth."
"Oh yeah, Diroc agreed. "The locals are just no damn fun at all!"



 
A Mission to Earth
Part In the security  business when you guard the President of the United States you've reached the height of your career. Not many are good enough to even get close to the position and for sure, the job isn't a political plum to give away, it's for a pro.
Two terms, eight years, is plenty for a president. You can look at photos of the Presidents that got a second term and see how the years hang their shoulders and line their face like an illness. Two terms, eight years, whether over one or parts of three administrations was also about as much as a Secret Service boss wanted to put in guarding the Big Man too. Eight years was plenty to get your own grey hairs and worry lines. After you held the top job all you really had to look forward to was a clean retirement.
Not that you had to worry about losing your pension or  benefits if you failed. But nobody wanted to be remember in the history books as the guy that let the President of the United States get killed. Do that and there would be no golf dates with the replacement team, no hearty welcome to have a drink with  active duty members, no invitations to sit on boards of elite security firms and no publishers seeking your memoirs of insider stories. Really, worse than failing would be if for some reason the Big Man, or those with his ear, lost confidence in you and wanted a change of guard.
That's why Eddy Beckem felt a small twinge of fear when he picked up the phone and was told to report across the street.  The Protective services operated quietly in the background and the only time they were really noticed was when something went wrong, or their charges were chaffing under the needed restrictions. He closed up his safe and terminal and checked out of the office locking up even though his secretary was there.
The tunnel when he got downstairs was in high security mode with extra guards. That would be mirrored on the White House side too. The higher alert must have happened in the short time since he left his office. He dropped his hand to his 'Berry, then he remembered the tunnel was a dead zone for wireless. He passed a couple staffers in the tunnel. They didn't seem to be hurrying or particularly grim faced, which was good.
The President was in the Safe Room, so that meant he went down not up from the tunnel level. The President been in the hole or on his way when the secretary called, so the security tightening was a thoughtful ongoing response to something not a panic reaction. He calmly collected and categorized a hundred details as he walked along and arranged their chronology in his mind. He even examined the cleaning crew and their carts looking for any change from a thousand other days.  If the flower vase on a table was different he knew it. Later the data might all crystallize into a sudden insight or not. That was how his mind worked every day and why he was so good at what he did.
The down elevator had two guards and once inside he needed a swipe card and hand reader to verify his identity. There was no button to push because there was only one destination for this car, the same as the two other shafts going down to the secure level from further above. Eddy looked up in the corner at the camera lens, aware one of his men was watching behind it real time. If something struck that man as wrong he could suspend the car's travel or override and send it back up. The elevator car had no maintenance hatch on top and it would take some powerful cutting tools to breach the floor or overhead. It was more secure than a lot of jails. If the worst happened and an armed intruder made the elevator it could be allowed to fall free the considerable drop to the bottom of the shaft, then flooded if need be.
The President's Secretary was waiting to lead him in and he'd have welcomed some chit-chat and a chance to feel him out about the reason for his summons, but the man had a blank face and he turned on his heel without a word and motioned him along. That stroked his paranoia again, that he might suddenly be someone with who you didn't want to be seen talking.
Through the doors into a vestibule and airlock if truth be known. The inner doors were propped open and there was a clump of people still standing backed up into the doorway like they'd just arrived. Nobody was seated yet. Usually everyone was seated waiting for the President and any late arrivals were underlings called in for dog and pony shows.
The President was talking, facing him on the other side of the knot of people and he recognized everyone in sight, but there were two foreigners with their backs to him with some sort of fancy robes on. They appeared to be the ones the President was addressing. He didn't know of any such visitors scheduled, but he'd find out what it was about in a moment. He'd never seen anyone but staffers on this level before.
The foreigners were tall, having a half head on everybody, even a couple inches on the President. The one with the fancier robes had on something like a beret with fancy embroidery all around the edge. The other some sort of hat or helmet with fur stretched over it. He looked for the edge of it and it just seemed to blend into the neck. Then he looked at the ears and his hair stood up on his neck and he found himself holding his breath. The ear was a big triangle like a fox's with a tuff of fine hair spilling out, but when the suited man beside him added something to the President's comment the ear turned nimbly and alive and pointed at the speaker. He felt a hand on his wrist and his man Davison on the Big Man's detail leaned close and whispered in his ear.
"Not good form Boss. Take your hand off your gun."
He hadn't been aware of gripping it, which was bad in itself, but Davison was a good man and he trusted his judgment.
"Thanks, what the Holy Hell is with the freak with the ears?"
"Cute aren't they? I'd bet with ears like that he can hear every word we whisper," he warned. "I've had the morning to get used to them, but they do take your breath away first time. You're just seeing the back. Wait until you get a full frontal and see the nose on these babies."
The head turned like it had been a request and a narrow long nose bisected a reasonably normal face from well above the pale yellow eyes to where he expected a chin. It was covered with fine fur with a part down the center visible from ten feet away. The corners of the mouth where it was visible at the top curled in a natural smile and then he turned back to the President.
The overall impression was like a fox or maybe more like a reddish golden wolf with its chin tucked in. The snout didn't poke out so much as it sloped down. And the eyes looked straight out over it not rolled up like the head was carried down. Where a wolf would lower his head to feed this creature would obviously lift it.
"Genetic engineering?" Eddy asked Davison quietly.
"Alien," was his clipped reply.
"Made where? China?" he asked still not getting it.
"Alien - like spaceships and bad science fiction movies," Davison explained a little irritated.
Well shit, excuse me if this is a little hard to absorb, Eddy thought. But then his brain kicked back in a bit finally and he realized the robes alone should have told him. Some lab creation would have been naked or in western clothing. Nobody was going to put a hybrid in embroidered Arab's robes. And now he saw the creature had a heavy gold chain around his neck just above the robes. Well...
"Take me to your leader, huh?" he muttered to Davison, who looked shocked he'd gone from clueless to joking about it fifteen seconds. That's why Eddy was boss. He was back in the groove already. "Why didn't I know about this days ago and have time to brief everybody so nobody had to make mental adjustments on the fly like I just did?"
"Because they just materialized in the hall outside the Oval Office this morning and politely knocked on the door and asked if they could have a word."
"They speak English, know our customs enough to knock for entry and have matter transmission?"
"Good summary. They have a ship they want to bring down, but these two came ahead to ask permission. They didn't want to upset us by landing at Andrews without clearance."
"Okay, scratch the understanding our customs. Or they'd have known popping out of the air inside the Whitehouse would freak us a lot more than landing at Andrews."
"Maybe they wanted to freak us," Davison speculated. "Besides, they had much less of a chance of getting a missile up the butt in the hallway than in restricted airspace."
"But much more of a chance of having a Secret Service agent take you down on your face and cuff you before you can say, Hello."
"Their timing was good that way too. President Lowther saw then through the door and called off his detail from touching them. In the case of Morrison he had to tell him three times, but he stopped before the other agents had to stop him. Lowther claims he knew they were aliens the instant he set eyes on them."
That surprised Eddy. He didn't think of President Lowther as especially imaginative, but if he made these fellows that fast he was nimbler mentally than himself, he had to admit. "So we don't have any knowledge what weapons these fellows may be carrying while they rub elbows with the President?"
"Come on Eddy, they could have materialized a bomb in the hallway, or likely wiped the city off the map and we'd have never known what happened. We might not even recognize a weapon as such, their stuff is so advanced from ours." Davison rarely used his given name, but it worked to remind him they were equals in experience if not rank.
"Probably, but I don't like how it sets a precedence for them to bypass security."
"If it makes you feel any better, they don't like to use the matter transmitter thing. They said once in every couple million tries you fail to come out the end where you are supposed to show and just disappear. Sounds safer than flying to me, but I guess they have a lot higher standards of reliability."
"Good, if they walk in the door now like everybody else we can at least passive scan the heck outta them. I'll assume their clothing is bullet proof, but if I stick my pistol in the Fox's dainty ear and let one off I bet he'll make just as big a mess as you would."
"Come on Ed, he can probably hear you."
"Good, they should know someone is dead serious about protecting Lowther."
"They don't seem particularly aggressive. They have not made any demands or even politely requested anything but talk. What they told Lowther first thing was one of their merchant ships found our world a couple months back and reported it. They are obligated, that's the word he used, obligated to investigate and evaluate if our species should have a relationship or ignore each other."
"Huh, Okay we can't build space ships. I mean serious ones like theirs, yet. But if they are Captain Cook in his tall ship and we are the Hawaiians, the natives should still have some amusing trinkets or crafts to trade. Maybe we have some natural resources we can license them to exploit. A coconut or two, fresh water, whatever. As long as we are smart enough not to jack the price up until it is just less trouble to take it."
"They haven't mentioned trade at all. It doesn't seem to be an imperative to them. Nor have they planted their flag and announced we have been discovered and Earth belongs to them like your explorers did. They are interested in talking. They want to speak with our philosophers and learned men. They asked to see how we conduct our family life and run our professions."
"Oh good. They will see what humans are like from the people least attached to reality, ivory tower academics. I'd rather send them to a Vermont farmer or somebody running a decent  family restaurant."
"You have a Doctorate yourself. Aren't you kind of devaluating your own credentials?
"I know how the system works. I paid my hours and dollars and have the pretty sheepskin that says I'm socialized and can smile and nod and bullshit with the best of them. But nothing I learned in school showed me how to keep the President safe. If I could teach a course on it I'd probably have to flunk out more than ninety-nine from a hundred. You can't flunk out that many and keep getting applicants. Crap, you couldn't give that many a 'B' today before they give you a bad student evaluation and kick your butt out."
"I don't know how anybody as cynical as you ever got into public service."
"If I was shoving license plates across the counter to the public or filling pot holes a 'B' mentality or even a 'C' performance would be fine. Guarding the President requires your 'A' game every damn day."
Davison gave a grudging nod accepting that was the truth. He was a good man and detail oriented. He just wasn't imaginative enough to lay out all the details himself. He needed direction from Eddy and they complimented each other well. Eddy needed Davison and several others because he was human and couldn't function and be alert twenty-four hours a day. They respected each other enough to speak candidly.
The President was doing introductions. The Secretary of State had just been presented and as usual didn't know when to shut up. President Lowther didn't quite turn his back on him. He did however turn to his Press Secretary and draw attention to the second alien with the bare head and away from the alien in the fancier robes.
That fellow turned his head away to the new action too, leaving the Secretary talking to his ear, everyone looking at a new center of interest and isolated awkwardly. He had no choice but to step back or look like an idiot. He could hardly chastise the President for speaking to someone. The alien didn't appear offended, instead Eddy was sure he saw the same faint smile he'd seen on the other alien.
The President beckoned him with his hand and Davison actually urged him forward with his hand on the small of his back. He'd tell him about that later.
"This is Edward Beckem the head of my protective services. Eddy has been with me from before I took office, when I was assigned protection as a candidate. This is the head of their delegation to our world and chief scientist. He tells me his name means 'Watches Trees Grow'. Sounds like the sort of naming conventions our native Americans use, doesn't it? And this is the fellow who does for him what you do for me, as I understand it. He is named after a Hawk like bird on their world so use that. He says we couldn't pronounce it if we can't whistle through our nose." He took it as a joke and chuckled.
Eddy was surprised the second alien offered his hand. Eddy shook it easily. It was hard and slender. The nails were not claw like but way thicker and smaller than a human's. He had an extra thumb he felt curl around the bottom edge of his hand
"Since you are employed similarly may I request I be paired with you?" Hawk asked.
"Don't you have to guard your, uh, leader, friend, whatever you call Watches Trees?
Hawk made a very human snickering sound. "See Excellency? He immediately abbreviated your name. I'm told it is an American cultural thing. It was a tossup between shortening it and assigning you WTG as an acronym. I bet that by tomorrow once he has my ear trained to Watches Trees, he'll shorten it to 'Watches'."
"Don't get smart or I'll abbreviate Hawk," Eddy quipped. Several dignitaries behind the President winced, but Eddy wasn't going to pussy-foot around these fellows afraid to say anything. If Hawk could dish it out about American culture he could jolly well take it too.
Hawk was not offended. He both snickered louder and smiled even harder. "Indeed, I shall look forward to that," he agreed. Good, he wasn't a stuck up prig.
"Eddy doesn't see me face to face that much. I'm sure he has his department functioning smoothly enough to take a bit of time away. So you keep guarding Watches Trees, he said deliberately shortening it and he can both give you an Earth Human to study and be of service if you need a local to consult about security matters."
Oh Shit, Eddy thought. But he smiled and nodded graciously.
Hawk leaned over and whispered in his ear. "Nice smile square tooth, but you look like you just ate a small animal and it wasn't well."
"Sometimes there is no point in arguing," Eddy said quietly. "Better to know when to pick your battles and the rest of the time make nice-nice."
"I'm going to learn a lot about the nuances of the language from you."
* * *
"Do you have a wife and children? Hawk asked later, over a buffet. More aliens had arrived in a more conventional shuttle once they were given clearance. Everyone had been moved upstairs into the White House proper. The aliens had brought their own lunch and had a fellow testing human food with a portable lab about the size of a cell phone that had a few humans salivating to try it more than the food. They marked the safe items with a toothpick with frilly green cellophane on the end. The bad stuff got a red toothpick and the yellow ended ones meant we don't know, but don't blame us if you fall over dead.
"I was married years ago," Eddy told him. "Our children are old enough to no longer live at home. They are both at university and have been several years. Being married to someone doing my work was very stressful. I wasn't wise enough to balance my work and the demands of my mate and she decided it wasn't worth the aggravation eventually. She was polite about it. She didn't try to demonize me or impoverish me." His answer rattled Hawk for some reason he couldn't tell. Too honest? Too different than his cultural norms? He could speak up if he wanted, Eddy wasn't going to interrogate him.
"Since you are alone, would it be too great an inconvenience to allow me to room with you rather than go to a hotel? We have a few staying in hotels so that experience is sort of covered."
"I have a spare bedroom. I might like that actually. If only to see the look on the face of the old lady next door who calls the cops if you park crooked on your driveway. With a little luck one look at you and she'll pop a vessel somewhere and keel over."
"Once again you have turned words I am supposed to understand into a sort of nonsensical gibberish. You are making nautical references? Vessels and keels?"
"No, I mean if she is stressed sufficiently, and believe me everything stresses her, perhaps she will burst a blood vessel and go like an overturned sail boat – keel up," he demonstrated, flipping his hand over.
"Ah, an aneurysm. Now I understand. You are one of two humans so far honest enough to express a dislike of fellow humans. The rest of them are still making nice-nice as I believe you put it."
"You have a little radio in your head to access your computers when you need a word or an explanation?"
"Yes, but it isn't a radio."
"Neutrinos?"
"Good guess but it doesn't work like that. And it isn't my field, I'm not a physicist or a technician to explain it. A tiny diamond in my unit has a sameness with another little diamond on our ship. They speak to each other."
"Ah, quantum  entanglement of macroscopic objects. Very neat," Eddy allowed.
"The computer just brought in a Spatial Physicist on our ship that deals with our ship drives more than personal coms and asked him if that was an accurate assessment of the technology. He said the equivalent of, "Son of a bitch; that short nose is quick." The fellow walks around in a cloud of superiority, sneering at all of us peasants, so congratulations on impressing him."
"Short noses huh? Could be a lot worse. How do we hook up with your boss in the morning and guard him?"
"A limo will come pick us up and then him. We'll have a driver. Does that work for you?"
"We take him where, tonight?"
"We don't. He is staying here in the White House."
"Good, I should have seen that one coming. That makes it easy." Eddy looked over a pile of alien delicacies and popped a thing in his mouth that looked like a little yellow paper. "Ah, hot ginger, but fruity. I was expecting a different kind of hot."
"You aren't afraid to try our food when it might be poison or provoke allergy?"
"Hawk, you guys are so far ahead of in biotech, I figure you wouldn't take the chance of setting anything out here some fool would eat and kill himself. It would ruin the party. This was just a little test. You only brought nine items, if you had thirty or forty  plates laid out here I wouldn't have believed that many safe. But nine? You guys like fancy stuff. Look at your bosses robe. No way you'd put out nine items at home for what amounts to a state dinner. I bet you go all fancy with pretty décor and fancy plates and such. Given how he dresses, Watches Tree's place probably makes Versailles look like a country cabin. Am I right?"
Hawk just got that faint smile. "If you like hot try those little purple things. But don't complain to me later. They won't kill you, but if you didn't grow up eating them you may wish to die."
"Not bad," Eddy agreed, chewing, after a bit. "Sort of like a Habañero, but with more flavor. Do you sleep on a bed and is a guest bathroom with a toilet and shower stall suitable for your use?"
"I can sleep on anything, even the floor. We don't do that much wet bathing. Maybe once a month, because we don't sweat. We like to sprinkle dry agents on our fur and comb them out. That affects our social structure. It is time usually spent talking or taking instruction together."
"Bring your brush along then if you want. I had horses as a kid and I'd use a curry comb on them after a ride. Little guy like you I can comb down in half the time. If it leaves a pile of hair we have a vacuum device that makes cleaning our carpets really easy. I bet sweat is really disgusting if you don't do it. Fortunately we don't care for it either. We go to a great deal of trouble to avoid it. My whole house cools down when it gets hot later in the summer."
"We cool our places too. It's pretty hard to carry on a conversation panting."
* * *
"This is called a townhouse. It's an old style of housing, but they have been building them again in urban centers. You don't mind stairs?"
"Not at all, we have had them back into prehistory."
"How long you folks been out among the stars?"
"Is this an official questioning?"
"Not at all, that isn't my job. But I'm not going to take a vow of silence to never tell anybody if you tell me something interesting."
"You would keep such a vow if you made it?"
"No, because I wouldn't make it. I am maybe a little off to the edge of the bell curve. I won't lie to you but if I don't like how you are treating me I will tell you to go to hell."
"That, would bother me," Hawk said suddenly serious. "Personal integrity is the main study of our philosophers and the theme of almost all our literature and theater and art. I have to examine our files and see this bell curve you are referencing." He paused communicating again.
"This curve," he traced in the air with a finger after a bit, "is statistics, range of variation, it can be a narrow curve or wide," am I understanding? The alien asked.
"That's good as a verbal summary. A mathematician would say it different."
"Would you explain who would be at the other end of the curve from you?"
"Well, that's an interesting question. I don't think anybody has put that to me like that before. I'll try to come up with a good answer." Hawk seemed to lose interest if he wasn't going to answer straight away and went to bed.
* * *
Sitting watching old men talk is boring. The scientists and government officials and even a few military asked all sorts of questions. They seemed to dance around asking anything specific like it would reveal too much about them. Eddy thought they were idiots if they didn't know Watches Trees Grow and Hawk could suck so much data out of not only the net and any private computers they could see, that there could be few secrets. If alphabet agencies could do it from a van down the street these guys could probably do it from the moon. Or from a drone the size of a horsefly circling the building.
He always made general remarks about what sort of relationship the races would have was key to getting specific. Nobody ever asked what sort of relationship he wanted to have. They talked past each other with catch works like cordial and productive. It was depressing.
There were a couple times demonstrators were either on TV or visible from where people were meeting him. He volunteered a couple times to speak with them. He clearly said he's speak with anyone.
Watching Trees Grow was always told he didn't have to meet fanatics and the superstitious. The scholars were embarrassed. They also kept any of the popular news anchors well away. Foreign governments were furious, sure they were being cut out of all sorts of deals. The one lobbyist who had enough punch to get a brief interview was removed when Watching Trees suggested the man was unbalanced and he should be evaluated for a mental condition. He also asked if that was real English the man was speaking.
The unproductive days wore both sides down. It was only a week before Watching Trees Grow announced they would wrap things up and go home in two days.
"Will you be allowing traders to stop and do business with us? he was asked.
"No one is forbidden from trading with you, but I doubt any will choose to."
"Is there something we said to offend you?" One of the President's advisers asked.
"Not at all. You've made every effort to speak with courtesy."
When they returned him to the White House Eddy could tell the alien was really tired. He saw signs now how very old he was compared to the others.
He had supper with a sullen Hawk.
"Watching Trees Grow" would seem to be the name of somebody with a lot of patience," Eddy pointed out.
"Indeed he is."
"But your leaving seems early to us. You just got here to our way of thinking. And it doesn't seem like we have accomplished much."
"Well, like when your boss sent you off with me, sometimes you can just see it wouldn't do any good to speak and it is better to let it go and make nice, nice. We are taking our leave as nicely as we can."
He got up and made himself a drink, considering it. "Do you folks drink ethyl alcohol?"
"We drink fermented fruit. Stuff you'd call wine I think. We never invented beer, because we eat very little starchy grain. My computer tells me those of us who have tried beer like it. If I eat much rice or potatoes it will upset my digestion. But beer hasn't bothered anyone."
"You don't distill alcohol?"
Hawk looked alarmed. That was a new face to catalog. "We distill alcohol for fuel, or chemical stock, solvent. Not to drink."
"Oh, well here is what we call a shot and a beer." He brought a couple tall chilled bottles of beer and poured tiny glasses of whiskey. "Up to you if you want to try it." He knocked back his whiskey, rolled it around in his mouth and chased it with the beer.
Hawk sniffed at it dubiously. "For science," he declared, and tossed it back. He blew his breath out in one long blow. For a minute Eddy was afraid he wasn't going to suck it in again. Eddy pointed at the beer. Hawk regarded him with tear filled eyes and sucked a shuddering breath in. He chugged some beer, belched and chugged it again. "No wonder they like beer if it is after the whiskey. I'd drink anything to uh, flush? rinse?"
"We call it a chaser," Eddy supplied.
"I don't think it chased it far enough."
"Now you are cracking jokes in English," he said pleased. "To answer your question you proposed to me a few days ago, I have a relative. He shall remain nameless to protect the guilty. He's at the other end of the curve in my opinion. He lies even when he doesn't have to lie. Maybe just to keep in practice for all I can tell. He might lie because he doesn't want to start any bad habits and if he tells the truth casually he may mess up and tell it when it matters. He would never make any complaint about you unless it was for gain."
"Don't people avoid him after his nature becomes obvious?"
"I do. I haven't seen him in years. But a lot of family will still invite him to family functions. They seem to forgive anything for kinship. Not that they would loan him money. The thing about it is if you live in a big city, you can meet new suckers and never run out of new people to fool in a lifetime. He doesn't lie about business badly enough to be taken to court. At least not too often. But when you put your hand out for change you better count your fingers as well as the coins you get back."
Hawk snickered. "That translates very well actually." To answer your question. We have been out of our star system for a bit more than two thousand of your years. It took us that long to explore and get established all over our home system."
"About as long we have a fairly reliable written history," Eddy noted.
"This is usually the third question others ask." Hawk volunteered.
"Good, I'd rather not bore you. What do normal aliens inquire first?"
"How did you get here? That is, how does your ship work and have you met other aliens traveling around?"
"No point in my asking how your ship works, because I am not the technical sort who would be able to make a functioning device from your answer."
"Says the guy who so casually figured out our com system."
"Doesn't really matter if we find out exactly how you travel faster than light anyway. Once you know something is possible that is 99% of it right there. The rest is engineering."
"You believe that!"
"Absolutely. You must be in our net and have access to our history. Please look and see how long we took to go from sail boats and horse drawn carriages to nuclear powered ships and rockets into orbit."
"That's impossible," Hawk said staring into the air, seeing other things in his very literal mind's eye. "Less than two hundred years? Why didn't I see this before?"
"And as for other aliens. Of course you have met them. You are slick at learning a language and presenting yourselves effectively to the local savages. What tells me more about them and maybe you, is you didn't bring any of them along with you."
"Could I have another beer?"
* * *
Later, when they were both a little deeper into their cups, Eddy asked: "I know he's in the White House. There isn't any place much more secure than that. But doesn't it make you itch not to be near and supervising his security?"
"I'm not so much his physical security," Hawk explained. "We are more like your Japanese. A very homogenous society. There are very few who would harm his holiness. We have much less mental illness, because our medicine is more mature. I'm more a balancer. I provide a counterpoint to his decisions and desires. I'm more an administrator and he is an idealist, but neither of us compel, it's not our way. Sometimes you go with what you want to do and sometimes the cost is too much. I try to keep him from biting off more than we can all chew."
His holiness? Eddy thought. He didn't ask. He just got Hawk another beer.
"So what sort of bite have you taken on that was a burden?" Eddy asked two beer on.
"Oh the Riyth," Hawk answered without hesitation. "There were twelve billion of them on three worlds. It has been three generations since we uplifted them and we are still recovering. It will be another three before we are back to taking care of our own concerns."
"Were they oppositional? Difficult with you?" Eddy didn't want to say the word war.
"Difficult? They loved us! Loved us to death almost. Do you know how bad they were?" He asked Eddy in a slurred voice.
"No, tell me."
"They didn't know how to read. Twelve billion sapients who memorized things and did calculations in their head and carried on astronomy by oral tradition. Can you imagine? They would call across the continent on a telephone, describe a complex part to be machined and when they made it and sent it the part would fit."
"They must have generally good memories."
"Well, they breed for it obviously," he said waving a hand. "If a Riyth can't entertain his lady love by singing five hundred page classic ballads he doesn't stand a chance of winning her love. All we did for them and the joke on us is they pity us for being what they consider mental defectives."
"That seems, unappreciative at the least."
"Glad you understand. It's rough doing the right thing. Sometimes it is just too much to expect us to keep volunteering," you know? He was having trouble sliding off his seat. "If you guys can bootstrap yourselves up like that in two hundred years, I don't see you need much help."
"You're probably right," Eddy agreed. Hawk was on the thin line between being open and unconscious. Eddy thought this was a good time to ask what he had been holding back most of the evening. "Why do you call your boss his holiness? Is he the religious head as well as the political head?"
Hawk looked at him slightly cross eyed, "I'm as close to what you think of as the secular head, executive call it. My job to be practical," he explained. "He's religious, well not head, but public voice? speaker? conscience? He doesn't order the race about. He just states the ideal if you wish to know and try for it. It horrified him to see your scientists and religious people at odds with each other. He's the head scientist. If he finds out something about the universe it makes God's face just a little clearer to him. But any time somebody religious wants to meet him they make excuses and are embarrassed they even exist and shoo them away. Not like us and he doesn't know how to tell you. Galileo? Our church folk would have carried him through the streets on their shoulders and given him a prize, not put him on trial. There's a passage in your bible we saw – 'His invisible qualities are seen by the things made.' Something like that, pretty close. Somebody here got it right at least once…"
"What should I do?" Eddy asked. "How can I straighten things out?"
"Can't order you. Not my job. You gotta ask his holiness. He can't order you either…"
"What should I ask him?" But Hawk was passed out and aliens snore.
* * *
All the lesser aliens were in their ship and seemed eager to go. Only Watches Trees Grow and Hawk remained on the tarmac to bid a formal goodbye. President Lowther looked dismayed. His career was over next election. Nobody understood why there was a failure, but if the aliens were leaving without mankind getting any goodies that is how it would always be seen.
Eddy was so close to understanding it and it just didn't click. They didn't want trade. Mankind didn't seem to have anything they wanted. If they didn't want something why were they here? He stood there looking at Watches Trees Grow shake hands with the President. He had on a gorgeous cape today. It was a silvery fabric with little seed pearls and a rolled candy strip piping along the edges. He always had on the same beret,  just like the pope always had his little beanie. They were really leaving. All of them. Crap, even if an island didn't have any gold or anything the Europeans at least left somebody behind. They, they, Oh! Oh,oh,oh…
The alien turned to go and Eddy stepped out of line and sank to one knee. Alarm filled the faces of the humans. But nothing like the horror on Hawk's face. "Your holiness, how can you leave without instructing us? Will we ever see the face of God clearly on our own? Do you refuse to help us?"
"No indeed," the tired old alien answered, bags beneath his weary eyes. "it is my great honor to instruct you, if you ask. You said to just show you one," he said turning his face to the other alien, "Well, here is your petitioner."



Dream Cruise
This may be horror or comedy. You may not feel it is science fiction. I don't think it's fantasy. But if all the beeps and dings and ticks in a car every have driven you nuts it may amuse you. In any case it is short enough not to take up too much space in the collection if you just want to move on...
He jerked awakened from the insistent snooze guard alarm, with that horrible gut wrenching awareness that he'd fallen asleep at the wheel. He was a big engineer and he was a tight fit in a Geo Metro, which made no sense. He hadn't owned one for years. Not since back in college, before he ever worked for Chrysler or GM. The hard plastic interior amplified every sound that bounced around inside and the cheap panels rubbed against each other like crickets.
The roadway was shrouded in fog, the shoulders ill defined, but alive with an orange glow like there was a sunset behind the banks of mist. The headlights seemed to help little, although the symbol in the dash said they were stuck on high.
His heart hammered and he jerked alert with an adrenaline rush because the car was demanding his attention. The low fuel bell was dinging a steady metronomic beat and the low tire pressure warning was beating a mismatched counterpoint. The check engine light was flashing with a strobe effect, that threatened to give him a seizure.
The headlight warning and the door ajar signal added a quicker rhythm and the in dash the GPS navigation was warning him in with increasing volume that he had to make a turn right now, but there was no intersection and no guard rail, just a drop off into depths that glowed with unnatural light. The hands free cell phone was demanding he answer an incoming call in his mother's voice.
The collision warning system blared a shrill warning over all of them as a huge tractor-trailer rig came out of the mist in his lane. When he twisted the wheel the car responded sluggishly the automatic stability system overriding his unsafe input and limiting the lateral acceleration and shrilly applying the brakes before he could slide.
He knew the Geo had never had such a system. He'd designed that into the top of the line Chrysler 300 and then the Cadillac STS when he'd switched companies. Neither had the cheap compact ever had a DVD player which he could hear playing a hideous endless laugh track.
By the time those premium systems had worked their way down to the plebeian models the Geo had been no more. How his son had loved to snap the elastic on the back of his seat just like he could hear right now, but he wasn't going to look and see who was there even if his boy's young voice asked if we're there yet, because his son was grown and had kids of his own.
He eventually stopped reacting without thought and tried to end his ride but the key would not come out without the transmission in neutral. And every time he tried to take it from drive the key turned itself back on. Similarly the dash vents were blowing hot air right in his sweaty face and as soon as he turned one away the other would swing back on him. When he pushed on the brake it just made the shrill squeal of the low brake pad warning louder without slowing him down at all. When the heated seat had turned on he'd tried to release his belts. The seat belt warning bell came on but the catch wouldn't release. He'd ripped and pulled at the belts until his nails were torn and bloody, but they were secure. He rolled down the window but it was the safety sort that didn't go down far enough to crawl out, even if he could have wiggled out from beneath the harness.
Between swerving to avoid Monster Trucks coming out of the fog he was seeing occasional figures beside the road laughing at him as he sped by. The grotesque forms told him he was right not to answer the phone. The inhuman faces leering at him as he passed. Some had horns and some had tails, but they all appeared to be in high humor at his predicament.
It wasn't fair. He considered just not twisting the wheel for the next road giant that appeared in his lane, but suspected that even that would not end this journey.
Every bell and whistle he had added to his designs had been for their own good. The careless and inattentive drivers had forced them to protect themselves from lawsuits and the government had pressured them to adopt many. So why - he asked as the cacophony grew and the scene whipped by faster and faster - why was the road to hell lined with his best intentions?



A New World
These next two stories have been sitting on my computer for a long time. They may eventually be incorporated into a book. Or I may never get back to them. They are related, but I think they stand alone just fine.
She woke up slowly, aware of a pearly glow surrounding her and drifted off again. Her memories were cloudy. It was like a computer full of data but only a tiny fraction could be displayed on the screen at one time. She could remember smells but not what they identified. Single words but not build them into a sentence. As her brain mass increased that fraction increased, but it was still such a struggle. She sometimes drifted back asleep before she could retrieve the full portion she wanted.
Her memories were getting vivid and more than she could sort, time was something she sensed while awake now, but she was not yet aware of the separate times she slept. Once when awake she had a sudden surprise as her world was suddenly shrouded in shadow and then physically shifted as she was tumbled over and repositioned in an unaccustomed move that left her dizzy. But it also gave her something new, a memory that was clearly different than the previous memories. This new event was walled off from the others in a second set she had no labels for yet.
Another time she became somewhat more alert and became aware of her own snout projecting into her field of vision from between her lower eyes. She retained that memory in the new set also and expected to see it when she opened her eyes. It was a start to a sense of self.
There was something wrong though. Her greater store of memories had a similar picture of a snout, but it was courser and different. The pattern of stripes on it was not the same and it had something her present one didn’t. It took another cycle of sleep before she could think of it and it was a sound to her –scar- yet it was too much to remember what it meant exactly or indeed that the sound was a word before the sleep took her again.
This time she dreamed and remembered what it felt like to walk and move limbs she had been strangely unaware of in a sort of paralysis. She remembered swimming in a warm river and laying quiet in the shallows as a few small males swam around afraid to come close, but helpless to go away against the force her pheromones held over their tiny minds. Finally one grasped her tail and slowly pulled himself up it until he could release his milky cloud of life giving fluid. Then released from his hormonal haze he fled in terror from this huge creature he found himself grasping. She remembered laughing at the expected antics.
Now that the thought of movement returned she felt suddenly confined and stretched to stand but came up against a confining wall. Her head was bent over and her tail curled up in front of her, but she could get no leverage against this confining prison. Her tiny arms tucked under her chin were useless to even reach this alabaster barrier, but her heavier arms below had no such trouble. The only problem was the barrier did not yield even when she struck against it so hard a new and unpleasant sensation jolted up her arm from the abused hand.
Her lower limbs didn’t feel all that different to move but when she gathered both of them and struck at the slippery surface the effect was much different. A huge section shattered in a star of shards all still stuck to the sticky membrane lining her prison. Another swipe tore this film away and the light that flooded in caused her to close her eyes at its brilliance. What was even more overwhelming was the flood of odors.
She stopped trying to get out not from exhaustion or caution, but in mental overload at the flood of memories too complex and important for her to process yet. One idea seemed imperative. A whole list of these new smells fit under the classification of people. The strongest of them even evoked a memory of a face, kindly and intelligent with handsome stripes that were bright with the high contrast of a calm and open personality. There was an identity that went with that face but it was a complex of history and ancestry that was more than her mind could hold yet. When she looked back at the opening it was filled with an enormous yellow eyeball. The sight made her try to run with instinctive fear at anything that big. Surely something that big could swallow her in one bite with no trouble, but she only succeeded in jamming her head into the narrow end of her prison and ripping the opening even bigger at the other end.
Something was wrong. None of this made sense to her. In her store of memories nothing living was as big as that huge eyeball indicated, nothing at all.
So her brain slowly reasoned it out, still sluggish for reasons she didn’t understand, if it can’t be that big, I must be – small. It didn’t make any sense. She had no memories of being small. She sorted through those memories awkwardly.
She did remember being smaller than someone. She suddenly realized it was her Egg-Mother. She remembered only coming up to her mother’s mid-arms and remembered them holding her firmly while her delicate feeding arms groomed and stroked her.
A deep voice rumbled from outside. "Come little daughter. Don’t give up so easily. Your Egg-Mother will be back from the hunt soon and you’ll miss your share if you are too lazy to push your way into the world today."
The words were still too complicated for her but she recognized the pattern of emotion in the words, concern and something that matched the face she remembered – amusement.
Gripped with a new determination she attacked the ragged edge of the opening remembering now how to use the claws on her sturdy lower limbs. The eggshell came apart until it lay in fragments around her. It was not the only one. It simply added to the litter filling the nest and among the shards were three more eggs with curved unbroken sides. Even more startling were the two other chicks separated by those unhatched eggs, straining their necks toward the kindly face she had remembered. She was hunger too she realized. But overriding the hunger was confusion and disbelief. How could she be a chick? She couldn’t think of all the words for it, but chicks were dumb. A lot dumber than she was aware she was even though she was struggling to think.
While she struggled with these thoughts another big figure loomed over them covering a big chunk of the sky. She looked up and it was like looking in a still pond. The face above her was what she remembered in such detail right down to the scar on the muzzle. The feeling of dislocation was intense. That’s me! Was all her present thinking ability could formulate. And yet right away she saw it was not her. It was the me of a thousand memories, but not the me of the second set she was adding to minute by minute.
“This one of yours is odd,” the original person said to the one that had come up. “She focuses on you like she is a couple months old instead of just opening her mouth to be fed.” I hope she eats OK.”
When her Egg-Mother started shredding the game she carried and feeding the communal nest her friend’s fears were unjustified.  Her new daughter accepted the meat just as readily as her nest sisters, if not as noisily. If she didn’t know better she would have sworn the chick was trying to speak instead of just react to the feeding. That was silliness of course. A youngster didn’t start to form recognizable words until about four seasons. Every Egg-Mother thought her own child was prettier and smarter than its nest sisters. Since this was her first she especially didn’t want to give her more experienced nest partners reason to laugh at her, so she kept silent.
* * *
When the chicks started to stand and walk the difference was disturbing.  A few passes back and forth and the new chick walked with a grace and control that was disturbing.  At a half season the young ones' heads were still over large and when they swung them about they tottered as it threw their balance off.  Watching the strange one, the eldest of the nest watchers was moved to exclaim, "Gods, this one will shame us all as a dancer when she has her growth!"
With the egg shells cleared away the nest sisters brought wood shavings and sweet grass to litter the nest while the new ones learned to control their bodies.  They were astonished when the precocious one climbed out of the nest and struggled with weak claws to dig a hole for her excrement. The ground there was far too hard packed by many feet, but the duty nurse lifted her further away and scooped a hole with her clawed lower arm. They watched silent as she did her business like a child with three or four seasons and trotted back to the nest.
The eldest of the watchers walked into the middle of the biggest patch of flat ground not occupied with others and did something they rarely saw. She raised her tail and struck the ground three blows. At her age she no longer moved easily and the blows must have hurt, but she didn't hold back, striking with a force that would recall their sisters for a good kilometer in every direction. She stood there, very erect, keeping her own counsel while the crowd grew silent and expectant around her.
When enough time had passed for the most distant sister to have arrived at a moderate run she stepped up on the edge of the nest so she could see the furthest face regarding her.
"I am called Blue-dot, because I have a neck marking on my face," she indicated the unusual feature with a delicate upper hand. "I have held on to life for twelve twelves and two seasons. Is there another who is elder to me to speak first?"
The crowd looked expectantly at a couple of the visibly older specimens present and all of them made that little quivering rocking motion with their head that was a no.
"Very well, I struck the ground, as is the ancient custom, because there is a danger to all." That made a few, especially a few of the very young look about at the jungle and sky.
"The danger is not external, as we have heard our mother's mother dealt with back before the egg eaters were exterminated and when many of us lived where the earth itself threatened on occasion to send forth fire and dust. This is a danger it may be more difficult to wrap your mind around. Imagine if you would that we walked away and abandoned these chicks to hunger and cold to die."
That made the crowd shudder and one youngster that was not even of breeding age herself to cry out - "Never!"
"That is not the way of people. We don't leave our young alone like the animals who have no sisters to stand guard while we hunt for our daughters."
"Indeed. And yet we also have perceptions the animals don't. We don't waste food and time on those that are born blind or with the deformed mouth that will never allow them to hunt. Those with the deformed foot or other defect we kill with sadness before they have grown to be more aware of their own passing."
"If you are speaking of my egg," Short-tail the mother of the strange one spoke, " I have avoided saying anything because she is my first. I didn't want to sound foolish by claiming she is different. Every mother thinks the sun only rose in the morning for her chick and I wanted to display more wisdom than that."
"But I must object nothing she has done is a defect. I have considered if she may be a threat to the others of her generation. She may move with more mastery than her peers and she probably could harm them because she has use of her limbs and claws they can't match. However I have watched carefully and never seen her act aggressively. Not once has she nipped or swiped at her nest mates. I will not be silent or agree she is a danger to the others."
Perhaps unconsciously her lower limbs were unfolded. She hadn't spread her claws in display, but her posture suggested she'd take them all on before she'd let them harm her chick.
"I agree," the eldest sister hurried to assure her. "Your chick is very much different, but not at all defective. Our old custom addresses defects, but here we have something new and strange we don't have a custom to deal with. What do we do when a chick is superior? When it has obvious advantages over the others? I fear we may fail to appreciate the opportunity sisters." A look around showed they were listening but were still not sure what point she was trying to make.
"Ah, you don't see it yet," she told them. "Perhaps my years do give me an insight I can't easily share."
"Sister Bright -X," she called to one of the older ones like her, "What will happen when Short-tail takes her hatchling back to her estate for the change of season?"
"At the rate she is going the youngster will be ready to mark her own territory as soon as she is physically big enough to hunt the smaller game. Maybe her fifth or sixth season."
"Yes, you've seen it too. And that means Short-tail will be back in the river and forming another egg before the rest of you who laid this season return. Why some of you may raise your daughters for a full fourteen seasons before pushing them out. Short-tail's chick may be back here to breed before you are again!"
"In a hundred generations…" One voice said in awe.
"Exactly. In a hundred generations, if she or her chick breed true to this type... Her line will own the valley all the way to the mountains. Their chicks will own the interior of the continent and be pressing back the sisters who colonized the shore of the far sea at the same time we did this side."
"It's not just early development," one of the elders said. "If she is as competent about hunting and management and taking the lead among her people as she is walking and speech, she will dominate."
"So," Blue-dot asked, looking around. "Do you want our culture and our branch of the people to dominate the new continent? In honesty in a thousand generations it will probably mean they will own the world."
"You are asking if we will allow the daughters of our bodies to be supplanted," one sister noted in horror.
"Yes, but our essence will be incorporated in them," Blue-dot pointed out.
"How so, when nobody can compete with them?"
"Because for a long time they will only find our males in the streams with which to mate."
They all stood silent absorbing the idea. Nobody gave any thought to any inheritance through the males. They were simply turned out into the wild to survive or not according to their abilities. Their smaller, darker eggs were buried in the hot river banks and not even tended.
It's true, every so often you'd see a prominent marking, or a dominant odor and you could guess from what line a male had carried features over to a new female. But the emotional tie was to the mother. All the language and tradition came from the female side.
"I was afraid if I did not speak, someone would piece this all together in their mind and feel threatened," Blue-dot explained. "All it would take is one quick snap of the jaws and such a thing might be reasonable in the person's mind who did it. I for one would not judge after the fact. But I'm asking you all to consider it now and decide what is right before acting. I think we should protect this chick as the savior of our heritage."
"You are asking us to decide to pass our philosophy and song and language as more important than the bond of our bodies," one summed up.
"Is that not why we crossed the sea?" Blue-dot asked. "Did not the rigid society of our old land offend us? Which is more important really? Do you want to go back to having our estates measured off for us instead grasping all we can mark off?"
One of the elders who spoke before, Bright-X spoke again. "Maybe. You are assuming her daughters will breed true but not her sons. Who knows if either or both will breed this quality? We need to find out and act accordingly. You know my mother breed to a male from Red-X or I wouldn't have this face," she declared rubbing her prominent cross stripes. "I suggest we do a new thing and tend a nest for her male egg. When it hatches we should mark the hatchling so that we will know if we breed with it in the future. They mature their second season. We'll know what we are dealing with in short order. If her males breed true then we can all have superior daughters of our body. If not we may have to ask her to yield her male eggs so something of our bloodline remains in the population." Bright-X  shifted posture to show she was done speaking.
"Let us leave the matter for more seasons as needed. Is there anyone unwilling to wait and see how Short-tail's males breed before taking any action? Do you all agree to protect her chick the same as the others?" Blue-dot slowly scanned the crowd so none could say later they had no say. "Very well. We shall attend the matter when she has produced a male and we have seen it breed," and she stepped down tired from the unaccustomed stress.
* * *
The male was conflicted with hormones and fright. The sister suppressed a laugh, scared it would chase this skittish male away. He was a little one, two seasons old, swimming hard just to deal with the current and on his snout was a scar drawn cross hashed to be obviously artificial. Males did stick their noses in the damnedest places and not a few had natural scars. But this one was marked as belonging to Short-tail. His tail was just fine whipping against the flow. She had gotten her name because her tail had been nipped short by a nestling sister, not any defect. Big-nose stayed still letting him perform his instinctive function and hoped her egg would prove out the theory they all hoped for - that they could each have such precocious daughters of their body. It was no accident she found him. She had laid in the shallows all morning and chased away a dozen other males after examining their snouts closely. This was an entirely new thing among her people to select a mate.
If there are several such select males each should have their own scar mark to differentiate them she mused. What would be other shapes that would not be confused with natural wounds? When her sisters came up to see what she was doing she had drawn an X ,a V and An O in the sand. It didn't take them long to suggest a few more.
* * *
Bright-Star was five seasons old when her vocal apparatus matured enough to form all the sounds of her elder's speech.  Before then the baby talk of her species was not a cultural affection but a physical limitation. Other than toilet training and swimming little was taught until then. It was no accident that yes, no and thank-you of mature talk could be formed by juvenile throats. Patience had its limits.
The fact that this young one could accurately describe what had happened on occasions well before her hatching disturbed them. They already knew she was precocious  The idea she actually remembered the things she claimed was so unlikely it took a long time and many repetitions of detailed memory before they accepted it. Once they did it became a mark of deep respect to be asked to instruct her in the hunt or the making of braid work or weapons. The healers took her into the woods and showed her the best herbs and mushrooms. The fisher folk showed her the secrets of driving the water dwellers into a pen and the fire makers shared the secret of making new fire to drive the herds before it.
Now what they were all holding their breath waiting to see was if it bred true in her or from the same line's males. If it did they could see the world was theirs.  They gathered the three fiercest of fighters and appointed them to guard her night and day.
When the trait was passed on from males there was a collective sigh of relief. This presented much less opportunity for conflict, at least within their own clan. As for the old society across the ocean, there was much discussion of what it would take to work as a group and remove them from their territory. Most were in favor of consolidating their hold on the new continent – first.



Handicapped
Generation 27 of the new Third Bloodline peered through the fronds of a fern-like leaf at the new clearing. Her skin was a tiger strip of black and bright green with just enough dapples of yellow and orange to break up the pattern and mimic the blossoms on the air plants that hung everywhere. A smaller copy of her camouflaged visage, Generation 28, looked from behind her shoulder, gripping a fighting arm for reassurance. The way she clung was a step back from the healthy independence she had just started to show. If any of her sisters had added a generation 29 word had not reached her yet, but she was close to breeding age.
She was terribly fond of her young daughter. She didn’t have what human’s considered a name, just the twenty-eighth generation daughter who lived in the big valley beyond the wide river on the edge of civilization, and a mental picture of her unique pattern of tiger stripes and spots. Even the valley and the river had no name beyond being associated with all the visual true memories since the first Sister walked up to its banks and saw it. Everybody knew what you meant by the river unless you made a point of saying the old river across the mountains where our mothers used to live. That did not mean they were simple or any less given to discussing deep questions than humans. They had three times as many words for rank, status, and social standing as humans used. And while theft of personal items like a spear or necklace was unknown, theft of real estate was a very serious problem. One that was usually associated with murder of the owner.
She reached awkwardly across herself with a small unclawed feeding arm and gave a reassuring pat to the delicate long fingers curled around her muscular lower arm.
"No dear," she assured her daughter quietly, "I know this isn’t anything at all like we have a true memory of, for all that is worth."
The rumble of a bulldozer pushing dirt toward them made them confident they could speak safely with privacy. The horrible racket had awakened them at first dawn, vibrating through the earth more than the air. But here in sight of the strange monster, the air was so thick with its noise they both folded their ears down flat in discomfort, and squeezed their ear orifices almost closed. Their overall appearance was strongly reptilian, with a smooth slightly pebbled skin capable of color changes, but the ears were huge scooped affairs worthy of a fox. Another of the strange things had flattened the top of the hill removing all vegetation and pushed a collar of protective dirt around both sides of the huge egg sitting part way down the slope. But the near one was steadily pushing a ridge of  dirt parallel to the unpaved track marking their territory.
It was a relief that this new thing apparently recognized the treeless trail marked ownership and was not to be ignored. The same sort of trail to their left that marked another's Sister’s territory was getting the same respect. Where the two boundary trails turned away from each other, the long pile of dirt had turned with each leaving a small triangle of neutral ground about fifty paces on a side. Technically, they were on neutral ground too, on the outside of their perimeter walk. The strip that ran between them and their neighbor's boundary roads was a free zone anyone could use to travel through between their territories, although neither neighbor kept it as free of small trees and hazards as the walkways to each side. Some might cheat taking the landowner's walk to avoid pushing through the brush, and trust their ears and nose to duck back in the neutral center if someone came patrolling their land. But it wasn't a smart idea and some were so surly they would turn and track you if they found strange scent or tracks along their road. On the inside of the road there was no question how to behave. An intruder there would be attacked without challenge or quarter. If that ridge of dirt was a boundary of sorts or would be flattened into a real perimeter road, they had even left a decent gap for a neutral zone, not trying to see how close they could come without a challenge like some pushy neighbors. Still, yesterday the land there had been unclaimed wilderness, and 27 had not thought anyone would be marking it off so soon. She  had rather hoped for her daughter to claim it and live next to her. That was a distressing hitch in her plans.
"Look, what are those?" 28 asked. Some things came from orifices in the egg which closed back up. They had the look of living things, flexible with proper arms and legs which the thing pushing dirt around did not have. She wondered briefly if the huge egg was somehow living also, but rejected it. It had that hard look of a made thing like the dirt pusher, although not the boxy shape. It didn't squish out at the bottom from its weight and it had that hard shiny look like a rock that the dirt pusher had even though it's shape was complex. Besides what living thing could lay an egg that big? It would be the size of a mountain. It was disturbing but somehow she was sure they were both made things as much as the spear in her hand.
"Whatever they are they at least have arms and legs even if they are short a pair," 27 said lifting her heavy middle arms. The three middle fingers and two thumbs curled around the shaft of her weapon mirrored the symmetry of her finer feeding hands, but were not only short and less flexible but held long curved retractable claws that were not entirely under conscious control.
"They are carrying things!" her daughter exclaimed. Indeed the three creatures had a number of items hung on straps and clipped on belts. Two of them had items in their hands that seemed adapted to carry. 27 had never seen a handle and had no word for it. I suppose that is what you have to do if you don't have enough hands, she thought to herself a little smugly. The third creature was colored much different in splotchy greens that reminded her of her own coloring much more than the bright colors the other two showed. There was something about the way it carried the single dark object before it that made her uneasy. It had an at-the-ready manner that reminded her of an irate landowner with a spear in each great hand.
"Do either of you fools have anything to do with this perversion?" A voice asked them from entirely too close.
27 slowly turned her head and forced herself not to take a step back. Her neighbor had joined them on the neutral strip so stealthily they had been unaware in all the noise. She was blended in the jungle plants and shadows perfectly not ten paces away, which was the purpose of their coloring after all, but she was shamed anyone could walk up on them undetected even with the roar of the dirt pusher and the overwhelming stink of raw dirt and crushed vegetation.
"We have no idea what this new thing is neighbor. We came to see when we heard. You, we have seen passing on your patrol road of course." She did not mention she had never slowed to exchange a greeting or news like neighbors sometimes did if they were civil. In fact she did not even know the Sister’s lineage she had been so stand-offish.
"Do you have any true memory of such creatures, Neighbor?"
"Indeed, I do. I am of the Eleventh Lineage of the Twelve and Generation 112,214 of my Line,” she bragged, "and we have memory of very similar creatures over 80,000 turns of the seasons ago. They had six limbs not four but they were all clawless grasping hands like you see there, because they were all tree dwellers and very tasty too. My line ate the last of them very quickly because they were such a treat and slow of wit." She turned her head straight on so all four yellow eyes came to bear on them, the two on top of her bulging brain case and the two wide set in the hollows above her jaw hinges.
"They smell just as tasty as I remember too," she said her nostril slits opening wide with no mannerly covering hand wasted on them. 27 wondered how she could smell anything over the earthy smell with a faint burnt tang to it even though she saw no open flames.
"And yet these seem to walk on the ground and are busy removing all of their trees instead of climbing in them, and it would seem very odd for witless beasts to carry so many made things," her young daughter was brave enough to speak up and suggest to their neighbor.
"My error offering treasure of experience to…" Her words failed her not having one to describe her contemptible neighbors. "Has your egg mother told you why your heritage is as  short as a tree slug youngster?" she asked with her lips curling back in disgust showing shocking pink gums above a mouth full of shark's teeth. "Or has she been too ashamed to tell you what sort of world you've been brought into?"
"I understand our mother of 27 eggs back was a story teller and went to the sea. She fell on the rocks and hit her head so hard it cracked and was even misshapen when it healed. If she lost much, she still remembered many old tales, which we remember quite well thank you," she said defensively. "I see nothing to hold any shame. We didn't push our ancestor onto the rocks nor have we memories of eating our own Nest Sisters as I am told some Lineages must bear."
"How dare you," the nasty neighbor hissed, all the color draining from her face until it was gloss black. "The shame you should remember is the shame your mother should have felt knowing she was going to drop an egg with no legacy of memory passed on. If she had the mentality left to feel shame. The undamaged rest of the Third want no part of you I can tell you! She should have thrown herself in the sacred sea when she woke so damaged. Or at least had the sense never to wade in the river and expose herself to the males in season. She had to know she'd make some mental cripples with no heritage – no experience."
"Every Line from the Mothers of the First Dozen Eggs started with no memory but her instruction," 27 pointed out. "In a million turns of the seasons I doubt there will be all that much difference between us and the original twelve. They all survived through a twenty-seventh and twenty- eighth generation and muddled along on that skimpy heritage, so we will too," she assured the prejudiced neighbor.
"If you survive," their neighbor admonished. "There have been other defective Lines arising from the twelve because of injury or disease and I don't remember one that lasted 1,000 seasons without the wisdom of their dames. And the Great Mother had to have many Sisters in which the True Memory didn’t awaken, yet where are they? They certainly didn’t compete having to learn everything anew each generation like the animals."
"Agreed then, we'll just have to see won't we?" 27 replied, struggling to keep her lips relaxed, and happy she could still see the strips on her nose despite the taunts.
The bulldozer that had been industriously working back and forth stopped this time when it came up to the berm it was constructing and didn't back up. There was a single round shape on a stalk that turned to them and the dark eye that looked at them was much like a water bug would turn to you before you snatched it from the rocks. It had that hard surfaced look rather than a wet eyeball, but none of them doubted it was an eye observing them. The creatures by the egg stirred, excited about something and the two bright ones abandoned the things they had carried out and started walking toward them. The one in mottled colors plucked at them trying to hold them back, but when he was holding one the other would advance and he couldn't hold both at once. Of course the poor thing only had two arms. Finally giving up he seemed to decide if they were going to approach the jungle, he would be in front and hurried around them gripping the object he carried differently now.
"Well of course they are the road builders," Jason told Edna. "If they weren't they would stay well away from the track there, because it's a good place to become prey."
"I wish you could have at least taken time to go back in the shuttle and put on body armor and get a heavier weapon before approaching them," Lieutenant Hamilton complained. “Look at the size of these creatures. I only come up to about that heavy middle arm, and I bet they cover a good two meter in one stride."
"Ah, here comes lunch,” their older neighbor sighed. “There isn't much meat to them it appears. I hope you don't mind if I claim seniority of the hunt since this isn't on either one of our territories?"
"Your privilege," 27 acknowledged,   but I'm not sure these creatures don't regard that ridge of dirt as their own boundary road. They could be going to go along and flatten it when they are done. They are so different, who is to say they don't build things different too? But they seem intelligent to me using made things. If you cross that line they may be offended by your trespass.”
"Hah! As if I'd respect a boundary from such bite size stuff. We’re talking about a snack not people fools. I know you remember so little, but these tree dwellers often mimicked intelligent behavior. But one good roar and a charge and you'll see they throw down any branch or rock they picked up and scatter in panic. If I'm too slow to snatch all three help yourself to a little snack. You'll probably never get the chance again. I thought they were all extinct even on the edge of unsettled territory like this."
"That doesn't look like something they picked up off the forest floor," 28 whispered to her mother. Now that they were closer, the shape the front one carried was complex. It had all kinds of boxy shapes and a large rod sticking toward them with a hole on the end like a reed when you snap it off to pick your teeth.
The three strange creatures were smaller than even the young daughter, but still bigger than most of the game they ran on their land. All the big game was only True Memories long hunted to extinction. The humans hung back behind the bulldozer that had fallen silent now, seeming to find comfort in the shelter.
"Man, look at the size of that sucker on the right," the one in camo greens exclaimed.
"Oh! I didn't even see that one," the woman confessed.
"You better hope there aren't another half dozen none of us see in the shadows," he suggested.
"All the data we saw from orbit and from the drones was there were seldom more than one big animal in each marked territory," Jason reminded them. He always had an opinion and was quick to share them. "I think we are looking at both our neighbors from those two plots behind them. One large creature in each well marked territory suggests they must be carnivores too. If they understand territorial marking, they may be smart enough not to come over our berm without some sort of invitation. Look, they all have spears. What I wouldn't give to get one of those and see how the head is fastened on and from how far away the stone was collected!"
"Just stay close enough to get behind the dozer, and be ready to duck, because I don't want to be pulling one out of your chest," Lt. Hamilton told him.
"I'm going to see if I can communicate with some simple signs," Edna informed them.
"Let me go up behind the blade, and you both stay back here until I'm in position," Hamilton ordered them. "Then you can step out – but not more than two steps away from the back of the dozer and wave your cap or whatever the hell you think will amuse these monsters. They scare the crap out me," he admitted.
"They're beautiful," Edna protested. "Look at the colors. I think I saw that big one ripple its stripes on its nose like a chameleon just now."
"Uh huh," Mark Hamilton agreed. He was estimating the big one must weigh about five hundred kilo or a bit more if it was anything like a bear internally. He dialed the projectile size on his gun up to 25 grams and left the velocity at max, which would be about 1,200 meters a second. There was no way he could hang on to it dialed up like that at full auto, so he dropped the bipod on the front over the dozer blade to absorb the recoil.
Even Jason was a little nervous now and took his laser pistol out and made sure the safety was off and the power set on high. Somehow, it didn't seem sufficient protection anymore looking at the native from less than a hundred meters.
"Of course we want to avoid hostilities if at all possible," Jason reminded them. "If we get on bad terms with these fellows we might have to even move to a new location to get somebody who will talk to us."
"Uh huh," the lieutenant agreed never taking his eyes away. He was more concerned with surviving the next ten minutes than long term relations.
"I'm going to ease a bit closer, slowly," the crabby neighbor informed the mother and daughter. "You'd be surprised how close these tree dwellers will let you sneak up on them if you don't move too sudden. I remember hundreds of successful stalks," she explained as she edged away.
"Why does she keep insisting they are tree climbers, Momma?” 28 asked in frustration.  “We haven't seen one in a tree and she already admitted the ones she remembers had six limbs instead of four."
"Well daughter, I’m just like you. I don't have the memories of a 100,000 ancestors rattling around in my head just as vivid as if I lived it myself. But from what I have seen these old ones have so much True Memory it's hard for them to have an original thought of their own. It's true our poor damaged Line mother was hurt so bad she had to be taught like a nest dwellers new chick who doesn't know how to fly the first season, but these old ones seem to think there is never anything truly new, just variations on what they remember. Sometimes I think if they didn’t remember a Line Mother doing it they couldn’t squat and take a piss on their own."
The big native the humans watched walk out of the ferns and brush moved slow and smooth, gradually standing up until it was on its hind legs. It had the hindquarters of a Kangaroo – built for hopping – and took exaggerated high steps to clear the thick bushes. The rear feet showed the digging claws with which it ripped encroaching small trees and bushes out of the ground on its boundary roads as it patrolled, and the rear had a single huge talon curved down that would let it perch like a bird or disembowel prey larger than anything they had seen with their sensors.
The lower set of arms were heavy with huge hands more like paws set on definite shoulders. The neck that came up from those shoulders was massive though, almost as thick as the torso below. In the front set closer together was another pair of much more delicate arms and dainty fingers sprouting from where the sloping shoulders blended into the neck, but naturally going up from those joints instead of down like the lower.  They were folded in front now unused in almost a prayerful gesture.
The eyes on top of the domed skull were forward looking and in a crease that offered a little shelter. Below, another set of eyes just above the jaw joints were so far apart the creature must have near 270 degrees of vision. The muzzle was obviously a carnivore, fairly heavy, not slender like a crocodile, with the nostrils like a pair of curly quotes very active with the slits moving and the size of the upper snout suggested a huge volume for processing smell. The skin was finely textured without deep wrinkles and brilliant with camouflage that combined all the best elements of a tiger and a salamander. The mouth showed no teeth protruding when closed and any doubt of its intelligence was lost with the spear it carried in its middle hand, and the fact there were bracelets around both wrists of those heavier arms.
Edna stood where she had stepped out from behind the dozer frozen by the sight of the native free of any obscuring foliage. “It’s a dragon!” she exclaimed at the sight of the native uncovered by any vegetation. Finally, she remembered her purpose and held her hands up palms open to show they were empty of any threat. Unfortunately, the gesture was the same as a native used to display threat by spreading its fighting arms ready to slash. Although she lacked the proper claws, her fingers still did a pretty good imitation.
Number 112,214 of her line reacted with all the hardwired memory of seeing that threatening gesture thousands of times over the centuries. That such a puny creature would dare make the gesture was infuriating. She threw her own fighting arms wide in a threatening sweep claws unfolding in a deadly arch of black points. She dropped her spear as irrelevant. Weapons were for people not game, and screamed a response that ran off the high end of the human's hearing into the ultrasonic. But the overpressure still painfully hammered on their ears. The size of her open maw of bright pink lined with rows of black triangular teeth was impressive. Edna, who had taken two long steps out from behind the dozer made it back to shelter in one leap.
Seeing the tip of her tail whip back and forth with increasing frequency, the lieutenant, who had owned many a cat who did the same before pouncing, instinctively knew that an attack was a virtual certainty now, and it was just going through the internal programming for the rush. He dropped the butt of his gun aiming well over the native anticipating her leap and was as scared as he had ever been on any score of nightmare worlds.
Behind the challenging neighbor, the mother and daughter were disappointed to see her crouch to spring. They didn't know what these new things were but their neighbor was obviously too far gone in battle lust to stop, and both doubted if any of the small creatures would escape.
As the stripped shape threw itself across the ridge of dirt, Lt. Hamilton realized it would cover a third of the distance to them in one hop. He squeezed the trigger back pushing down hard to try to track that upward leap, but the front support came off the blade he used as a rest and the muzzle climbed free on full auto and tracked her better than he could have consciously. The line of bullets climbed up her front one round hitting right through the massive skull and the last three rounds cutting the empty air ahead of her before he could let off the trigger. In all six rounds as big as his thumb hit and warming from impact the memory metal in them expanded from a blunt cylinder to a mushroom with a 20mm diameter head. They exited her back making a wound you couldn't cover with a flat hand. Even something the size of a small ground car could not survive such massive wounds, but the head wound alone was fatal.
The mother and daughter looked at the broken form of their neighbor laying sprawled in death in shock. They had not anticipated such a reversal. Their mouths hang open like a human in surprise. With their dentition, however, it was not a very friendly gesture.
Lt. Hamilton pushed himself off the front of the track where the recoil of his weapon had pushed him and brought it back down at the ready again on the top of the bulldozer blade.
"Please, please, please don’t do the same," he softly begged aloud of the two still standing watching him from the other side of the dusty ridge. It was the first time he had ever shot an intelligent alien and he found it profoundly disturbing. Shooting humans had never hit him a badly as this. He was also shaken to realize if the dragon had not telegraphed what it was going to do he might not have been able to track and shoot it before it was on them. These things were fast! He really didn't want to shoot the other two and have his name go in the history books as slaughtering the first contact on this world.
"I'm going to do something," the mother told her daughter, "You stand still, and if it is the wrong thing and I die remember not to make the same mistake." She lowered her fighting arms dropping the spear on the ground and held her small feeding arms up palms out, fingers spread, in the same gesture the bright colored two armed creature used.
Lt. Hamilton responded by moving the muzzle of his weapon slightly off center from pointing right at the bigger one's torso.
"Well, that's one thing learned," she told her daughter nervously. “Now I'm going to see if she will let me take a step away if I do it again.” She made the same gesture and took a step back toward what she thought of as the safety of her territory. When she didn't die in burst of thunder like her neighbor, she did it again.
"I think I've got it. Why don't you try it and see if you can catch up with me here?"
The daughter copied the gesture and repeated step by step until she was back even with the mother. When they were all the way back out of the neutral zone on their own road they stopped. The three at the dozer had a discussion they could hear low and the two behind stepped out and repeated the open hand gesture and backed away toward their egg. The one with the weapon backed away too but never laid the weapon down to make the gesture.
Sudden realization hit 27. "That's what they were showing us with the hands. They were saying we are not armed. They don’t have claws even, and they don't have any other arms to carry weapons so it is an absolute statement. The one with the weapon of course didn’t do so, but he wasn’t stepping away from shelter and seeking a parley. Our neighbor made a big mistake."
No, she corrected herself thoughtfully, she made a whole series of mistakes.
Now that they were back at their egg, the small creatures seemed reluctant to go inside although they had the opening working again. The smaller one who had made the first gesture made another. It seemed harmless since the armed one stayed still.
"I'm not sure what it means mother, but just repeating their gestures  seems to be safe. May I respond this time?" 28 asked her mum.
"Go ahead."
The young dragon one raised a single dainty open hand and waved. That seemed to satisfy the three and they filed back in the hole in the egg which closed.
"Whatever are we going to do with these strange new neighbors who are so dangerous mother?"
"We are going to patrol our land and go over and patrol our late neighbors land too, until you can hold it yourself" she said still staring at the distant egg. "And next season although you are too young I will swim in the river and hope for another quickened egg, and we will stop each time we pass this strange place on our road and make the gesture of peace and what I think is the respectful gesture of leave taking, and we will wait until your sister is as big as you and I can take turns patrolling your boundaries with both of you. Then when our legacy is safe in you and a generation sister I will walk over to these creatures berm and try to learn more about how to talk with them. Who knows? Perhaps they will try to talk to us again if our neighbor did not scare them away forever."
"We know two gestures and I will speak of what I plan with you both so that if I fail you will not only pass the True Memory of what has worked from today but you can even learn from my failure if the worst should happen. It seems to me now that all these old wise ones carrying such a treasure of memory are perhaps carrying a burden when they have to deal with a new thing and try to impose the narrowness of what they know on it. They remember everything that worked and was preserved in memory. I intend for us to learn the other half of life's lessons – what doesn't work. The Sisters of the Twelve have been throwing away half of life’s lessons because what kills you is never remembered."
27 started walking along their road away from the alien egg and strange activities. She was still thoughtful and walked until the clearing was out of sight and groomed the trail yanking encroaching bushes from the edge with her huge rear talons as if it were any normal day, and not the day everything changed. 28 stayed silent sensing she was still not done with her answer.
"And if we succeed in communicating," She finally added, "I intend to find out what sort of memories these strange small creatures carry who have such powerful weapons, and I don't intend to share it with our esteemed  sisters of the Twelve Lines that hold us in such derision. No, I don't even want to be accepted back as a crippled part of the Third Line anymore, and have to remember the shame of years we were outcasts. We will simply be The New Line, apart from the Twelve, with no false pride in Generation numbers, and no disdain for anything new. The Twelve can scramble to keep up with us, if they want to share our new world."
-End of Collection-
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The Last Part : Other Books and Links by Mackey Chandler
April (first in series)
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0077EOE2C
April is an exceptional young lady and something of a snoop. She finds herself involved with intrigues that stretch her abilities, after a chance run in with a spy. There is a terrible danger she and her friends and family will lose the only home she has ever known in orbit and be forced to live on the slum ball below. It's more than a teen should have to deal with. Fortunately she has a lot of smart friends and allies, who give them a thin technological edge in rebellion. It's a good thing, because things get very rough and dicey.



 Down to Earth (sequel to April)
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B007RGBIVK
April seems to make a habit of rescues. Now two lieutenants from the recent war appeal to her for help to reach Home. The secret they hold makes their escape doubtful. North America, the United States of North America, has been cheating on their treaty obligations and a public figure like April taking a very visible vacation there would be a good way to remind them of their obligations. Wouldn't it? Her family and business associates all think it is a great idea. She can serve a public purpose and do her rescue on the sly too. But things get difficult enough just getting back Home alive is going to be a challenge. It's a good thing she has some help. Why does everything have to be so complicated?



The Middle of Nowhere (third in April series)
http://www.amazon.com/The-Middle-Nowhere-April-ebook/dp/B00B1JJ7RQ
April returns home from her trip down to Earth unhappy with what she accomplished. Papa-san Santos is finishing her rescue of the Lieutenants, Her traitorous brother is dead and so many things are uncertain. The Chinese and North Americans both continue to give her and Home a hard time. But April, Jeff and Heather are gathering allies and power. China, trying to steal Singh technology, gets its hand slapped badly by Jeff and the Patriot Party in America is damaged, but not gone. Their project on the moon is not so easy for North America to shut down, especially with the Russians helping. Heather proves able to defend it forcefully. They really didn't know she owns a cannon. The three have their own bank now, Home is growing and April is quickly growing up into a formidable young woman, worthy of her partners.



A Different Perspective (fourth in April series)
http://www.amazon.com/Different-Perspective-April-ebook/dp/B00DFL42PU
Despite winning a war against one of the world's super powers and undertaking a mission to Earth to try to demonstrate their independence, April and her new nation still find their freedom tenuous. There are shortages and hostility and machinations against them behind the scenes. Their small technological lead on the Earthies is about the only advantage they have besides courage and sheer nerve. But they are attracting the right sort of people and if pressed, they still are capable of bold action. Home is growing physically and maturing. So is April.



Paper or Plastic?
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B004RCLW68
Roger was medically discharged after his service in the Pan Arabic Protectorate, cutting off his chosen career path early. He is living in rural Sitra Falls, Oregon trying to deal with hyper-vigilance and ease back into civilian life.
When an unusual looking young woman enters his favorite breakfast place he befriends her. Little does he know he'll kill for her before lunch and start an adventure that will take him around the world and off planet.
When you have every sort of alphabet agency human and alien hunting for you survival is the hard part. But you might as well get rich too.



Family Law
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006GQSZVS
You know people who love their dogs. They put them in their will. They forgo vacations to stay home and take care of them.
Can a dog love back or is it simple self interest? Affection or love? Unconditional or a meal-ticket? What if you dog could talk back? Would your dog be less lovable if he could tell you what he thinks, like your spouse? If he complained his kibbles were dry and boring, would your affection wear thin? I don't want to touch on what a cat might tell you...
Is the dog part of your family, or property? Who should decide that for you? How much more complicated will it be, if we meet really intelligent species, not human?
Humans don't have a very good history of defending the interests of others. Even variations of their own species. How will they treat 'people' in feathers or fur? Perhaps a more difficult question is: How will they treat us? Usually the people who answer these sort of questions have no desire to be on the pointy end of things. They are just minding their own business and it is thrust upon them. This story explores those questions



The Long Voyage of the Little Fleet (Second in Family Law series.)
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00KYA9WTQ
In the first book of this series "Family Law", Lee's parents and their business partner Gordon found a class A habitable planet. They thought their quest as explorers was over and they'd live a life of ease. But before they could return and register their claim Lee's parents died doing a survey of the surface. That left Lee two-thirds owner of the claim and their partner Gordon obligated by his word with her parents to raise Lee. She had grown up aboard ship with her uncle Gordon and he was the only family she'd ever known. Him adopting her was an obvious arrangement - to them. Other people didn't see it so clearly over the picky little fact Gordon wasn't human.
After finding prejudice and hostility on several worlds Lee was of the opinion planets might be nice to visit, but terrible places to live. She wanted back in space exploring. Fortunately Gordon was agreeable and the income from their discovery made outfitting an expedition possible. Lee wanted to go DEEP - out where it was entirely unknown and the potential prizes huge. After all, if they kept exploring tentatively they might run up against the border of some bold star faring race who had gobbled up all the best real estate. It wasn't hard to
find others of a like mind for a really long voyage. This sequel to "Family Law" is the story of their incredible voyage.



Common Ground and Other Stories
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0050YYVHY
A book size collection of seven short stories by Mackey Chandler. Ranging from single page to novella. The seven shorts contain an alien with a very human foible, a joker Joyboy banished to selling shoes on the moon, a crotchety old man holding aliens at bay with a leaf blower, the ultimate Windoze -FAIL-, a self made billionaire who never lost his touch, a sword wielding Earth diplomat. who was either very, very good, or incredibly lucky and a future Mama's boy dealing with family, in an era of extended life times.
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