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			Admiral, Her Royal Highness Kris Longknife did her best to cut her corners as she’d been taught in those long-ago days at Officer Candidate School. But then, Gunny had never suggested how you managed the correct military entry with a bundle such as Kris cradled in her left arm.

			The unholy trinity were waiting for her.

			Kris came to a halt before the middle one, Field Marshal McMorrison, Chief of Staff for the entire military of the United Society. She saluted, bringing her hand right up her gig line—as much as she could without bopping that tiny bundle.

			“Admiral Kris Longknife reporting as ordered,” she said, more to her great-grandfather Ray, King Raymond I to most, seated in the guest’s chair to the right of Mac’s desk. The last member of the unholy trinity, Admiral Crossenshield, Crossie to most, had a chair to Mac’s left.

			“Now, what was the all-fired hurry?” Kris failed to avoid adding.

			“What is that!” the King said, pointing at the bundle cradled in Kris’s left arm.

			Is he so locked up in his own little bubble that he didn’t get the word? Kris removed the blanket that had protected her infant daughter’s face, keeping her warm from the crisp autumn weather during the drive from the space-elevator station to Main Navy. “This is Ruthie Marie. Jack and my firstborn,” she said.

			She pointed Ruthie’s gummy smile at the two couples who stood by the bookcase to the left of the unholy three. They didn’t look at all surprised to see her bundle. Indeed, if they hadn’t known of tiny Ruthie, they would never have been here.

			“Can I see the baby?” Kris’s mother, Brenda, squeed. At her elbow, Great-grandmother Ruth Tordon, more commonly known as Mrs. Trouble, held back. Brenda was so rarely happy after the kidnapping and death of her third child, Eddy, that any moment of joy was not to be denied her.

			Kris met her mother halfway and most gently and carefully managed the transfer. Mother must have been getting practice with Honovi’s three; Kris had to do little to get Mother’s arms just right.

			You will get this just right. This is my baby, Kris thought but did not say.

			Ruthie gave Brenda a toothless grin. Brenda grinned back, enraptured. Gramma Trouble stood at one elbow, Kris at the other. Brenda could not have dropped Ruthie if she wanted to.

			“Her full name,” Kris provided, “is Ruth Maria Brenda Anne.”

			“Hi there, my little Brenda,” Brenda said.

			Great-grampa Trouble, trouble to his enemies, trouble to his superiors, and just flat trouble to everyone, including himself, stood well out of range of any spit-up with Billy Longknife, Man of the People, Prime Minister of Wardhaven, and Kris’s occasional father.

			“What’s her last name?” Grampa Ray asked, coming to stand by his longtime friend, General Trouble, ret.

			“Haven’t decided,” Kris said. “Probably we’ll have to do it before she starts school, but we can wait.”

			“You’re married to Jack, here,” the King said, no part question at all.

			Lieutenant General Jack Montoya nodded, as did Kris.

			“When did that happen?” was as gruff as a man could manage under Ruthie’s gummy grin.

			“While I was out of any chain of command,” Kris said. “Just before you issued orders making me God Almighty in the Alwa system.”

			That got a snort from Ray and a chuckle from everyone else paying attention.

			“I’ll bet you any amount of money Rita was at the bottom of this,” the King growled.

			“She officiated,” Kris said, beaming happily.

			“That woman keeps everyone wrapped around her little finger,” Ray muttered.

			Kris considered how much Great-grandfather Ray had pulled the strings that damn near wrapped her in a spiderweb of conflicting duties on Alwa but said nothing. Ray was what he was, and there was little she could do to change him at his present age, with 120-plus years disappearing in the rearview mirror.

			Grampa Trouble laid a nearly affectionate hand on Ray’s shoulder. “Ray, you knew those two were going to tie the knot, it was only a question of when and where.”

			Kris let out a sigh. This was going smoother than she had expected.

			The Wasp had jumped into the Wardhaven system, finally slowed down enough to hit it at under fifty thousand kilometers an hour. Kris had expected an immediate message from Mac or Ray. After all, they were the ones who had had Grand Admiral Sandy Santiago relieve her of her command and order her home “soonest.”

			No message.

			The Wasp docked at High Wardhaven Station as smoothly as if Captain Drago were still at the conn. Kris had expected a message as soon as they opened their locks and plugged into the station’s landline, air, water, and sewer.

			Nothing.

			Jack had to order up transport for Kris and a two-squad Marine Honor Guard–fully locked and loaded. A chief bosun’s mate, a fatherly type, had followed along, a diaper bag slung over his shoulder with such aplomb that none would dare gainsay him.

			Only when they had dropped down to the main beanstalk terminal in Wardhaven had the necessary transport been waiting for them. They’d been whisked from the terminal to Main Navy and led by a very silent lieutenant colonel to Mac’s inner sanctum.

			The colonel had passed them to Mac’s secretary, who smiled, and said, “You are expected,” and held open the door to Mac’s inner office.

			Kris had taken a deep breath and reported in.

			She still had no idea where the fire was that required her to leave the fleet she had built up, the people she had sworn to protect, and the industrial base she’d grown and overseen.

			I’ve had enough of being the visiting fireman. Especially enough of being ordered from pillar to post with no idea of what I’m supposed to do or how to do it.

			Still, Kris held her tongue as Ruthie smiled and did her best to wrap around her tiny finger all of Kris’s problem people, the Troubles excepted . . . sometimes.

			Even Ray finally tried his hand at holding Ruthie. That was when disaster struck.

			Ruthie scrunched up her face and let out a yowl. Then she spat up.

			Good girl. I’ve wanted to do that so many times, Kris thought.

			But “diaper bag” was what Kris called for. The Marines and the chief had been able to avoid Kris’s little family reunion. Lucky them. These were usually a disaster, and there was no need for the Marines to know just how bad it got the higher up you went. Smart Jack, he’d grabbed the bag, not considering it beneath a three-star to pack the necessities for his tiny daughter. Now he handed the bag to Kris, already opened and with a cleaning cloth, half–pulled out. Kris flashed Jack a smile; whether they were fighting off bug-eyed monsters or close family, she could always count on him.

			Kris traded the cloth to Grampa Ray for Ruthie. Jack had another cloth in hand, so Kris could clean up the tiny one. It was clear, however, that Ruthie had had enough of being nice for family. She still hadn’t quite figured out what her lungs were for, but she already knew how to make with her own little war cry.

			“How long’s it been since she was fed?” Gramma Ruth asked.

			“Just before we headed down,” Kris answered as she checked to see that the diaper was neither wet nor messy. “I think this is an ‘I’m hungry, where’s lunch’ howler,” Kris agreed, only too happy to use Ruth for an excuse to get a break from all this family attention.

			“Can I feed her?” Brenda asked eagerly. “Do you have a bottle?”

			“We were not prepared for children on Alwa Station,” Kris explained. “We’ve had to do everything the old-fashioned way.”

			“Body birth and breast nursing, huh?” Gramma Trouble provided when Brenda frowned blankly.

			“Yep,” Kris said. “Do you have a room where I could nurse Ruthie?”

			“How did you come to have a baby on the front line?” Grampa Ray asked, with a lot of royal command behind it.

			Kris had been waiting for that one. “Someone sabotaged my new birth-control implants, figuring that a pregger admiral couldn’t command. I dumped his ass in the bird-guano mines and commanded very well, thank you. By the way, thanks for those beam ships. We would have been toast when six alien hordes hit us all at the same time. With them, they were toast, slathered with marmalade. We did get the first two on our own, thank you very much. Anyway, Ruthie and I need to commune with motherhood just now. Jack can explain more if you need it. Where do we go?”

			Ruthie emphasized the urgency of Kris’s request with a bawl that was only three on the baby Richter scale but threatened to go higher if not appeased.

			“Erwin,” Mac commanded urgently on his intercom. The secretary appeared at the door. “Show the admiral to Admiral Ballo’s office. He’s taken leave today.”

			Erwin led Kris out of the office, into the hall, and to the next door down. It opened to a very standard set of senior flag officer’s spaces. The walls were a deep mahogany. The outer wall had large picture windows with drapes that could be pulled shut. There were a desk, a meeting table, and a discussion pit, all standard-issue. The large armchair in the discussion pit was the one thing out of military step. It was a rocker.

			“Admiral Ballo has a bad back,” Erwin explained.

			“He’s not in today?”

			Erwin glanced at the wall that the admiral shared with Mac’s office. “He didn’t say so, but I think he wanted to stay out of range of the collateral damage.”

			“Smart man,” Kris said, and began to loosen the coat of her dress blues.

			Erwin got the message and left.

			“So it’s just you and me, babe,” Kris said, and settled Ruthie at her right breast, which, to be honest, was starting to ache. If Ruthie hadn’t called for a chow break, Kris might have had to.

			Kris began to relax as Ruthie suckled hungrily. She had a good view from her seat of blue sky and white clouds. That scene could match hundreds of worlds humanity had settled on.

			Kris chose to let that thought wander on its way and smiled down at the miracle at her breast. “It is just you and me, little one.”
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			“Kris, we’re going to stay,” had become an all-too-frequent refrain in her last days on Canopus Station.

			Penny had been the first.

			“Kris, would you mind terribly if Masao and I stayed?”

			“No,” Kris had said, as cheerfully as she could manage. “Of course not.”

			But Penny went on talking, as if an explanation might make it hurt less.

			“Admiral Santiago has offered us both a place on her staff. I’m to head up her intelligence section. She says it will mean captain stripes.”

			“How will Masao feel about you outranking him that much?” Kris asked.

			“He won’t. Santiago has authorization to create a staff drawing in officers from all the Alliance we have out here on Alwa Station. And she can promote them, too. Masao is overdue for lieutenant commander, and commander as soon as she can find an excuse for it.”

			“I wonder why I never got that authority,” Kris grouched.

			“I don’t know, but it’s nice she has it. I’ve also talked with Taussig. We’re going to go in on a farm along that big river in Rooster territory. We’ve asked for a young colonial couple to go in with us. They’ll cover the place all the time, and we’ll rotate being home.”

			Penny paused. “Home. Strange to call this place all the way across the galaxy home.”

			“If it’s where your and Masao’s roots are, then it’s home,” Kris had said.

			“I’ve got to get past losing Tommy,” Penny said, suddenly. She still choked when she said the name of her husband of three days, who gave his life so that she might live.

			“Yes, you do,” Kris said, softly. She suppressed a shiver at the memory of ordering the dumb metal of her ship to seal all the holes in its hull . . . and seal Tommy’s fate.

			“I know, Kris. I will. Masao is the man I want to do it with.”

			Their conversation meandered along for a while longer before Penny finally left, leaving Kris to contemplate the changes that life brought your way.

			Captain, no, Vice Admiral Drago was next.

			“Commander Pett do okay by you?” he asked Kris after he had smiled at Ruthie Anne and assured Kris that she was a perfect baby.

			“I’m alive, and the Wasp isn’t even in line for the body and fender shop.”

			“Any landing you can walk away from.”

			“So, what really brings you around?” Kris had finally asked.

			“Do you trust Commander Pett to get you and this cute little one back across the galaxy without a problem?”

			“I do. Why?”

			“I’m thinking of hanging around here for a while.”

			“Lots of people are,” Kris allowed.

			“I mean, it’s not like admirals around here spend all their time trapped behind a desk. Everybody fights from four stars down to an Ostrich seaman recruit.”

			“It seems to go that way,” Kris said, and paused to see if there was more to his hankering.

			“And there’s this colonial woman. She’s buried two husbands and claims she can put me in the ground. I told her my wedding gift to her will be her very own burial plot,” Drago said, grinning.

			“Whatever floats your boat,” Kris answered.

			They talked for a bit longer, Kris praising Drago’s handling of Fourth Fleet in the last battle. They left with promises to get together when next they shared the same space and share a beer and bring each other up to date.

			There must have been something wrong with the air-recycling system; Kris needed a tissue to blow her nose.

			Amanda and Jacques were no surprise.

			They dropped by to gush to Kris that Prime Minister Ada of the colonials had set up a Science Advisory Committee and invited both of them to fill slots on it.

			“We’ll have an entire budding economy to work on,” Amanda said.

			“She’s in hog heaven,” Jacques growled.

			“And you aren’t?” Amanda growled right back. “You’ve got all kinds of bird cultures to work with, and I’ve heard you say the humans have many divergent cultures among themselves, what with the colonials and the Navy and the industrial types.”

			“Oink, oink,” Jacques said through a happy grin.

			“And we’ve also been asked to establish Alwa’s first university,” said Amanda, getting even more enthusiastic. “They haven’t agreed on a name. Rita U just doesn’t carry, and she’s had so many other last names.”

			“Rita suggested we name it after her father, Nuu U,” Jacques put in.

			The two of them talked nonstop for most of the time they visited with Kris and only took a few moments out to fuss over Ruthie Anne before leaving to collect the last of their belongings still on the Wasp.

			It took Kris a half hour of nursing Ruthie to calm down from that whirlwind.

			She found herself wondering when Abby would come calling and what her own decision would be. They were only a few days shy of departure when Kris’s maid, bodyguard, and so much more came into the Wasp’s wardroom at lunch, went down the steam tables, then casually settled into the chair across from Kris.

			“How are things going?” Abby asked, buttering a roll.

			“I would give half my trust fund to sleep through the night just once,” Kris said.

			“I hear that youngsters are death on sleep. What did Shakespeare say? ‘Babes doth murder sleep.’”

			“You may have that wrong,” Nelly provided from Kris’s collarbone.

			“Whatever.”

			“Did you snap up some of that free land down among the Ostriches?” Kris asked, kind of sidling up to the big question.

			“No, General Bruce and I have signed for some land along that nice, long river in Rooster territory. We’ve got the homestead between your Penny and Commodore Taussig and my boss Pipra.”

			“I figured Pipra would have you and Bruce as part of her farm crew,” Kris said.

			“She did, too,” Abby said, “but I set her straight. Steve and I will be teaming with four fab supervisors and another brigade commander. We got two colonial couples signed up to help us. It shouldn’t be too hard, and if Pipra tries anything too friendly with my Steve, well, I still know how to shoot.”

			Kris took a long drink of milk. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to go back. You were just a maid there. You’ve really soared out here.”

			“I was never ‘just a maid,’ and you never treated me as if I were.”

			“Not after you saved my neck once or twice,” Kris admitted.

			“Even before I did,” Abby put in. “Kris, you good people, and I’m so glad I met up with you.”

			“I’m glad you’ve been a major part of my life for the last six years,” Kris allowed.

			“If I don’t get out of here, I’m gonna start blubbering,” Abby said, and suddenly, her place across from Kris was empty.

			Kris would have happily left her lunch right there, too, but she was feeding Ruthie as well as herself. After dabbing at her eyes with a linen napkin, she resolutely finished her lunch, but ship food was never so lacking in taste as it was that day.

			*   *   *

			Kris found herself blinking her eyes as she stared out the window at the sky over Wardhaven. She borrowed one of Ruthie’s cloths and dabbed away the moisture threatening to run down her cheek.

			“Would I have stayed there if we could?” she asked Ruthie. Like all infants, Ruthie had no answers, only needs.

			There was a knock at the door.

			“I’m not decent,” Kris called.

			“I don’t care,” came in Jack’s voice, and the door opened to let him in. He covered the distance with a few long steps, then traced Ruthie’s busy cheeks with a gentle touch that also just happened to make feathery strokes on the breast the babe was busy draining dry.

			Kris shivered at the pleasure.

			“How are things back there?” Kris asked a minute or so later, motioning to Mac’s office with her chin.

			“No blood on the carpet.”

			“Yet.”

			“I don’t know. I think Ruthie has kind of secured a temporary truce. Ray hasn’t asked Billy a single political question, and vice versa. The two women are talking maternity and sharing pictures of the latest grandkid or great-grand tyke. I won’t bet money on it, but I think your mother might just be softening a bit.”

			“That would be nice. Maybe we can find peace at last.”

			“You both know what it’s like to be a mother now.”

			Kris nodded, then changed the subject. “Has anyone told you what’s so on fire that they needed to haul me all the way back here to put it out?”

			“No, but I think Ray’s about to split a gut to get it out for you. You weren’t nearly as close to popping with Ruthie Marie as Ray is with his secret.”

			“Speak for yourself, husband. I’ll decide how close I was to popping and who gets to claim they’re worse.”

			“My mistake,” Jack said quickly, but with a fond grin.

			Kris assumed the grin was for her breasts hanging out while she tried to return Ruthie’s logistics to the properly hidden place polite society demanded.

			Jack might be grinning, but he was also reaching for Ruthie, pulling her to his chest, and giving Kris two free hands. With that bit of help, she was able to get properly uniformed without dripping milk down her dress blues. Hurray for our side.

			“Well, let’s go see what sneaky mess Grampa Ray wants to get me into this time,” Kris said, and led the way, letting Jack provide the rear guard, with Ruthie in his arms for the moment.
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			By the time Kris, Jack, and Ruthie got back, the room had changed. Gramma Trouble and Brenda were on a couch, eagerly awaiting Ruthie. Kris took in the rest. The King sat at the head of a conference table. Crossie and Mac were at his elbows.

			There was an empty chair at the foot of the table, with Billy and Trouble sitting at its elbows. Kris expected that chair was for her. What she didn’t much care for was that the two empty chairs, one of which would have to be Jack’s, were too far from her.

			“Father, would you mind letting Jack have that chair?” Kris said.

			Billy looked surprised, but he sheepishly rose and took the next chair down. Kris hoped that didn’t put him too close to the other side. She’d hate to see him back Ray if it came to that.

			Nope, the two of them were too much alike to agree on much of anything.

			Seated, Kris let the silence in the room stretch for only a bit, then said, “Okay, why am I here and not out there where you said I was indispensable, Your Majesty?”

			“Do you remember Vicky Peterwald?” the King said without preamble.

			“How could I forget her? I saved her neck when the aliens wanted us dead, and she stabbed me in the back the first time she could get her lovely, ivory boobs in front of a camera.”

			“You don’t like her?” Ray said.

			“I didn’t say that. I pity the kid, growing up in that gutter that passes for Imperial Harry’s Palace. What’s she up to that makes you ask?” Kris said, still no more informed about where this was going and getting less and less patient for Ray to get there.

			Grampa Trouble must have sensed Kris’s mood; he jumped in. “Greenfeld is going to hell in a handbasket. The Empress has made several attempts to kill Vicky and they are the two leaders of a civil war that threatens to tear Greenfeld apart.”

			“And that matters to me how?” Kris asked.

			“The Emperor has asked you to mediate between the two women,” King Ray said. “Since you once saved his life, he thinks you’d be fair. For some reason, Vicky has also accepted you as mediator.”

			“And the stepmother?” Kris asked.

			“We haven’t heard from her,” Crossie admitted.

			“But if we did?” Kris asked the intelligence honcho.

			Crossie scratched his left ear. “I have no idea if she’d say something positive, but she hasn’t said anything negative.”

			Kris let all that she’d been told run around in her head for a few moments. Her mouth started talking long before she wanted it to. “Are you folks crazy? I’d have to be dumb . . . or insane . . . or the boldest person in human space . . . to get between the three of them. The only reason I saved Henry’s worthless skin was because his death would have had my fingerprints faked all over his body, and there would have likely been a war.”

			Kris shook her head. “As for him and Vicky, you can’t trust either of them to agree to anything and keep to it for more than five seconds. I hear the Empress is even worse.”

			Crossie had the good sense to nod along with Kris.

			“So why are you trying to send me into this valley of death? You know, Ray, your last idea, setting us up for a stalking horse out on Alwa, was really dumb. There is no way anyone could look at our DNA and the DNA of the rest of the animals on Alwa and think we were from there. No way.”

			“We kind of figured that out,” Mac said. “Fortunately, we came up with the beam weapons. How were they?”

			“Horrible. Wonderful. They just barely saved our asses. They were one mad scientist’s wild science project, and we just barely managed to duct tape them into something like a warship. You really need to do better next time.”

			“We’re working on that,” Ray said. “Maybe after you do this little favor for the Emperor, you can help us.”

			“You mean maybe if I survive this little suicide mission,” Kris said dryly.

			“We plan to send you with a fleet of the new frigates,” Mac said.

			“Battlecruisers,” Kris corrected.

			“Rita has you call them battlecruisers,” Ray said, his face clouding up.

			“No, I’m calling them battlecruisers,” Kris snapped. “What with twenty 22-inch guns, they can stand up against any battle line we’ve got.”

			“But they can’t fight in a battle line. Their lasers all point fore and aft.” Admiral Crossie, who’d never commanded a ship, provided the Navy input.

			Kris’s growled “Who in here has the most experience commanding a battle line?” was hardly a question.

			The room fell silent, as if a guillotine blade had slashed through further comment.

			Kris waited a long minute before going on. “Besides, if I’m going to become the mediator hunting for any peace that can be found between these two crazies, I’ll need to impress them. I expect to keep these admiral stripes, and I intend to lead a battle line. I’ll also likely need a whole hell of a lot more, but that, at least, is a start.”

			“It’s no big thing to change the manuals to say battlecruiser instead of frigate,” Mac offered.

			“You like those stripes,” Ray said.

			“You want to send a commander, or what am I, a captain, out there to patch together something between those three huge egos?”

			“I see you made your husband a lieutenant general,” Ray said, eyeing Jack.

			“He commanded a corps dirtside with three Colonial Guard divisions and attached Alwan auxiliaries as well as the Fleet Marine Force afloat. I see no reason the people risking their lives shouldn’t have the rank to show for it. There was damn little pay.”

			Grampa Trouble wetted a finger and made two marks in the air.

			Grampa Ray scowled at him but said nothing.

			“Well, if that’s settled,” Mac said, “I think we can call this meeting done and move on to other things. Admiral,” he said, looking at Kris, “I’ve had several of my staff examining what a mediation mission might look like.”

			“Fine, but one more thing, Your Royal Majesty, before we go,” Kris said.

			“Yes, Your Royal Highness?” Ray said, returning formality for formality.

			“When this mad job is done, no more. No more wild jobs. I want a job with a desk in Main Navy. I want Jack to have a desk, too. Maybe we share the same office, maybe he’s on a different floor. But I want us to have lunch together without anyone trying to blow us to hell, and I want to go home at 1700 to the kids. Yes, I said ‘kids,’ as in two at least. You hear me?”

			“Message received and understood,” the King said. “But I’ll bet you any amount of money that you won’t last a month.”

			“And you’ll lose,” Kris said. Retrieving Ruthie from where Gramma Trouble was doing her best to settle her down after Mother had gotten her sputtering and spitting up, Kris led Jack from Mac’s office.

			“Take me to Nuu House,” she almost begged Jack.
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			Nuu House seemed somehow smaller, Kris reflected, as they drove up to the portico. It couldn’t be that she was taller: She’d lived here through university. She’d thought herself fully grown to womanhood back then.

			Maybe it wasn’t so much a case of size as perspective. She’d seen an alien raider’s base ship up close and personal.

			After you’ve seen one of those puppies, everything looks tiny.

			Kris smiled at that reflection.

			A Marine from the escort opened the door for Kris. Jack preceded them in, as he usually did, to do one quick check for security. Strange to see him apply that standard procedure to Nuu House, but habit was habit, and Kris loved him for the way he looked out for her and Ruthie.

			Kris walked into the foyer, with its spiraling black-and-white tiles . . . and came to a halt.

			On the staircase where Abby had once stood, there was a matronly figure in some sort of gray-and-white civilian uniform backed up by four younger women in the same attire, each a stair step higher than the last. At the foot of the stairs, echeloned out from them, stood four hard-faced people, three men and one woman, who, even if they wore suits, were cut from same identical mold.

			The older one looked familiar.

			“You are . . . ?” Kris started.

			“The guy who yelled for you to stop the elevator before you let yourselves out on a Sarin-gas-filled floor.”

			“Ah, yes. I believe I thanked you for that when you visited me on the Mutsu.”

			“Yes, you did, Your Highness.”

			“And I asked you to answer a question for me.”

			“You did that, Your Highness,” he said with the hint of a gleam in his eyes.

			“You must have answered it. When I got the message on where the trading fleet was, I knew you’d gotten to the bottom of Grampa Al’s suicidal plan. Was it too much of a problem?”

			“Not at all, Your Highness,” he said with a gentle smile.

			“Ha!” That was from the young woman of the group. “He nearly got himself killed, and he was kidnapped.”

			“Yes,” said a young male. “We have pictures, all unsuitable for work.”

			Kris raised an eyebrow.

			“Well, it may have been a tad tight for a bit,” the senior lawman allowed.

			“What brings you to Nuu House? Last I heard, you were a senior chief agent in charge for the Bureau of Investigations.”

			“I will likely be so again, Your Highness, but I and my talkative colleagues here have been seconded to the Secret Service to head up your protection detail.”

			Beside Kris, Jack cleared his throat. “We have several platoons of Marines to do that.”

			“No doubt, sir, but you will allow that we may be more informed as to matters here locally. You did quite well leading me a merry chase, but that was a bit over two years ago.”

			“He has a point,” Kris allowed.

			Jack considered that for a moment, then said, “I will coordinate my Marine guard with your people. I’m a belt-and-suspenders man where the safety of my wife and daughter are concerned.”

			“I couldn’t agree with you more. Now, Your Highness, as you may recall, I am Senior Chief Agent in Charge Taylor Foile; these are the people who will be heading up one of your around-the-clock shifts. Mahomet Debot,” was a dark-haired man of swarthy complexion, as dark as Jack. “Rick Sanchez,” was only slightly lighter than Jack, “and Leslie Chu,” was a milk-skinned redhead who hardly looked the part of her surname. “One of these three or I will be on duty at all times, leading a team to protect you that will rarely be less than twenty strong. Please let us know thirty minutes in advance of your plans to leave the house, so we can get a police escort.”

			“Someone must consider us a high risk,” Jack said.

			“I have not been told anything except to apply this level of protection,” the agent said evenly. If he knew more, he was not telling.

			“Does my father have this much in the way of his going out for a drink?” Kris asked, eyes narrowing.

			“No, ma’am,” Agent Foile said evenly.

			“Hmm,” was all Jack had to add to Kris’s thoughts.

			“We must talk about this later, Agent Foile,” Kris said, and turned to the five women arrayed up the stairs. “And you are?”

			“We will provide twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, care for your infant,” the matronly woman answered.

			“What weapons are you qualified with, and when did you last shoot?” Kris snapped.

			“Weapons? Shoot?” the older woman said. If possible, the placid faces on her and her subordinates might have shown a hint of surprise.

			“Who hired you?” Kris asked, trying not to sound snappish.

			“Your mother, although I think there was another, older woman involved in vetting us,” the spokeswoman said.

			“Not an old, ramrod-straight military-type guy?”

			“No, Your Highness. Although the older woman did have that kind of clipped way of speaking.”

			“It comes from cohabitating with Grampa Trouble,” Kris allowed. “Okay, you are not weapons-qualified. We’ll have to see about changing that. Do you have a bag packed so you can run for the beanstalk if I suddenly decide to take off for space?”

			Now the women’s faces did drop. “Ah, er, ah, we weren’t told we would have to leave Wardhaven City,” the older woman answered. “And I, for one, have no desire to touch a gun, much less shoot one.” Two of the other women nodded agreement. The other two exchanged looks that seemed to say “I told you so,” but they didn’t join in the others’ open refusal.

			“Once again, my mother has done for me what I did not want or need. The three of you are dismissed. I will arrange for you to get two weeks’ severance pay. Special Agent Foile, please see that full background checks are made on the other two. There is a pistol range in the basement. General, detail two Marines to begin their introduction to weapons. By the way, ladies, if you have friends who are qualified as nannies and sharpshooters, or willing to learn, you may invite them to come in for an interview tomorrow.”

			“Yes, Your Highness,” the two said with a bit of a curtsy.

			“Come with me,” said a new voice.

			Kris turned to find a young woman in Navy blues with the single stripe of an ensign on her sleeves and a gold aiguillette of staff on her right shoulder. “And you are?” Kris asked.

			“I am Ensign Megan Longknife, your aide-de-camp, secretary, and general dog robber, Your Highness. I qualified with several weapons at OCS last month, but you’ll likely want me to get better. Now, I’ll see that these three woman are properly taken care of and their access to the grounds revoked. May I borrow one of your Marines, General, to escort them to the front gate?”

			“Certainly. Carry on,” Jack said, and she turned smartly to follow her orders.

			“Just a moment, Ensign Longknife.” The young woman turned back to Kris. “I’ve never met you.”

			“No, ma’am. I’m from Santa Maria. The Alnaba side of the family.”

			“Ray’s daughter?”

			“Is my grandmother,” Meg supplied.

			Kris nodded. “Okay, carry on, and we’ll talk later. Nelly, help her with the paperwork.”

			“I think I already am, Kris.”

			That brought a frown to Kris’s face, but the young ensign had returned to her assignment, herding the three unqualified nannies from the foyer.

			Kris turned back to Special Agent Foile. “I assume your people are up to date on their weapons qualifications?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

			The young woman with him, who looked like she was about to split a gut, burst out, “They even had us qualifying with machine pistols and long rifles. We knew something was up, but to be working with you, wow.”

			“You will have to excuse Leslie,” Foile said. “I think she was a founding member of your fan club.”

			“And we’ve been going crazy since you disappeared,” Leslie said, jumping in.

			Kris tried to keep from smiling at the young woman’s enthusiasm. “I’m afraid you will get little news from me,” she said.

			“Oh, it doesn’t matter. One of us had a cousin on the Wasp. I think she got him drunk last night ’cause there was all sorts of stuff on the net this morning. Did you actually blow away seven more of those monster ships?”

			Jack raised both eyebrows. Kris rolled her eyes, hoping whoever had told the tale hadn’t made it sound easy.

			“On second thought, I may have to find time for some interviews,” Kris admitted.

			“We’ll see that you get a better hearing than last time,” Leslie assured Kris.

			“I wouldn’t be too hard to improve on that one,” Jack muttered under his breath.

			Before anyone could answer that thought, the doorbell chimed.

			A Marine moved quickly to check on the new arrival, then braced as he called “Atten’hut,” and opened the door wide.
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			“As you were,” General Trouble said before the civilians could even figure out what was expected of them. He then added, “Relax,” when the Marines failed to take a breath.

			His wife and Kris’s mother followed him into the foyer.

			“Oh, how’s my little grandbaby?” Mother cooed, and headed for said child and proceeded to extract her from Kris’s arms without so much as a “may I?”

			Before Kris could cloud over, Gramma Trouble slipped between them. With a silent “I’ll take care of this,” she edged Mother and Ruthie away.

			“Where are the rest of the women I hired?” Mother asked, taking in the two on the stairwell.

			“They weren’t weapons-qualified,” Kris said.

			“Why would that matter?” Mother asked, befuddled.

			“Let’s take Ruthie upstairs and introduce her to her nursery,” Gramma Trouble suggested, and placed an arm on Brenda that urged her toward the stairs.

			“Come along, Kris,” Brenda said, not looking away from the child in her arms. “You’ll want to see all the changes we made in the nursery. It’s very modern. The latest safety equipment. You can monitor Ruthie’s temperature, heart, and breathing from anywhere in the house, and the floors are rubber. She’ll never hurt that cute bottom of hers.”

			“Kris’ll come along later,” Trouble said, determining Kris’s future.

			“I will?” Kris said, temper starting to burn.

			“We need to talk about your mission.”

			“Oh,” Kris said, and allowed herself to be edged toward the library.

			“Who do we need to include?” Jack asked.

			“I was thinking just you two,” Grampa Trouble said, looking very much the general.

			Jack shook his head. “Special Agent Foile needs to know what’s going on.”

			“You may well be right,” Trouble said, and turned to the four agents. “Foile, it’s good to see you again.”

			“Will you be talking this time?” had a sparkle around the senior agent’s eyes.

			“Will you be trying to arrest Kris and Jack this time?” Trouble answered back.

			The agent chuckled. “Not very likely.”

			“Then yes, I will be talking. Come along and hear the worst.”

			“Mahomet, check this rock pile’s security network. Leslie and Rick, familiarize yourself with the house. Are there any secret passageways, Your Highness?”

			“None that I ever discovered. Or my boyfriends, either.”

			“Have our teams look for them anyway,” Taylor said, then followed them into the library and locked the door behind them.

			Grampa Trouble led the long walk past book-lined walls and more bookshelves to the fireplace and the two couches beside it. Kris and Jack sat on one. Trouble and Agent Foile faced them across a low table that would provide them with a network screen if they needed one.

			“So, what brings you to our humble abode,” Jack said, “and why is our security detail larger than the prime minister’s?”

			“Probably because you’re more involved with the Peterwalds than Billy is or ever would want to be,” Trouble said.

			“Knocked that one out of the ballpark,” Kris said, and made to watch as if a high fly ball sailed over the fireplace.

			“Mind you, we don’t expect there to be any problems here, but once you leave United Society space, it’s anybody’s guess.”

			“That’s why I wanted two battle squadrons at least, maybe three. You think sixteen would be enough to defeat any Peterwald battle line?” Kris asked Jack.

			“Don’t ask me, hon. I’ve been as out of pocket the last two years as you’ve been.”

			“Nelly, have you got an update on the Peterwald Order of Battle? No, Trouble, sir, shouldn’t I be asking you?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. Crossie lost several of his best agents in the Empire when they shot all the State Security types.”

			“Heavens, some of their intelligence people were on the take of our intelligence people?” Kris said, shocked, just shocked. “I think I’ve got the vapors.”

			“If Kris will stop being such a drama queen,” Nelly said, “I can give you a report.” Nelly, Kris’s computer, upgraded many times since she was given to her when she first started school, was worth a major chunk of one of her battlecruisers. Since her latest upgrade, Nelly had developed a tendency to argue with Kris and crack bad jokes.

			“Go ahead, Nelly,” Kris said.

			“I’ve accessed the Wardhaven network, including all data authorized to flag officers, and I’ve correlated it to my satisfaction. Greenfeld has been falling farther and farther behind in technology as she tears herself apart. We have no reports of any battleships with lasers larger than 18-inch. They are still building ships out of traditional metal, no Smart Metal. I would expect that eight battlecruisers would be sufficient to win a battle with either Vicky’s or the Empress’s fleet. Still, it would be better to send sixteen so we could overawe them and not have to fight.”

			Trouble raised an eyebrow as Nelly appended her recommendation to the end of her factual assessment.

			“Nelly is quite good,” Kris allowed.

			“I’m magnificent. The Magnificent Nelly,” Nelly crowed.

			“Just ask her yourself,” Kris grumped.

			“Ask anyone who’s alive because they had me to help them,” Nelly sniffed.

			“Down, girls,” Jack said.

			General Trouble swallowed a grin and went on, “That is pretty much what we assumed would be the threat you face. I’ve been trying to persuade everyone that you deserve two full squadrons, but it’s not easy to free up that many ships.”

			“Can I ask why?” Jack asked cautiously.

			“First, let me be clear, no one has spotted any evidence of the alien raiders, either in human space or around the Iteeche Empire. Whoever was nibbling around the edges of Iteeche territory has not shown up for a while. Believe you me, the Iteeche have built a whopping lot of frigates and searched all around themselves. I kind of like your idea of calling them battlecruisers now that they’re sporting 22-inch lasers. Oh, and the Iteeche have given us some ideas that our scientists think can be stretched to 24- or even 26-inch, or focused even tighter into an 18-incher with double the range or quadruple the power.”

			“And Greenfeld is just sitting all this out?” Kris said.

			“While they tear each other apart and squabble over the rubble,” Trouble added.

			“I thought Vicky was smarter than that,” Kris said. “Kind of dumb, and soulless as a tree stump, but smarter.”

			“It appears that she is. She sent over a certain intelligence asset who brought us up to date on what was going on. He also asked for some spidersilk underarmor for Vicky and her team. Her stepmother has been trying to kill Vicky. Really trying to kill her, like trying three or four times a day while she was still in the Palace.”

			“Good God,” Kris muttered, “that beats my worst day.”

			“By a lot,” Jack said.

			“So she had to rebel just to keep her head on her shoulders,” Kris concluded.

			“Something like that,” Trouble said. “That and the mess her stepmother and family are making of the entire Empire as they tear it down and steal anything of value from the wreckage. A lot of people are at risk of starving to death. Your Vicky saved at least two worlds, maybe more, from the brink of cannibalism.”

			“She’s not my Vicky,” Kris pointed out.

			“Well, if I’d spent as much time as you have with her, and she was doing as good as Vicky has been doing in a bad situation, I’d want to claim a bit of the credit.”

			“Really?”

			“Wait until you get there, then make your own assessment,” Grampa Trouble said.

			“I will. By the way, you do know that while I’m pretty good at blowing things up, I don’t have much experience getting people to play nice in the sandbox. As in never.”

			“Really,” Grampa Trouble said, eyes wide in shock; then he chuckled, probably at the face Kris gave him. “We kind of know that, so we’ve been looking for folks who might help you figure a way out of this for everyone.”

			“Who?” Jack asked.

			“Well, we’ve tapped the chief mediator of the Wardhaven Office of Mediation. He’s had a lot of experience getting unions and managers to not kill each other.”

			“Maybe he could help us,” Kris allowed.

			“We’ve also got the senior arbitrator of the Bureau of Arbitration. They try to help business find a middle ground when contracts between corporations don’t appear to be as clear as they all thought they were. It’s an alternative to spending the next hundred years in court.”

			“Is he any good?” Jack asked.

			“I personally brought him in to help your grandfather Al resolve the problem with Mitsubishi on the new Smart Metal. If he hadn’t gotten those two hardheaded types to settle things, you’d still be waiting for your first frigate. We also found out about some new idea Earth came up with to slow and redistribute laser light so you avoid burn-through. I put him and a team from Nuu Enterprises on the next liner to Earth, and he just got back from there with a contract and specs.”

			“Ah, Grampa, we reverse-engineered that crystal stuff out on Alwa Station. This latest Wasp we rode in on has it. You might want to drop by and look at what we did to make the stuff from Earth better.”

			“Better, huh?”

			“Yep. We lost a couple of Earth ships the first time they got shot at, but we figured out why and improved the crystal armor that we grew for our new construction and backfit to our old ships.”

			“I take it that you really took the idea that you needed to create an industrial base force seriously.”

			“In spades,” Kris said. “It’s amazing how wanting to stay alive will motivate people.”

			“I’ve found it works that way,” Trouble agreed.

			“So, that’s two. Any more help?” Jack asked.

			“Wardhaven’s Family Courts has a judge that does wonderful things for the children of families who are splitting the sheets. She has a real sense for what makes people tick.”

			“Does Vicky’s stepmother tick?” Kris asked.

			“Like a time bomb,” Trouble said.

			“Then I definitely want two squadrons of battlecruisers with a company of Marines on each one of them,” Kris said with finality.

			Grampa Trouble took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “That’s why they sent me here.”

			“To give them to me?” Kris said, not knowing what he was getting at but not liking it at all.

			“No, I have to give you the bad news that you can’t have but one squadron.”

			“I always thought Ray was becoming a bit of a coward now that he had that crown,” Kris said.

			“You might be right,” Trouble said, unusually diplomatic. “However, I got the job of telling you, it’s just eight ships.”

			“Why?” Kris said. “I’m getting really tired of doing things Grampa Ray’s way.”

			Instead of answering her question, Trouble turned to Special Agent Foile. “You have signed the Secrets Act?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“What you’re about to hear is covered under the Secrets Act, most especially a secret from Prime Minister Longknife.”

			Foile’s eyebrows rose slowly until they might have disappeared into his hair if he still had any. “The more I deal with your family, Your Highness, the less I want to,” he said.

			“A smart man,” Kris said. “I had to go all the way across the galaxy to get them out of my hair . . . and then they called me back for this. Okay, you do agree not to tell my dad about what Trouble’s about to let us in on.”

			“What passes here, stays here,” the agent said.

			“Good, good. Kris, we don’t have enough ships,” Trouble said.

			“But you’re building them at a mad pace,” Nelly said. “I reviewed the media reports, and they have a frigate commissioning close to every other day somewhere in the Union. Am I missing something?”

			“Yes, unfortunately,” Trouble said. “The policy for their deployment.”

			The old general eyed Kris. “You really put the fear of God, or at least those crazy alien raiders, in people. Sending back that raving maniac was brilliant.”

			“Thank you very much,” Kris said with a grin and a bit of a bow.

			“But now, everybody and their cat and dog wants ships protecting their planet. With the Smart Metal frigate-size ships becoming major man-o’-wars, they can afford much cheaper ships and smaller, cheaper crews. More bang for their bucks. You know that place you got exiled to?”

			“Madigan’s Rainbow,” Kris provided.

			“Yep. They ordered four squadrons for planetary defense.”

			“How are the locals taking to hairy deck apes on their shore leave?” Kris asked.

			“Not well, but they’re holding on to the ships with a death grip. Practically everyone is. Someone stumbled on the old doctrine of a Fleet in Being, and they are using it to keep their little fleet right where their paranoia wants it.”

			“I foresee problems,” Kris said, ticking several off in her head, “including fewer ships for Alwa Station, but how does this keep me from borrowing sixteen for a while?”

			“Remember how your banged-up Wasp took out that alien scout cruiser in an Iteeche system where you refueled before straggling back to human space,” Trouble said. “We need lookouts in our nearby systems to spot scout ships.”

			Kris shook her head. “Yes, active patrolling is critical. But on Alwa Station, we picketed a lot of the jumps to give us plenty of warning.”

			Trouble nodded. “We’ve got more jump buoys out, covering a whole lot of systems. The Iteeche are doing the same, but some of those jumps are way out there. It takes forever for any word to get back to us.”

			“We had the same problem,” Kris agreed. “I started sending out patrols to pop their scouts before they could report back.”

			“That is exactly what I and half the folks in uniform on the general staff want to do.”

			“It’s one thing to want to do it,” Jack said. “It’s quite another thing to have the assets to do it.”

			“Right,” Trouble said, and let out a long sigh that was more of a growl.

			“You want to fill me in on how bad things are here?” Kris asked.

			“They could be worse. I wish they were better,” her great-grandfather said. “For most planets, immediate planetary defense is priority one. There is no priority two. For those willing to look beyond defending their own little corner of the universe, Alwa is priority two. You have to admit, a lot of them have made contributions.”

			“I most definitely admit it, and I am most definitely grateful for their gifts toward Alwa’s defense. If you give me a soapbox, I’ll declaim and bloviate on my and their gratitude until the cows come home,” Kris said. “Now, what’s priority three?”

			“Few planets, in their present state of affairs, get past two. ‘We’ve got a squadron fighting at Alwa.’ ‘We’re still growing our defenses.’ ‘A frigate may be cheap, but you’re still asking for tax money to build and maintain it.’”

			“Okay, but what is priority three?” Kris repeated.

			“Patrolling. Taking a look at our outer perimeter. Maybe doing a long cruise well outside our part of space to see if anything is roving around there. That first ship you blew away, the family ship that was mining that moon or asteroid. You remember it?”

			“I still have nightmares about the frozen faces of those little kids when I’m not having nightmares about the huge base ships I’ve blown away or the horror they’d raise if they got into Alwa orbit,” Kris admitted.

			I have a lot of nightmares.

			“So, are there any mining claims being worked anywhere close to us? Those sort of things?” Jack asked.

			“How many ships have you got on patrol duty?” Kris added.

			“Not nearly enough,” Grampa Trouble admitted. “Savannah contributed a squadron. They’ll do anything for Ray, but not twice. Here and there, we get one or two ships from this or that planet. But from Wardhaven and Pitts Hope, not so much as a longboat. ‘We’ve made those beam ships and flying factories. What more could you want?’”

			“You need to make more beam ships,” Kris said, “and better ones. The three you sent got hammered pretty bad in our last fight. The next ones really need to be warships first and mad science projects second.”

			“I had a suspicion you might say that,” Trouble said with a chuckle. “We wanted them Tuesday, not great, and you were doing good to get them by Tuesday.”

			“Oh, we’re very grateful,” Kris was quick to put in, “but the next batch needs to be better. Maybe we can survive until Friday for them.”

			Trouble chuckled at that. “You can look into that when you get back. You really demanding a desk job?”

			“I am,” Kris shot right back. “I’ve had enough of Ray’s running me around by this gold ring in my nose. I’ve got a ring on my finger, thank you very much, and I’m ready to move on to something more domestic. Okay?”

			“It’s fine by me,” Trouble said, holding up both hands in quick surrender.

			“So how do I survive this next suicide mission and make it to pleasant domesticity?”

			Trouble sighed. “We can give you eight ships. They’re commissioning as we speak.”

			“Well, hold up their commissioning and get them crystal clad.”

			“I’ll see what I can do, but Al’s got his contract and wants several pounds of flesh to make a contract change.”

			“I’ll see if Ruthie can’t persuade him with her toothless smile.”

			“Good luck at that,” Trouble said. “About Marines, we’re running short. Your dad is building up an Army here on Wardhaven. Among other things, they’re manning lasers that someone thinks can shoot things out of orbit that are busy lazing them from up there. I kind of doubt that’s a good use of manpower, but local politicians want to show their voters they’re doing something they can see. Anyhoo, it’s eating into our Marine recruitment.”

			“You might want to have Marines on your ships,” Jack said. Trouble raised an eyebrow. “The last couple of fights they were sending small suicide boats and even lone troopers at us. We used Marines to shoot down those small targets. If they actually managed to board us . . . ? Well, you get my meaning.”

			“Damn,” Trouble muttered. “You folks come back safe. I really want you going over our defense effort from top to bottom.”

			“I always do my best to stay not dead,” Kris said.

			“Well, I think I’ve done about all the upsetting you that I can do today,” Trouble said, “and vice versa. I’ll be seeing you, likely tomorrow.”

			Kris nodded but stayed seated as Trouble left. When Special Agent Foile made to stand, she guided him back to his seat with her eyes. He sat.

			“Well,” Kris said, leaning back in her chair and taking a deep breath as the door closed behind her grampa. Refreshed, she turned to Agent Foile. “Does this tell you more of what you need to do your job?”

			“It tells me why I’ve got the biggest detail on this planet.”

			“You up to the job?” Jack asked.

			“If we are not, I’ll see that my detail is expanded until we are.”

			“Very good. Oh, we may be going out soon,” Kris said.

			“May I ask where?”

			“Jack’s folks deserve some time with their latest grandchild,” Kris said.

		

	
		
			6

			An hour later, with both Jack and Kris changed into civvies, their car came to a stop before a small white house on a minor side street. Kris had skipped the armored limo or SUV for this trip; Jack said his family’s neighborhood was quiet. The sudden appearance of a lot of police would only make the neighbors talk.

			Harvey, a wonderfully familiar face and Kris’s chauffeur since forever, selected the green sedan. “It’s well armored but doesn’t make a big show of it,” he told Special Agent Foile. Harvey and Foile were in the front seat, with Agent Debot squeezed in between them.

			Mahomet had showed up with a black box that looked amazingly like the one Chief Beni, both the elder one and his lost son, had used to protect Kris from so much mischief.

			Kris and Jack shared the backseat with a happily gurgling Ruthie. Kris’s child was likely the best-protected kid who ever rode in a car. The Alwa expedition was not prepared for children. Nelly had used Smart MetalTM to make a high-gee station for Ruthie for the fast trip back from Alwa. When they arrived here, Nelly had modified the high-gee station into a car seat for the little one.

			Jack took in his parents’ house with a happy sigh. Kris studied it carefully. It was just a year or two past needing a new coat of paint. The porch had a swing fit for two as well as two rocking chairs. It looked like a lot of the houses she’d driven by in the neighborhood.

			So this is where Jack grew up. I hope this helps me understand him better.

			The curtains were pulled back a bit. Someone was taking their own measure of who this visitor might be. What they saw was just the green sedan. The police SUVs were parked at each corner of the street, distant but ready.

			Special Agent Foile got out first, eyeing the street cautiously. He seemed content with what he saw and tapped the roof of the car. Only then did Jack get out and make his own security assessment. When he was happy, and Mahomet was out doing his own check, Kris was motioned to unstrap Ruthie, sling her diaper bag over her shoulder, and see how much trouble it would be to get one small baby out of a car.

			It was not easy, but Kris, who’d managed a lot bigger things, succeeded in getting her infant child extracted and wrapped in a clean blanket.

			Whoever was in the house must have liked what they saw because a high-school-size girl, a woman who must have been her mother, and a man, hobbling on a cane, came out of the house just as fast as their legs could carry them.

			“Jacky,” “Juan,” and “My boy,” told Kris that she’d come to the right place.

			The charge came to a dead halt as they took in Kris and the bundle she carried in both arms.

			“Juan?” the matron of the trio questioned cautiously.

			“Mia madre, I would like you to meet your daughter-in-law, my wife, Kris Longknife, and our little one, Ruth Maria.”

			“You got married and didn’t tell us!” his mother shouted but was moving forward again as fast as her short legs would allow.

			“I was all the way on the other side of the galaxy, Mom. I asked her to marry me, and it seemed like a long time to wait until we got home again.”

			“Well, show me la niña,” she said, swatting her son with the apron she wore.

			The girl was standing back a bit. “Jacky, is that who I think that is?” she said, taking in the agents and the chauffeur.

			“Most likely, but hold your tongue a bit until I can do the honors properly.”

			“Oh. My. God,” Jack’s sister whispered.

			His dad had just joined the foursome when Kris managed to pull the blanket aside and let Ruthie Maria have a good look her father’s side of the family. She smiled happily and managed some sound that Kris assumed was “Hi,” in infant speak, which Nelly had tried but failed to translate.

			“Won’t you come in,” Jack’s father said. With his family leading the way, and Jack beside Kris with a loving hand pleasantly in the small of her back, she found herself ushered into their living room. The couch had a throw over it with a picture of Our Lady of Guadeloupe. A table had a picture of Christ with a crucifix hanging above it. Kris had been in such homes while campaigning for Father. She clicked on her “Campaign Acceptance Mode,” and took the seat she was offered on the couch.

			Juan, Jack’s dad, settled into his own recliner and raised the leg support. Maria took her place on the couch, where she easily managed to switch Ruthie from Kris’s arms to her own. Estella looked ready to have a fit, but she settled onto the arm of the overstuffed chair that Jack took.

			“So, who is your wife?” Juan asked before Estella busted a gut.

			“You remember that I had been protecting Kris Longknife,” Jack said, and they nodded. “Well, she fell in love with me, and me with her, and when we had a very brief chance to marry all the way on the other side of the galaxy, we took it.”

			“All right!” sister squeed.

			The parents looked poleaxed. “Kris Longknife,” they both muttered.

			The room fell into deep silence. Even sister found herself taken by it.

			The quiet was finally broken by a whispered question from Maria. “So, tell me about your wedding.”

			Kris did, and the talk went from there to other things. Estella had heard about the alien raiders and wanted to know what Jack and his new wife had done. Jack tried to make as little of his job as he could
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