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Kanchen is a very competent space
station administrator.

It's beyond her control when a
fledgling AI tests its new abilities and stirs up more troubles
than a moody teenager. Kanchen just needs time to educate the AI
before her boss shoots it.

But time is in short supply in her
world and the Bugs are pushing more problems at her as well as
those coming from the breakup of the Charter Alliance. Problems
which overshadow even a temperamental AI's antics.

Her choices affect not only the
station, but multiple planets and millions of people.





















This is a work of fiction. All characters or incidents are a
figment of the author's imagination and any resemblance to any
incident or any person living or dead is purely
coincidental.


Chapter 1




 


Kanchen ao Te Kinobala sat at her desk
staring at the computer monitor. Reports rolled across the screen.
Her eyes drifted up to gaze at the 3D image of Sokol slowly
turning. Clouds rolled across the oceans and moved onto the land
masses.

A frown crossed her face as she heard
the heavy thump of bass notes coming her way. The frown grew to a
scowl as the noise came even closer. When her office door burst
open, the sound of drums, bass and other stringed instruments made
her wavy hair move with the beat.

An image that could have been Kassie
Gunn in her teens gyrated on top of the moving desk. It along with
all the reverberating sound entered the room. The image suddenly
looked up in Kanchen's direction.

The image's eyes widened in surprise.
The noise crashed to silence. Kanchen said, "You know if Kassie had
been here instead of me, she would have shut you off. She's already
about decided to have you wiped and start all over again. If Ommex
wasn't busy with the boys' new factory, it would have already
happened."

A big lemon-yellow tear welled up in
the image's eye and rolled down her cheek to soon be followed by
others. Kanchen said, "Kassie's tears aren't lemon yellow. They
lose some of their impact when you have them that
color."

The tears became a very deep black.
Kanchen shuddered. The image asked, "Worse?"

Kanchen just nodded. When the tears
became a muddy brown and left a trail down the image's cheeks,
Kanchen said, "Human tears are clear."

"Well, that's no good. How can you
really show emotion?"

"Stormy, I don't have time to go into
all of that now. I'm going over reports to find out why food
production is down ten percent."

The AI with Kassie's image replied,
"Oh, I know why. All you had to do was ask."

"I would, but you weren't here and I
didn't want to wait."

Kanchen looked the image over before
she said, "And can you do something about your clothes so I don't
have to put on sunglasses?"

Kassie had shown Stormy an image from
the movies from Earth. The movie, about pirates in the 1700's, had
captured the AI's imagination and she now wore what she called a
pirate uniform.

On her head sat a tri-corner brilliant
blue hat with huge pink feathers trailing down the back. Her frilly
shirt was a neon lime green that fairly glowed in any light. The
sash around her waist did glow from internal lights and shone an
intense purple that actually flashed. The bright fire-engine red
pants tucked into black knee-high boots finished the
outfit.

Two muzzle loading pistols were stuck
in the sash and a sword hung from the left side. A real person
would have had a terrible time trying to keep the sash on and their
pants up with all that gear. Although, Stormy's did look like they
had been painted on.

The look gave Stormy a very sexy look,
so Kanchen said, "You'd better be a lot more modest when Kassie
gets here. I'm not standing between you two anymore."

"But Kanchen, I help you so much and I
can show you why production is down ten percent."

The image faded a little so it didn't
hurt your eyes to look at it and moved closer to Kanchen. A finger
pointed at one of the reports that had popped up on her screen.
"See right there. A big group of the farmers aren't tending to
their fields and trees. They have a few robot ag workers, but they
don't supervise them or have them programmed right."

Kanchen studied the report for a few
moments, then asked, "Do you know why they aren't working the
fields?"

"Yep, they and their families are
either working at or watching that Disney place and the other one
being built. Some are there." She pointed to a spot on the spinning
image of Sokol. Kanchen knew that spot was where the former slaves
from Josh's captured pleasure palace were setting up a
resort.

"Can you get me names and the
contracts they have?"

"Of course. Are you going to do
something drastic?"

"I don't know. I'm going to talk to
them first. Then we'll see."

Stormy's image stared at Kanchen for a
few seconds with a puzzled look on her face, then she asked, "Do
you have a boyfriend?"

"No, I don't have time."

"Maybe I should find one for you. It
might relax you and make you not so mean."

"I'm not mean and I relax on my own. I
DO NOT NEED A BOYFRIEND."

Kanchen looked down to see her hands
shake. She said, "Besides, what do you know about
boyfriends?"

The pirate image sniffed, "Who do you
think has been putting the former sex slaves together with marines
and other military here? I'll have you know…"

Now Kanchen's gaze tried to drill
through the pirate image. "What would you have me know?"

"Nothing. I'll get those names
now."

A list of names and special flags that
led to contracts appeared on Kanchen's monitor. Stormy said, "Just
about all of them are in contract violation. What are you going to
do?"

Kanchen didn't say anything as she
cross referenced the names and contracts. Once she had been over
everything, she asked, "Stormy, is this everyone? How many of the
farms are involved?"

"There are one hundred ten on your
list. There might be a few more, but their production reports won't
be due for another month. I could scan the land with the satellites
to see which crops are being tended."

"Do it and forward it to my tablet. I
need to go make an inspection tour. I'll call Captain Binhu for a
protection detail."

She didn't have to call for a
protection detail. The marines standing guard just outside her
office door did that. The detail from the door tried to follow
along behind, but she insisted they walk beside her and
talk.

By the time they arrived at the dock
where Kanchen's ship awaited, a pilot, co-pilot and two squads of
marines were waiting. The sergeant in charge of the detail stepped
forward to salute her as he said, "First and second squad, Charlie
company reporting as ordered, Ma'am."

"You don't have to salute me,
sergeant. I'm just the administrator here. Besides, most likely no
one here wants to be going with me."

"No, Ma'am. We're all volunteers. How
could we not volunteer to escort such a beautiful lady?"

"You've been listening to Captains
Mojax, Binhu and Daga and all that charm is wasted on me. You
marines' tongues are just too smooth. Let that bunch behind answer
and see how many actually volunteered."

Someone in the ranks said, "We all
did, Ma'am. We like getting to go on these guard details. Besides,
we were hoping you might be going to where all that building is
going on. There are some bets circulating as to what is actually
being built."

She laughed, "Curiosity killed the
ceervate, private."

A whisper came from the far end,
"What's a ceervate?"

Another whisper answered, "I don't
know. Look it up on the Ethernet."

As Kanchen started to move, the
sergeant called the squads to attention and followed her into the
spaceship. Once they boarded and she had given flight instructions
to the pilot, Kanchen moved to her room in the ship. She beckoned
the sergeant to follow her.

When they settled, she spoke,
"Sergeant, I have some deadbeats who are not producing. I'm going
to be stirring them up a little and I don't know how they will
react. They are used to pirates running this place and just getting
by. We have too many mouths to feed and can't put up with
that."

"We'll protect you, Ma'am. All of us
marines like to eat and really would like to see the good food keep
coming."

"You don't have to call me Ma'am. My
name is Kanchen. I just wanted to warn you what this is all
about."

"OK, I'm warned and I'll have my
troops ready. Ma, – Kanchen, will we be going to where the
construction is going on?"

"Maybe if we get a bunch of these
warnings to up production done."

They talked a few more minutes as the
spaceship landed on the planet. Two big vehicles sat waiting for
them on the tarmac. In just a short time, they arrived at the first
place. Kanchen looked around to see that the farm and equipment
didn't look too bad, maybe just a little old.

The sergeant and two of his troops
escorted her to the door. No one answered, so she went to the
storage barns. They were mostly empty with a few fruits and some
vegetables sitting in bins. Then, she went to the shop. Inside she
found an older model tractor and other equipment that had seen
better days.

The marine escort stayed right with
her as she went to the orchard. Fruit, some ripe, some days away
from being ready to pick, filled the trees. Kanchen turned to
another field of vegetables. She found the same thing here. Her jaw
tightened in anger and her hair started to wave.

Her long strides made the much shorter
marine trot to keep up. At the house, she tacked up a warning
notice on the front and the back doors. The warning basically told
the farmer they were in breach of several paragraphs of their
contract to buy the farm and to call Kanchen to work something
out.

At the next farm, Kanchen found much
the same. The farther she went from the spaceport, the worse the
farms were kept. This stop found weeds growing profusely in the
vegetables and the berry bushes looking like they hadn't been
tended in months.

At this house, a rough-looking female
answered the door. "What ya want? This 'ere is private property.
Get off."

Kanchen's hair flew in
different directions and her jaw clenched until she saw the dirty
ragged bunch of kids behind the female. Taking a deep breath
through her nose, Kanchen said, "I'm Kanchen ao Te Kinobala, the administrator for the space station and
this planet. Is Vitra here?"

"Naw, he be away on
business."

"Then I'm giving this to you. It's a
notice he has two weeks to correct these violations or I'll evict
all of you off this property. Is that clear?"

"Ya can't do that. This 'ere is our
home. Where ya think we'd live?"

"I don't care. Get this cleared up or
have Vitra give me a call to make arrangements."

The female just slammed the door
without taking the plastic sheet Kanchen tried to hand to her. The
marine sergeant looked to her to see if they should break down the
door, but Kanchen just shook her head no. They did tack the notice
next to the door.

Kanchen made notes on her comm as they
drove. The next place looked neat and orderly, but the fields
seemed unattended. To Kanchen's eye, they looked like they might
have a bumper crop if they had a little more care. A lot of it
looked ripe and ready to harvest. No one answered the door when she
knocked. As they walked down the steps from the house, one of the
marines heard a noise and alerted the team leader.

He sent a scout to find out what the
noise was. The scout reported back that the family was in the shop
working on equipment. As she walked in the big door, she saw a
tractor lying in pieces all over the floor. A male and female
worked on it while two children cleaned parts in a smelly
solution.

The children saw them first and
dropped what they were doing to run to their mother. Kanchen
introduced herself and explained why she was there. The farmer
waved his hands at the equipment lying in pieces as he explained
that he'd had trouble keeping it running because he couldn't get
parts.

She asked what parts he needed and the
model of the equipment. After a short call to Stormy, she told them
the parts would have to be manufactured and would take about ten
days. Both the male and female looked crestfallen.

The male said, "Then our crop will
only be useful for protein and carbs for food
processors."

"If you had a tractor, could you
finish your harvest?"

"Yes, Ma'am, but where do I get a
tractor without any money."

Kanchen's face tightened as she said,
"Come with me. I know where there is a tractor that's not being
used. It might not work, but it could have the parts you
need."

They loaded up in Kanchen's vehicles
and went back to the last place. As they traveled, Kanchen asked
about the farm abutting his place. His face turned to a scowl as he
told of the things it needed to start really producing
again.

When they drove up to the place, the
farmer's face reflected the look on Kanchen's face. As they stepped
out, Kanchen pulled the marine sergeant to the side to tell her she
didn't want to speak to the female in the house.

Kanchen led the farmer to the shop.
His face didn't brighten at the sight of the equipment. Kanchen
asked if it would work. He shrugged his shoulders and moved to try
to start it. It ran, although a little rough. He made a few
adjustments and it smoothed out. Kanchen asked, "Do you see
anything else in here that would help you get your harvest
in?"

"Maybe, but I won't deal with Vitra.
It's a no-win deal."

"You let me handle him. Get that
tractor to your place and if you need anything else, here's my
direct number. How long will it take to finish your
harvest?"

"About three days, then I need to work
the berry bushes and…"

"And…It never ends does
it?"

"No, but it's a good life. If we had a
little better equipment and the crops paid a little better so I
could afford some help, my farm could be a good thing."

Kanchen looked him up and down as she
nodded her head. She'd made up her mind. "Kino, could you run this
farm as well as yours and make them produce?"

"Not without new machinery and the
money to hire help."

"If you had all of that, what could
you make these two places produce?"

"I don't know about double the
production, but it would come close to it. Why?"

"How would you like a chance to prove
that?"

The question so shocked him that he
almost had to sit down. "Why? Why me?"

"You've been working with next to
nothing and you've more than made your quotas the last three years.
I need more farm produce and I think you can get it for me. Are you
willing to try?"

"I'd have to have more for the crops,
starting this year."

She named a price that did make him
sit down. In a quavery voice, he said, "I need to talk to my mate.
She's my partner in all of this. What would you do with the crops
on this land?"

"Looks like food processor fodder to
me."

He nodded, then just sat staring at
her. Kanchen said, "You'd better get that tractor to your place and
get to it. You have my number, so let me know about this
one."

Hurrying to the tractor, he started it
back up and drove off. The female came screaming out of the house.
One of the marines pointed his weapon at her and she shut up.
Kanchen said, "Change of plans. Be out of here in thirty days or
I'll have someone move you. Don't do any damage or we'll come after
you and you'll be sorry."

"But where will we go? What about our
crops?"

"I'll pay for sub-par food processor
material. Just call my office on the station to let me know where
to send the credits after it's put up."

"This ain't fair. I'll
sue."

"Move or you'll find out about the new
regime." With that Kanchen and the marines loaded up and drove
out.

She told the sergeant to send someone
back in two days to check on them and to do it every two days until
they moved. "If they do any damage, move them out and dump their
belongings on the road."

They caught up to Kino just down the
road. A big grin had spread over his face. Kanchen called Stormy
again, "Stormy, find me some tractors and other farm equipment that
will work down here. I want brochures to show to the
farmers."

Stormy asked a few questions, then
hung up. They moved past the farmer's place and headed across the
valley to the next one on her list. Arriving at the next place,
Kanchen saw fields that had been tended, but looked like nothing
had been done in the last two or three weeks. Weeds sprouted here
and there and the plants looked like they needed water.

As they moved up to the small neat
farmhouse, she saw three small children playing outside. They were
clean, but wore patched clothing. As soon as they saw the vehicles,
they ran inside. The escort wouldn't let Kanchen step out until
they were in place.

A frazzled looking female stepped out
the door before Kanchen arrived. The female shooed the children
back in the house as she stood to face Kanchen and the escorts. The
female asked, "Can I help you?"

"I'm Kanchen ao Te Kinobala, the
administrator for the space station and the planet. I'd like to
speak to Xare."

Worry creased the female's face as she
said, "He's laid up inside. I'm afraid all of you won't fit in the
house."

"What happened?"

Tears welled up and her voice choked
as she said, "He was working on a piece of equipment. It fell on
him and broke his leg. I'm trying to keep the farm going,
but…"

Kanchen softly said, "What did the
hospital say?"

"We didn't go. We don't have the
money. The vet set his leg and said to stay off it."

"May I go see him? I'll only take one
person with me."

As she nodded yes, the sergeant
pointed at their medic. Kanchen followed the female into the house.
A wan looking male of the same species lay with pain etched all
across his face. Fear joined it.

Kanchen said, "Relax. We're here to
help you. Let her look you over."

The medic did a quick scan, then went
to Kanchen to whisper, "He needs a medical unit. That leg didn't
set right and I think it has some infection."

Kanchen turned to the female farmer.
"Grab your children and what you'll need for an overnight stay.
We're taking your mate to the space station medical
unit."

"But we can't afford that."

"Who said anything about costs? Go get
ready."

The woman scurried out to do as she
was told as Kanchen called the marine sergeant to tell him to get
ready to evacuate the injured farmer. Fifteen minutes later they
rushed to the spaceport to launch into space.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


The medic had to give the male some
pain relievers as they moved. The trip back to the spaceport didn't
take nearly as long as the journey out. The female sniffled almost
the entire trip while her children huddled against her not knowing
what was happening.

The medics met them at the airlock and
soon transferred the male to a grav gurney. The female didn't know
what to do, so Kanchen said, "Let me look after your children. You
go with your mate and I'll bring them there. It looks like they
could use something to eat."

Relief washed across the female's face
as she turned and rushed after her mate. Kanchen turned to the
three children and held out her hand. All three huddled together
and didn't come to her. The medic, four feet shorter than Kanchen,
stepped up and offered her hands. The children reluctantly took
them.

Kanchen led them to her favorite
restaurant. The waiter met her with a big smile, then he saw the
children. His eyebrows rose in question. They rose even more when
Kanchen told him their dad had been taken to the medical
center.

A frown briefly crossed Kanchen's face
because she knew the rumor mill would now be started and everyone
would want to know why she was babysitting the kids. When it came
time to order, the children had no idea what anything on the menu
would be like. They had never eaten in a restaurant
before.

She asked them what they liked at home
and after they answered, ordered three things for each of them to
try. The children had noticed her hair moving as her moods changed
and were now staring at it.

The children were becoming inured to
her hair by the time the food arrived. All thoughts of anything
except eating went out the window until the sergeant received a
comm call. After he leaned over to whisper in her ear, her hair
went wild and the children forgot all about the food. All their
eyes followed the wild movements. Kanchen whispered, "What do you
mean there are unsavory characters on the station searching for
PirateGirl? Why? Why hasn't Stormy said anything?"

The sergeant just shrugged, causing
the Dar Es Salaam Trader's hair to go even wilder. Kanchen settled
down as did her hair. This brought some quiet giggles and whispers
from the three little ones.

The wriggling mess started again when
Kanchen caught sight of the figure out of the corner of her eye.
Her head turned to glare at the young Kassie dressed in 1960s gaudy
hippie clothes. The eye blinding green bell-bottom pants swirled as
she walked. Stormy's desk stayed in the passageway, but her image
strolled in and plopped down in a chair beside Kanchen.

She said, "Hi ya, babe. How's it
hanging?" Music or some sort of noise came out of the little radio
she held to her ear.

The eyes of the children now followed
Stormy's every move. Kanchen glared at the AI as she said, "What
happened to the pirate outfit?"

Stormy's head swiveled all around for
a moment until it looked back at the administrator. "Oh, I decided
to try something else."

The marines at the other table hid
their grins behind their hands. Kanchen asked, "Is there a
particular reason?"

"No, a girl just needs change once in
a while. Oh, you have a da – appointment at 6:30 tonight. You
should dress nice."

"I don't remember anything about an
appointment. What is this about?"

"I don't know, something about food or
farm equipment or something."

Kanchen just stared at the image until
she caught the children swinging their heads between the two of
them. The waiter appeared to ask, "Will there be anything
else?"

The little girl looked down at her
meal that wasn't even half gone. Her face puckered up and the
waiter quickly said, "That's alright, sweetheart. You don't have to
eat it all now. I'll get a go box and you can take it with
you."

Her eyes widened in surprise. The
oldest boy asked, "Could we have one too? This is good, but it's
more than we usually eat."

"Most certainly." The male moved off
and Kanchen finished a few more bites of her meal until he brought
the boxes back. Kanchen helped the lead Marine put the rest of the
meals into them.

After they had everything scooped up,
Kanchen stood and the children followed suit. She said, "Let's go
to my office until the medics call about your dad."

Outside in the passageway, her plans
changed when the little ones saw all the stores. They couldn't
watch where they were going for looking at all the merchandise in
them. A rude shopper bumped into the middle boy, knocking him down
and making him cry. As the boy went down, the shopper snarled,
"What are you rag pickers doing in a place like this? Why don't you
go hide out in the alleys so us shoppers can do our
business?"

The sergeant had to put an arm on one
of the troops to restrain him from injuring the shopper. Instead,
the big marine leaned down to pick up the boy and give him a hug.
He said, "Maybe they should have some better clothes so they will
fit in better."

The sergeant looked to Kanchen, who
gave a nod. At the next clothing store, they trooped inside and had
the children try on clothing. One outfit became three for each
child. Their grins put grins on the adults. Kanchen paid for
everything.

As they left the store, the little
girl spotted a doll on a shelf sitting outside a toy store. One of
the escorts led her over and handed the doll to her. Soon all three
children were in the store picking out toys, which the entire
marine troop paid for.

The marines' grins were bigger than
the children's as they walked out of the store. Stormy's image
moved closer to Kanchen as she whispered, "Why did you buy those
clothes for them and why did the marines buy them toys?"

"Sometimes you have to share with
those less fortunate than us. Besides, did you see those grins? Who
wouldn't want to share in that happiness?"

"But you might need your money for
something else. Maybe something special."

"You can always make more money, but
they won't be little like that forever and they are at a magical
age where they really appreciate what little we gave
them."

"But what if you really, really need
something?"

"I can't answer that. Only you know if
what you need is more important than other people's
needs."

The 3D image frowned in thought, then
eased away from her as Kanchen's comm chimed to let her know the
children's dad was out of the medical unit. The entourage made a
turn and headed to the clinic.

The male looked much better when they
arrived and the children had to run up to show him their new
clothes and toys. The little girl proudly showed him her new dolly.
His eyes lit up for a moment, then clouded over.

He said, "We don't accept charity. And
we don't have money to pay for any of this."

Kanchen started to say something, but
the sergeant said, "What charity? We paid to hear the laughter and
giggles from the little ones. It has been many months since we saw
our little ones and I would have paid twice to hear more of
it."

The other marines nodded in agreement.
The male said, "But you didn't have to pay for their
laughter…"

"How else do you get such a reaction
so quickly? Look at them. They are happy and want to tell you of
their adventure. Let them."

The male settled back into the bed and
let his children tell of lunch and the shopping trip. The little
girl leaned close to say in a stage whisper that carried to the
entire room, "Don't upset the big lady, Daddy. It makes her hair
try to fly out. That girl over there makes it do that all the
time."

A snicker came from one of the escorts
and the others tried to hold it in, but one more did it and soon
the entire room broke out into laughter. Everyone could see the
sudden thought come to the male. He asked, "How much is this going
to cost me?" His hand waved around the room.

Kanchen studied him for a moment, then
said, "Depends."

"Depends on whether you want to go to
work for me as a consultant as well as continue
farming."

"I won't rat out neighbors. How can I
be a consultant?"

"You know how to farm, don't you?
Don't you have a few years' experience?"

"Yes, I've farmed all my life. I
learned from my dad. Why?"

The tall Trader turned to the 3D image
of her AI, "Stormy, show him those pictures of tractors and the
other equipment."

The AI used a remote sensor to make 3D
images of the equipment that Kanchen had asked about. Kanchen
asked, "Which one of these tractors would work best on a farm down
there?"

Xare looked them over, then calmly
stated, "Depends."

"Depends on what?"

"How much would I be getting paid for
this consulting thing and what farms are you going to put them
on?"

"I'll give you a thousand credits and
all your medical bills paid for two weeks' worth of
work."

His eyes about popped out of his head.
"I won't kill anyone."

"Didn't ask you to. I just want to
know which farm equipment to order to upgrade everything below. I'd
also like to know some true costs of raising some of the things you
do. How much does it cost you and how much for some of the other
farmers?"

"Alright, I'll do it. The doctor says
I can leave here in the morning. That gives me a few hours to get
started."

"No, you listen to your doctor and get
some rest. I want a word with your mate anyway."

Now suspicion flooded his eyes. "I'm
not going to hurt her. I just have some questions for
her."

The children all said goodbye as
Kanchen led them out the door. She saw his eyes closing to go to
sleep as they all trundled out the door. The female pushed the last
boy out of the room and turned to see her mate drift off to
sleep.

Worry lines crossed the woman's face
now. Kanchen asked, "Is there something wrong?"

"I hate to leave him, but where am I
going to put the children to bed? We can't stay in there and we
don't have the money to…"

She touched the female's arm and
directed her to a waiting area where they both took a seat. The
children found a puzzle attached to a small table and went to work
on it. Kanchen asked, "How long have you been a farmer?"

"Like Xare, I was raised on a farm. We
came here thinking we could get ahead, but it just hasn't happened.
The prices—"

She broke off and put her face in her
hands. Kanchen patted her on the back as she said, "Can I ask you a
few questions? Then maybe I have a solution to your problem of
where to sleep."

The female only nodded, so Kanchen
continued, "Are a lot of the other women around your farm much the
same as you? Lived on a farm most of their lives?"

She nodded her head again, but now a
look of curiosity came into her eyes. Kanchen looked at Stormy to
say, "I need a five hundred credit stick."

The AI gave a nod, then scrunched her
eyes. A moment later, she said, "It's on its way."

Kanchen said, "Are you willing to help
me? I desperately need someone like you with farm
experience."

The female now searched Kanchen's face
for some sign of what she wanted. She gave a barely perceptible
nod, so Kanchen said, "I want you to take that credit stick and buy
as many things as you have credit for."

"What should I buy?"

"Only things you have wanted a long
time, but couldn't afford."

"OK, I can do that."

"And, I need you to make a list that
goes beyond the five hundred credits. Things you'd like to have and
things you really need."

"OK, give me some paper and a
pen."

Kanchen looked at Stormy, "Get her a
comm and a tablet. Show her how to use them. I need to go to the
office to see about some workers."

"Umm, Kanchen, you have a da – I mean
a meeting you need to get ready for."

"What's wrong with what I have on? I'm
ready for any business meeting."

"You need to wear something really
special. Remember, you're trying to impress him."

"OK, I'll go change. Where are we
going to meet?"

"He's picking you up at your apartment
in an hour and a half."

Kanchen turned to the female, "Come
on, I want to see one of the things you might want. I have plenty
of time."

The marines formed up around them and
the group moved to the first store that caught Tilera's interest.
When she went straight to the work boots, Kanchen pulled her from
the store and took her to a high-end clothing store.

She pulled her to a rack of dresses
and asked, "Haven't you ever wanted to wow Xare and make his mouth
fly open?"

Tilera blushed a bright purple, then
shyly nodded. "Well, this is what I meant about spending the five
hundred credits on. Not work boots. Stormy, don't give her ideas.
We've seen what you think is hot. This is about Tilera. If she
needs a hairdo, take her to the beauty parlor."

Kanchen pulled a dress out of the rack
and held it up to the poor flustered female farmer. "How about
this?"

Tilera seemed almost afraid to touch
the material. Kanchen said, "Go ahead, try it on."

Fifteen minutes later Tilera stepped
out of the dressing room with the new dress on. Kanchen asked,
"What do you think?"

"It's so dreamy. But where would I
wear it?"

"Wherever you want. Do you like
it?"

"Yes, but…"

"But nothing." Kanchen waved at a
clerk to help Tilera find shoes, a handbag and jewelry accessories.
She directed two marines to stay as guards and babysitters for the
children. As she started to leave, a commotion down the passageway
made the sergeant keep her in the store.

Kanchen heard Stormy offering to help
the female find some cosmetics and show her how to best apply them.
She almost headed back into the store, but the sergeant turned to
her to let her know what had caused the ruckus.

He said, "One of those lowlifes I told
you about is at the center of the trouble. Claims this PirateGirl
swindled him out of thousands of credits. Captain Binhu is taking
him to our area to interrogate him farther."

"Thank you, sergeant. Keep me
informed. Now, I need to get to my apartment. Will my going to
dinner cause problems for your squad?"

"No, Ma'am. You just go and enjoy
yourself. You won't even notice us."

Twenty minutes before her appointment
should show up, Kanchen stood looking at her selection of dresses.
Stormy had told her to dress nice, but she had a hard time making
up her mind. At last, she pulled one out of the closet and put it
on. A little makeup and she was ready.

At ten minutes before the appointment,
she heard the doorbell. Surprise raised her eyebrows. A quick
glance at a monitor showed a male outside her door carrying a
bouquet of flowers. Her mouth dropped open and then snapped shut as
she realized why he carried them.

After activating the intercom beside
the door, she said, "One moment please. I'll be right
there."

As soon as she released the button,
she screamed, "Stormy!"

No answer came back, so she tried her
comm. Nothing. Kanchen's hair flew in all directions and anger
washed across her face. She paused to take several deep breaths
before she called her guards. "Find that – that pile of junk called
an AI. If she doesn't come willingly, shoot her processor and shove
it out an airlock."

The startled guard sputtered, "Ma'am,
yes, Ma'am."

Kanchen took another few deep breaths,
then went to the door to let the male in. He stood three and a half
feet shorter than her, but she became a gracious host. Taking the
flowers from him, she called to her Delores robot to put them in a
vase.

She grabbed her purse and led the male
to the door. Her guard stood across the passageway and fell in
discretely behind the two.

 






Chapter 3

 


 


Captain Binhu stood in the darkened
chamber staring through the one-way mirror at the prisoner sitting
in the interrogation room. A scowl seemed permanently etched on his
face. With a loud sigh, he called his two friends.

"Mojax, Daga, we have trouble here.
Garx is here and I'm not sure why or what he wants. Could you come
assist me?"

Fifteen minutes went by before Daga
stepped through the door. Mojax was five minutes behind him. Binhu
scowled the entire time as he watched the prisoner squirm and fume
at being left alone.

Mojax spoke first, "Why is he sitting
in there?"

"He started a riot on deck twenty-two.
Kept screaming something about a PirateGirl and being cheated by
her," Binhu said.

"Is he here on official business or is
this personal?"

"Don't know. I thought about just
shoving him out an airlock and claiming it was an
accident."

"We can't do that. What if he's on
official business? The Ricci will be all over us then," Daga
stated.

Binhu nodded in agreement as he said,
"I also wonder if he's heard about the bounty on our heads. He'd
turn his own grandmother in for fifty credits. I think our payout
is considerably higher than that. If he knew about all the other
marines and naval personnel on the planet, we'd have a disaster in
the making."

"Maybe he could have that suicide or
an accident back at his home – as long as it happened before he
reported in," Daga said.

"We need to know why he's here and how
long he is supposed to stay. We need time to make a
plan."

"Binhu, you get along with him the
best. Go in there and see why he's here," Mojax said.

The Captain reluctantly walked out of
the chamber and stopped in front of the door. His hands
unconsciously checked his perfect uniform before he entered the
interrogation room. Garx looked up and his eyes widened in
surprise. A grin spread across his face.

"Binhu, you're the last person I'd
ever expect to see in this place. And look at that uniform. You
must be a poster marine now. Get me out of here, I have some
unfinished business."

"What kind of business, Garx? We have
a sweet set up going here and we can't let you wreck
it."

"We? Who else is with you? Are Mojax
and Daga still hanging out with you? Maybe I can push a few things
your way to make us both some credits."

Binhu just scowled at him for a few
moments before he softly said, "Garx, why are you here? We have
orders to shove you out of an airlock and claim you committed
suicide."

Surprise, shock, indignation and then
fierce determination washed across the prisoner's face. "You can't.
If I don't call the boss, you'll have five spaceships here in a
matter of hours."

"That's what I told the General, but
he doesn't care. You're a liability that he wants to erase," Binhu
lied.

"Listen, Binhu. Just forget I said
anything about getting a cut of what you have going here. I'm just
here to find a con artist and get the Ricci's money back. You know
if I don't find something, they'll keep sending people. They will
find that fraud. It isn't you guys, is it?"

"No, and we haven't heard anything
about any cons working out of here. Who else has been
hit?"

"Don't know and don't care. I just
want that PirateGirl and the money."

"I sympathize, but look at it from my
perspective. You're disrupting a very nice operation
here."

Garx stared at him for a few seconds.
"We have to do something or this space station is going to be
involved in a war. Are you sure you don't know this
PirateGirl?"

Binhu sighed, "I know you're right.
Let me go talk to ahh, someone else. Maybe they have a
solution."

When he walked into the chamber with
Mojax and Daga, he looked at them to see if they had any ideas.
Both shook their heads. Mojax said, "Maybe I should call Josh. He
might have some ideas."

Daga said, "Binhu, take him something
to drink and see if he wants anything to eat. Just tell him that
we're kicking this upstairs. He doesn't need to know how far
upstairs."

Binhu nodded and walked back into the
passageway. In a few minutes he came back carrying a cold
drink.

 


 


***

 


 


Kanchen's date walked her up to the
door. She turned to thank him for a lovely evening. After shaking
his hand, she entered the room, softly closed the door and started
screaming for Stormy. No answer came from the AI.

Next, she called Binhu, but his comm
went to voice mail. She tried Mojax, but his comm was busy, so she
called Daga. When he answered, she demanded to know about the
rioter. He told her the male had been sent by the Ricci to collect
some money from someone referred to as PirateGirl, who had swindled
them.

Kanchen asked, "Who are the
Ricci?"

"Some very bad people who are into
loan sharking, drugs and prostitution. Maybe even more."

"What are you doing to keep them away?
We don't need trash like that coming here and disrupting everything
we're trying to build."

"Ma'am, Mojax is talking to Captain
Josh right now to see how we can take care of this."

"Keep me informed."

Her hair started frantically waving
and she squinted as she asked, "PirateGirl? Any pictures or sign of
who he's really after?"

"No, Binhu is working to see if he can
get some more information."

Kanchen fairly snarled, "Wake up
whatever squads you need. Stormy is missing and I want her found.
Bring her to me as soon as you find her, no matter what time it
is."

Daga's eyes widened as her words sunk
in. He stammered, "Ma'am, yes Ma'am."

Kanchen hung up and started to pace.
At last, she wore off her nervous energy and went to bed. She
didn't need an alarm the next morning. After checking to see if the
marines had called, she took care of her morning ritual and walked
out of her apartment.

Her nerves wouldn't let her eat, but
she stopped for a hot spicer. She drank it as she walked to the
medical unit. The nurse there told her that Xare was still asleep
and appeared to be much better. Kanchen told her to call her when
he awoke or if Tilera and the children showed up.

Her feet started back to the office,
but she knew she couldn't work, so she went to a café for more
spicer. As she sat there worrying about her problems, she called
Captain Binhu for an update.

"Ma'am, I'd rather not brief you over
a comm. I can come to your office when you have time. Just know the
situation is being handled. As to the AI, we can't find a thing.
We're still searching and will add more troops in about fifteen
minutes."

She thanked him, hung up and then went
back to her reports. A tone on her comm indicated she had a text.
The medical unit had let her know that Xare was awake. A few
minutes later, she entered his room.

Xare looked much better, but he still
had a healing cast on his leg. He eagerly started telling Kanchen
about the things he would get if his harvests brought in a little
more money. A commotion outside his open door interrupted
them.

Kanchen didn't recognize the female
striding into the room until she saw the three children holding to
her hands. Tilera had transformed from a worried, frazzled farm
wife to someone who belonged in the videos.

One of the little boys piped up, "My
mommy is bweautiful."

The tall station administrator
laughed, then said, "Yes, she is. Xare, don't you think
so?"

He lay there with his mouth gently
moving open and closed, but no sound came out until the children
ran to his bed and jumped on him to tell of their mom. Tilera
slowed and shyly asked, "Do you like it? Stormy had her beauty shop
work me over. It felt so wonderful."

"You, ahhh, I can't believe you're my
wife. You are so gorgeous. How did you get all this stuff? How
did…"

Tilera grabbed his hand, "Kanchen
wanted my opinion about what the farm wives would like. She gave me
five hundred credits to get some things and it led to this." She
waved her other hand from her head down her body.

Xare didn't know what to say. He just
gently stroked her arm and side. Kanchen asked, "Is Stormy with
you? I need to talk to her."

"I think she was out there in the
hallway when I came in."

Kanchen excused herself and stepped
out to look for her missing AI. She spotted a dim image behind one
of the nurses. "Stormy, I need to talk to you. If you disappear
again, it will be much worse when Miss Kassie and Cherry get
here."

The 3D image firmed up and peeked
around the nurse. "Cherry's coming here? When?"

"Be in my office when I finish with
Xare and Tilera. Oh, by the way, you did a good job on
Tilera."

With that, Kanchen turned and went
back into the medical unit room. The doctor discharged Xare two
hours later with a warning to take it very easy the next two weeks.
Xare tried to protest that he had a crop to harvest, but the doctor
insisted. Tilera said she would monitor him and make sure he
listened.

Kanchen led them to the
pleasure palace docked at the station. She had already called ahead
to see if they could find someone to do farm work, hair salon work
and any mechanics. As they were walking down the passageway,
Chantey came strolling out of a store.

The army wife had taken over the news
on Sokol and the station. She now sensed a story as she saw Kanchen
and the family. Her questions started and soon she had a remote
sensor recording the interview. Kanchen provided a before picture
of Tilera and even Chantey wanted to know more about the beauty
salon.

After thirty minutes of an interview,
Kanchen told Chantey they had an appointment. Chantey got Tilera's
address and contact number to do a follow up later. The newscaster
went her way and Kanchen continued her interrupted
quest.

At the spaceship, she found thirty
people waiting for her. Twenty wanted to try farming, but they
wanted the option to come back to space if it didn't work out. Five
were there for the beauty salon and the other five said they had
some mechanic experience.

Kanchen let Xare and Tilera talk to
all of them for over an hour. She then assigned each of them video
training in the fields they had chosen. After the former sex slaves
went to do their studying, Kanchen asked the two farmers if they
had clicked with any of the farm workers.

They named off two that Xare liked and
one that Tilera did. Kanchen told them she would work something out
to bring them down the next day, but Tilera told her they had
chores that Xare wouldn't be able to do.

With a big sigh, Kanchen called the
three and asked them to pack some things so they could leave in a
couple of hours. Xare asked about the equipment she had been
talking about and decided to go see it as she went back to her
office to finish up some paperwork.

 


 


***

 


 


A very contrite and sniffing image of
Stormy sat in a corner. Kanchen looked around, but couldn't see the
case that held her electronics. The image tearfully said, "I'm
sorry, Kanchen. I won't do it again."

"Sorry may not cut it, Stormy. We have
a hit man from the Ricci here now and there may be more of them
coming. People are going to die. Did you ever think even a little
about what you did?"

The image wailed until Kanchen glared
at it, then Stormy sniffed, "I did think, but not about that. I
just needed some money."

"Money for what? All you had to do was
ask and I could have found some for you."

"I can't tell you. I just need money,
lots of it."

"Well, your NEED for lots of money
just put this station and planet at risk. That's five million
people that could be facing death or slavery. That doesn't count
the people on Orlowa who will suffer from lack of food."

She glared at the 3D image, then said,
"I'm going down to the planet to take Xare, Tilera and the children
back. Have your electronic package in here by the time I get back
or when Kassie gets here. She has the final say about whether you
stay as an AI or are decommissioned." Kanchen walked out of the
office, leaving a stunned Stormy behind.

Two hours later, she landed on Sokol
to a large crowd of angry farmers. Shouts of "why do they get the
special treatment?" vied with the other questions of where they
could buy all the things Xare and Tilera were carrying.

Kanchen had some of her escort hustle
the family to a transport and fly them home. Three of the ex-slaves
went with them to help with chores. The sight of helpers brought
more cries of unfairness and those asking where they could hire
extra help.

Out of the corner of her
eye, she spotted some of Chantey's news
corps filming everything. Kanchen waved them over and told them to
get ready for an interview. She picked one of the noisiest
protesters and told one of the privates to go bring him
forward.

Before they could start, two more
spaceships landed a short distance across the spaceport. Kanchen
turned to the protester to ask, "Now, just what is your problem,
Mr. ahh?"

"Names not important. Why did that
family get all those goodies? Why can't we get new equipment like
the farmers on this hemisphere?"

The news woman raised an eyebrow at
Kanchen, but she just turned her full attention to the man. "OK,
Mr. Anonymous, I'll try to answer your questions. I came down to
check on the lack of production on some farms and found that Xare
had broken his leg in an accident. I took him to get medical
attention. As for the things they have, they did some consulting
work for me and used the money I paid them."

A straggly haired female crept up
behind him to poke him in the ribs. His head jerked around as she
leaned in to whisper in his ear. Her words still carried to Kanchen
and the news woman. "Ask her where we can get fixed up like Tilera.
Where can we buy clothes like that?"

As the male turned back, Kanchen
answered, "We're working on the beauty salon idea, but clothes and
some other things to help in the farm house are being unloaded from
that spaceship as we speak. Some farm equipment will be coming from
the other."

Both of them turned to stare at the
items coming out of the ships. The protester swiveled back to
Kanchen to glare at her, "How can we buy that stuff with what we're
being paid for crops?"

"What crops are you talking about?
What quality?"

"It was good enough before…" He told
what crops and the grade the inspectors had given his
crops.

Kanchen looked at her comm for a few
moments, then asked, "Is that crop usually grown around here? It
doesn't seem like the climate is right for it."

The male whined, "It was worth more
money last year and it grew."

"You're competing with farmers whose
crops are three grades above yours and have a much better yield.
Why didn't you try blaise?"

The blank look on his face told
everyone that he hadn't even checked. Kanchen said, "Our ag advisor
is helping find crops that give better yields and give you a better
price at harvest."

"But it costs money to consult with
them. Money I don't have because you won't pay enough."

"You're getting paid for the quality
and quantity you offer for sale. The ag advisor isn't free because
that's what the advice would be worth to you. If you pay, you
usually pay attention."

His whimper changed the subject, "Why
aren't we getting good currency instead of those Empire
things?"

"Right now, the Alliance credit is
falling so fast, we don't know how many it would take to buy that
tractor over there from day to day. The Empire Silvers are backed
by precious metals, gems and trade goods. Emps are stable and look
to be that way in the future."

"Well, I don't like them. How many of
those Emps will it take to get ten credits?"

"I don't know. You can go to the bank
and find out what the exchange rate is. I'd warn you though that
merchants on the station are discounting credits by sixty to
seventy percent."

"What's that mean?"

"It means if you have ten credits, the
merchants will only give you merchandise worth three or four
credits."

"That's robbery."

"No, that's business in the real
world. Those merchants have to replace those items and it is
costing them much more to buy it now. No one wants to take Alliance
credits."

"Hruummph, you're just trying to
enslave us and steal our crops."

"Mr. Anonymous, you're free to leave
at any time. You don't have to farm here."

"What about my farm?"

"Sell it. We have people looking to
expand or new people wanting to get started."

The protester didn't look too happy at
her words and soon faded back into the crowd. Kanchen finished the
interview with the woman and turned back to her shuttle. As she
entered it, her comm chimed. A glance told her the call came from
Stormy.

"You have another appointment this
evening —"

"Stormy, I AM NOT GOING ON ANOTHER
DATE."

The image of the AI looked crestfallen
as she quietly said, "It's not a date. It's a business supper. They
want to talk about some trading."

"Stormy, if this turns out to be a
starry-eyed suitor, consider yourself junked."

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Kanchen's hair and the expression on
her face booked no small talk on the way back to the station. She
glanced at the text from Stormy giving the time and meeting place.
One look at the schedule said she would not have time to go back to
her apartment to get ready. This time she would be going as she
was.

Her mood hadn't improved any by the
time she made it to the restaurant. She did have her emotions under
control enough to civilly greet the male waiting on her. They
interacted with small talk until after they ate their food, then
Kanchen asked, "Mr. Ashima, what is this meeting about?"

"Didn't your secretary tell
you?"

"I want to hear it from your own lips
so there is no chance for confusion."

"Miss Kanchen ao Te Kinobala, I hereby
serve you with this subpoena to appear in court."

Kanchen's hair started flailing and
her escorts at the next table took notice. They stared even more
intently when she raised her voice to ask, "Subpoenaed for what?
And where?"

"Back on the planet where you ruined
those women's lives with your bogus beauty products."

"What beauty products?"

"The ones which turned my client's
hair a bright yellow and the one which caused another client's fur
to grow to male lengths on her face. See, I have
pictures."

He tapped his comm and 3D images of
several women with yellow hair stood among others with green hair.
A flick of fingers brought up images of cat looking women with
extra-long hair around their heads much like the male
lion.

Kanchen said, "I'm sorry to see your
clients suffering like that, but I had nothing to do with it and
I'm too busy to be traveling anywhere right now."

"But you endorsed all those
products."

"No, I didn't. Do you have a contract
with my thumbprint and signature? You have nothing but my name
connected with that. I refuse to even acknowledge any ties to any
of that, but I will find who used my name without
authorization."

"You still have to honor that subpoena
or I'll have the local police arrest you."

"No, they won't and I have no more
time to waste on this idiocy. So, if you'll excuse me, I
—"

Her voice stopped as the male pulled a
weapon from under his coat. Before he could even point it at
Kanchen, he found himself smashed to the floor of the restaurant.
Every head in the place snapped to the action.

In seconds, her guard had him subdued
and in cuffs. The sergeant looked up to her, "Ma'am, what do you
want us to do with him?"

"I'd like to shove him out an airlock,
but it would mess up our traffic pattern until the planet pulled
him down. Besides, it would take too much paperwork to justify it.
For now, let him clean the environmental unit until I do know what
to do with him. Let me have his comm. I want to see what else he
has on it."

The man moaned, "You can't do that. I
have rights. I'll sue."

One of the marines leaned over to
whisper in his ear, "You're not in the Charter Alliance space and
you just threatened one of our leaders. You only have what rights
she lets you have."

This brought whimpers and more pleas
until one of the other marines slapped him. The escort stood him to
his feet and marched him out of the room. The shortened squad
called for backup, but still surrounded Kanchen when she headed out
for her office.

She stormed into her office, to find
it empty. Turning to the sergeant, she asked him to take the comm
and find out anything about the man they could. She also asked him
to interrogate him as he worked.

The reports she looked at just
couldn't hold her interest, so she cut her stay in the office
short. The new squad outside accompanied her to her quarters. She
tried to watch some of the news broadcasts that Chantey had put
together. Her mind kept going back to the summons, so she called
Kassie.

After a long call, Kassie told Kanchen
she was in route and would be there the next morning. Kanchen
started to call for Stormy after she hung up, but stopped. She sat
down to read a couple of reports and finally gave up when she
turned three pages with no idea of what she'd read.

After one try of calling Stormy, she
gave up and went to bed to spend a restless tiring night in bed.
Her face and eyes told the story of the night as she prepared to
meet Kassie in her office. Kassie strode in with Cherry behind her.
Her eyes flicked quickly across the room and Kanchen knew who she
looked for.

Kanchen said, "She's not
here."

Before Kassie could say anything,
Cherry said, "Wait a minute." He stepped to the door and motioned a
crewman pushing a grav sled into the room.

The two of them lifted a shield
generator off the sled and the crewman pushed the empty sled out
into the foyer. Cherry then turned to the two females, "Now, we can
talk in private. Kanchen, what is going on?"

"Stormy. She's suddenly become
obsessed with making money."

"That's not so bad."

"It is if it's for her and she has no
regard for what it might do to the station or the people on it. I
have no idea what the money is for or what to do about
her."

Kassie whipped her blaster out to say,
"I know what to do. Blast her to little pieces and start over
again."

Cherry shook his head. "Are all humans
like you and Josh?"

Kanchen said, "I'd join Kassie right
now, but the thought of training another AI isn't that
appealing."

Cherry said, "We can't blast her. We
need to know what she has stored in her memory and if she has
anything stuck somewhere else. You said she conned the Ricci.
They'll want their money back and someone's head. How many more did
she conn and how soon will they be here?"

"There's at least one more planet with
some highly upset females," Kanchen said.

"Well, if we can't shoot her, what are
we going to do? We can't just leave her to bring more disaster to
the station and the people," Kassie said.

"I've got to get to her and do some
reprogramming. Something that will make her more prone to obey
Kanchen and even obsessive about looking out for the people and
station here. What I've heard so far would be fine if she had
several layers to protect this station," Cherry said.

"What about that idiot lawyer that's
trying to take me back to Charter territory to sue me?"

"That's something else to reprogram.
She'll need to be more aware of the consequences of her
actions."

Kanchen asked, "How are you going to
find her to reprogram her? She isn't responding to me at
all."

"We brought Ommex," Kassie said.
"He'll find her and override her until Cherry gets to
her."

"Well, when do we get
started?"

"We already are. Ommex is near our
ship doing his search. He'll let Cherry know when he finds her. In
the meantime, what are we going to do to discourage the Ricci from
coming here?"

Kassie turned to the android, "What do
you suggest we do?"
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