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“I don’t know how many star systems The Golden Ones have explored,” said Dallu, “or how far back these records go, but I’m finding dozens of civilisations here!” It was quite a revelation, and an electric silence fell as Dallu and Mack dove deeper into the mysteries of Sanctuary.

“It seems that most of them are now extinct, or still at a pre-industrial level,” said Dallu a little later as she came to grips with the data base in front of her, and Mack nodded. He was listening with part of his mind as he struggled to understand how the comms station at Sanctuary worked.

“That must be why there are only eight languages on the Rosetta Stone,” he said. “Those that still exist today.” 

An ancient version of the Peshwar language had been number seven on the Rosetta Stone, and none of the languages had been from ancient Earth. Perhaps The Golden Ones hadn’t got that far.

“Though some of the eight may have just built their first major structures,” cautioned Dallu, and Mack nodded. Like the ziggurats and pyramids on Earth. How many of the eight civilisations were spacefarers, for example?

“Some of my queries are being blocked by the data base,” said Dallu a little further on, surprised, and Mack came to stand beside her.

“I bet it’s anything to do with tech that might lead to weapons or space flight,” he said, and Dallu looked at the questions she had been asking. The single bar of agreement slowly formed on her torso.

“Very indirectly, but yes,” she said.

“You have a better understanding of . . . diplomacy, if that’s the right word, than I do,” she continued, and he smiled.

“You mean I’m more suspicious, and less trusting,” said Mack. “Years of fighting to free Earth will do that to any of us.” 

Though he couldn’t say for sure that the Peshwar would become suspicious due to wartime experiences. But all sentient creatures had to think in much the same way, didn’t they? 

Though there was that little matter of personal growth, meaning change in a person, and the acquisition of wisdom, or post-formal thinking as the academics called it. Then he realised that his mind had wandered way off task, and stepped back to the comms station.

“It looks like we can contact three of the eight civilisations on the Rosetta Stone from here,” he said at last, before looking at the shield in the corner of his eye. It was no surprise to see that more than an hour had passed. 

From what the strange, elongated screen at the top of the console was telling him, they were the Ueli, the Lop, and the Nord. The Golden Ones were the Ueli, and the word Nord seemed to translate directly as ‘engineer’. So far he had no idea of who, or what, the Lop were.

Three wasn’t a bad number from the original eight. Including the Peshwar and his own people, it seemed that five civilisations in this part of the galaxy had reached the stage of advanced communications.

“I’ll check in with my team outside,” said Dallu, and Mack nodded. It had been long enough for her translation team, the honour guard, and Unpik, to get worried. 

“Though it’s too early in our investigations to explain any of this to them,” she added, which was what she and Mack had agreed. They would take the risks – like the chance of being locked inside Sanctuary alive, or of it having weapons to defend itself – until they knew it was safe for the others.

“Everyone is buzzing with excitement,” she said, coming back ten minutes later. “I had to promise them a report on absolutely everything before they’d let me go!” and Mack laughed. Sanctuary was a researcher’s dream. There were new civilisations to explore, along with all their associated culture, arts and sciences, and their long histories. 

Unpik would have to radically revise his archeologist-priest understandings of what Sanctuary was. Not that new knowledge would remove it as a place of spiritual pursuit, but there would be more questions now. And what gods, or deep spiritual knowledge, did these new civilisations have?

Dallu took a break after three hours, and came to stand beside Mack, intrigued by what he was doing.

“I think we’re supposed to contact the Lop first,” he said, summarising what he had learned. He ran the relevant part of a long protocol sheet across the main screen on the wall, and Dallu agreed with him as she read the words for herself. 

Mack took a deep breath and ran a last check that he had the settings right. Then he sent a preliminary signal, a kind of ‘coming on line’ message that would give the other end some warning that they were waiting for a response.

“Ready?” he asked Dallu, and the colourful swirls on her torso told him that she was more than ready. This was a life-changing moment for both of them. He wondered for a moment if it was night or day where the Lop comms centre was, or maybe they lived in perpetual twilight on a world tide-locked around its sun, or whether none of those things mattered.

“Opening channel . . .now!” he said, as he adjusted the volume and brightness to make the conversation suitable for Human and Peshwar alike. For a moment nothing happened, and then the central panel on the wall in front of them simply disappeared. At least, it seemed like that to Mack, as he looked through a void into a scene of organised chaos.

At least five creatures that might have come up to his chin – though he had nothing to judge their height against through the opening – seemed lost in frenzied activity. They looked too thin to his eyes, with arms and legs too long for their small bodies. He couldn’t see any items of clothing, but they were covered in short brown and grey fur. As Mack watched in fascination the creatures dashed to and fro, attending to systems on consoles that looked very similar to the ones in Sanctuary. 

What unnerved Mack the most, though, was the screen between the Lop and Sanctuary – because there didn’t seem to be one. It either had an immaculate cleaning system, because there were no marks and no indication of a surface at all, or he was looking through a warp in space. He was sure he could feel a breeze flowing through from the Lop side though that must, he thought, be his imagination. He was a scientist, well, a technician more accurately, and what they were seeing was more like magic than science.

The activity on the Lop side of the wall continued at the same frenetic pace, except for one of the creatures. It sat down in front of the opening with its hands resting on a control panel of its own.

“Welcome, sheefal eight,” it said, though the words did not match the slow, rhythmic movements of its small mouth and thin lips. The Lop, as far as Mack could tell, was whistling, and ‘speaking’ on both the in and out breaths. Constant speech, he thought in surprise, now that was interesting.

Bars of light either side of the opening were ‘talking’ to Dallu, and Mack’s translation helmet was translating the Peshwar into common tongue for him. It confirmed that The Golden Ones hadn’t stumbled across Earth in their travels, because he wasn’t hearing his own language directly.

He guessed that the creature had meant to say, ‘Welcome, one of the eight’, since the Lop and Peshwar were among the eight languages on the Rosetta Stone. He decided it was nice to be welcomed to a new, interstellar family, and the meeting must be a special moment for the Lop as well. Meeting an unknown member of the eight must be very rare.

Mack wasn’t surprised that the creature’s comms system hadn’t been able to translate everything it said. What background in modern Peshwar would it have.

“We are the ‘housekeepers’ for the Ueli,” it said, and then dropped into an animated discussion with its fellow Lop. It was quite something to see them all hold still for those few seconds, whistling animatedly, and then the others were off on their errands once again.

“Possibly the ‘stewards’, and possibly also the ‘archivists’,” it said, with a small circle of its head that Mack suspected might have been a shrug. 

“There are no exact correspondences with the words in your language,” it continued, “and this is . . ,” as it broke off to confer with the others again for a moment. Mack thought he overheard the words ‘idiom’ and ‘roughly’, before the Lop came back to him. 

“This is driving us nuts!” it finished, and Mack had to smile. 

“The name of this one is Laupo,” it said, pointing to itself, and Dallu introduced herself and Mack. The conversation turned to the earlier signal that the Lop had picked up from Sanctuary, and the AI system that ran the outpost. 

Laupo casually let drop that the Lop planet, Cerebellus, was 127 light years from Challi, yet here they were talking without a hint of a time lag. It was instantaneous communication over vast distances, and it made Mack realise how much his people still had to learn in the sciences.

From the way that Laupo kept referring to the Lop as the archivists for the Ueli, and the Nord as the engineers, it seemed that most or all of the civilisations on the Rosetta Stone had distinct roles within a much larger body, with The Golden Ones at the head. 

It made Mack wonder where the Human and Peshwar civilisations were going to fit into the organisation – if they were invited, and if they accepted. But there was nothing about that in their discussion with Laupo. 

What the alien did do, though, was to tie Human and Peshwar together whenever he mentioned them in a sentence. Perhaps they were being seen as a symbiotic pairing by the other civilisations, and Mack wasn’t against the idea. The way their sciences blended to create new things suggested something like that, cultural at least.  

While the Lop were smaller than Mack they did have a similarly-sized head, though it had a noticeable bulge at the back. As Laupo continued to answer their questions, and ask a few of his own, Mack was putting together his first impressions of the Lop as a race.

The way they used language so precisely, along with some of the things they said, were beginning to support the idea of them being ‘archivists’. The bulge at the back of their brains would tie in neatly with this. In Humans, the occipital lobe at the back handled visual processing, and he wondered if in the Lop this lobe had become a vast visual memory store. Something that allowed them to forget nothing and recall it when they wished.

Their smaller size suggested an answer to another question. Two of them would be able to pass comfortably through the rather low but extra wide doorway that led into Sanctuary – unless The Golden Ones were similarly built. Perhaps it was they who had built Sanctuary.

“We would like to invite you to send representatives of your two peoples to Cerebellus, so that we may learn more about each other,” said Laupo, as Mack turned back to the conversation.

“The Nord have been notified of the messages coming from Sanctuary, and have approved an invitation,” the Lop finished, and Mack looked at Dallu. There was a brief discussion until they agreed they could accept the invitation on behalf of Challi. How they would send a freighter across 127 light years to Cerebellus, though, was an unanswered question. It wasn’t as though the Lop had offered to come and collect them.

Though it did seem to Mack that this was another test. The group of eight could want to see what capabilities this strange Peshwar-Human civilisation had.

“When will we meet the Ueli?” asked Dallu, and this led to another of those still life freezes when the Lop huddled together and whistled their way to a consensus.

“The remaining Ueli are all on Cerebellus,” said Laupo. “If you want to see them in their bodily form you can do so when you visit us,” and it seemed to be all she was going to get. There were a few more questions and answers and then Mack and Dallu signed off, promising to return with details of the visit to Cerebellus in one of the new Challian weeks.

“Why are the Ueli ‘remaining’?” asked Dallu, as she finished downloading something from the data stack onto her own handheld data base, and shut it off. The concept of the ‘remaining Ueli’ was indeed odd, thought Mack, though he was more concerned about the idea of meeting the Ueli in their bodily form. What other forms were there?

“I’m not sure we can explain what just happened to your students,” said Mack, with a wry smile, “or to Unpik, or the honour guard,” and Dallu agreed that it was all too strange. They would, however, have to try. 

Once all of the Sanctuary systems were closed down, Mack and Dallu left the room to be bombarded with questions by the research team. These were the ones she had put in charge of translating the Rosetta Stone, and the ones that had followed the leads to the final code that unlocked Sanctuary. The team seemed to have a natural leader, called Reema, and she was dominating the conversation at the moment.

“Did the code work?” she was saying. “I was never sure about that last symbol. Did you talk to any of the other races on the stone? Was it the one with the hieroglyphic language, I’m sure we got that right,” and Dallu put her hand on the top of Reema’s head, which had an instant effect on the excited researcher. 

Mack smiled. He knew this particular gesture among the Peshwar, and it was a way of telling children that their brains were getting overheated. It must have been embarrassing for Reema but she got the message, and made an effort to ‘cool down’.

“We had better head back to Eirene,” said Mack, looking at the sun, which was low in the sky. He and Dallu had pushed the available time to its absolute maximum as they explored the systems within Sanctuary.

“We can talk on the way back,” said Dallu, as the others continued to beg for more details about what had happened, and Mack spoke to the endoem handlers. The party had arrived on two of the great creatures, each with double seats tied between the middle and back pairs of legs. With the handler harness leaning back from the neck it made them look more like a bus this time. All of the eight seats were full as the endoem lurched forward and then up, and the trip back to Eirene began.

“Tell me about the satellites,” called Mack after a while, riding on one endoem with Dallu on the other, and she told him that the satellites had been assembled within the new casings the brains trust had made and were waiting at the Eirene spaceport. A shuttle had been organised to come from Little Amani and take them into orbit within the next few days.

That would be Evan, thought Mack. The genius at mechanical things had made the satellites his personal project. The eyes in the sky were needed too. The rest of Challi would rest easier when everyone knew what was happening at Eirene day by day, and ideas that had largely been confined to one province would now spread, and blossom with new minds examining them. 

Mack learned about other projects Dallu had underway as well. The Peshwar had theories about so many things in their environment, and now that the right sort of metals were flowing from the asteroid, they were running tests and building prototypes on an unprecedented scale. It was great to see, and the Peshwar were contributing more each day to the work that the brains trust were doing. It was an entertaining conversation, with Reema and some of the others adding comments as well, but at last Eirene came into view.

“It looks like the remaining section has been added to the third tower,” said Dallu brightly, and Mack had already spotted the completed comms pinnacle. It stood next to an identical slim tower, and both were a short distance from the more substantial short-wave column that had been the first to be constructed. The two new towers, though, were sending and receiving a much wider array of signals. Some of them were experimenting at very low and very high frequencies, and some were being used to send increasingly dense information packets. Mack nodded to himself. The Peshwar were coming along in leaps and bounds.

“Did you do any praying at Sanctuary?” asked Jake cheekily, when Mack dropped in to the brains trust to shower and change. First, though, he had checked on Dau-e and Ray-es. The endoem had seemed more like their old selves lately, after the battles they had been through on Earth, and he guessed that it took as long for endoem to recover mentally as it did for Human or Peshwar fighters.

“Of course,” said Mack, miming lowering his head and bringing his hands together, and Jake laughed. There was a very active church, of sorts, in Little Amani, and others in the outlying settlements, though Mack wasn’t a regular attender.

“How are things with Nancy?” he asked, interested in how the strange relationship was progressing. Jake looked down and mumbled something, and Mack had to ask him the question again.

“We’re moving into the same room in the sleeping quarters here,” he said quietly, and Mack didn’t know what to think. Shouldn’t Jake be happy? Then he realised that his friend was terrified of the prospect.

“I’m a hunter,” he said slowly, when Mack pressed him about it. “We’re, you know, a bit rough and ready,” and Mack nodded.

“Nancy knows that,” he said. “But you know the rule. Talk about it! Ask her if she minds you getting up before dawn on hunting days while she’s still sleeping in after working late,” and Jake hesitantly nodded.

“She will have funny little things that women do when they get up in the morning,” said Mack, “and when they go to bed at night, and you just have to give her time for those, right?” and Jake nodded more confidently. He knew about those things.

“You make it sound almost possible,” he said, and his face brightened a little. By the time the two men set off for a meal in the brains trust commons room, Jake seemed to be back to his old self. Not that living in the same space as Nancy was going to be easy, but he was better prepared to give it a go.

The late afternoon at Sanctuary meant that Mack stayed the night at Eirene before he went back to Little Amani the next day, and something good came of that. The senior handlers had agreed to think up a name for the youngster that Dau-e had pushed towards him. There would be a naming ceremony in the morning, and after that he would be heading back to Alice.
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“Naming day!” said one of the handlers brightly as Mack approached the pens the following morning, wanting to check on Dau-e and Ray-es. A number of them assured him they would be at the ceremony, and Mack realised with some warmth that they saw him as part of the endoem family. He felt guilty that he wasn’t able to visit the pens more often, but he knew his feelings were misplaced. Dau-e and Ray-es didn’t miss him when he was away or make a fuss when he got back, but they always acknowledged him when he visited, and were ready for an adventure.

It had been a busy morning already, and Dallu had passed on a request from Muktar when Mack went to say goodbye. The Eirene leader thought that a memorial service should be held for those who had fallen in the battle for Madrid. The Human contingent had lost a lot more fighters than the Peshwar, which was why they were prepared to come to Little Amani. 

Muktar did ask, however, that it be a private affair, with dignitaries and family members only, something that Mack understood. Despite the number of small groups that had now been to Eirene to meet the Peshwar, there were still many Humans who saw their new neighbours as a novelty. A memorial service was not an opportunity to gawk at the aliens. 

Mack had promised Dallu that he would put the idea of a memorial service to the inner circle and the new Human government, and told her it was an excellent idea. Many countries had become allies after they stood together in battle, and a united Challi was a noble goal. Mack had also wanted to ask Dallu about her ties to Axiel, but held back. These things appeared to be very convoluted in Peshwar circles, and anything he said might be seen as pressure. He would hate to ruin the first, fragile moves of the couple towards each other.

“You honour us with your presence,” said the most senior of the handlers to those assembled for the ceremony. Deenul moved slowly these days, and the colours on his torso were a pale reminder of the vibrancy of a younger Peshwar. Mack had learned to turn up the sensitivity of his translation ear buds with older Peshwar, and that seemed to work.

“Those who ride such powerful creatures honour us all,” said Mack, giving the formal reply. Jake was with him, and Nancy, along with Evan and a few others from the brains trust. They were there to support Mack, but they were also the ones who had to explain Peshwar culture to groups from Eirene. The more they knew about traditions like these the better.

When the youngster to be named had been brought out from the pens, along with Dau-e and Ray-es, it came straight to Mack, which led to a colourful display of approval from the handlers. Mack thought the young endoem seemed apprehensive, but once it had bent its knee and nudged him, and he had patted its neck, it calmed down. From then on it stood patiently beside him.

There were a few words about the traditions that surrounded the naming ceremony, and then Deenul lifted his arms.

“From Dau-e and Ray-es comes Dau-ent!” he proclaimed, and the Peshwar burst into the colourful swirls that were their version of applause. Once Mack started clapping the other Humans followed, and Dau-ent was officially welcomed into the wider Eirene family. 

Mack already knew that endoem were matriarchal, and a favoured youngster would be named after its mother. Personally, he rather liked the name Dau-ent. There were a few other traditional things to be honoured, and then the handlers took the endoem back to their pens. Once this was done Mack and the members of the brains trust headed up the slope to the nearest tunnel into Eirene.

“I’m glad you give Jake advice now and then,” said Nancy, after latching onto Mack’s arm and pulling him back so they lagged behind the others.

“Sometimes he gets confused, mostly because he doesn’t understand his own emotions I think,” she added, and Mack nodded in agreement. She was taller than Jake’s five foot and a smidgen, but not by much, and she was slender, with a plain, open face and intensely curious eyes.

“What’s the most appealing thing about Jake, in your eyes?” he asked, still wondering how the two of them had got together.

“He’s a man,” she said promptly, and Mack lifted an eyebrow. Any Human male over 21 could reasonably claim to be that. Then Nancy drew him closer, and dropped her voice to a whisper.

“The others in the brains trust, well, everywhere really, they’re just boys,” she said, and Mack nodded sagely. What had brought Jake and Nancy together was as old as the hills. 

Jake was respected by the other men, was a tireless worker who would always provide for his family, and his restless energy was no doubt a great asset in bed. Nancy was almost a doll by comparison, and Jake would do everything in his power not to hurt such a delicate thing. 

He and Nancy chatted for the rest of the climb up the slope and the long descent through the tunnel, and then Nancy headed for one of the brains trust labs. Mack smiled to himself as she left. It was enough for him that Jake was happy. Now, though, it was time he got ready for the trip back to Little Amani.

“You remember how stunned – and yet delighted – we all were when we learned about the Peshwar?” he asked the inner circle at the rebel HQ, and they looked at him curiously. About the only one who wasn’t there was Rastric, who was still recovering from injuries he had received at Madrid. But if Mack called an emergency meeting then there was something they needed to know.

“Yes,” said Mordeca. “It was extraordinary to find that Humans were not alone in the universe,” and a number of the others nodded earnestly. They remembered that moment well, how could they not?

“Well,” said Mack hesitantly, “there’s more to it than that – a lot more,” and the ring of faces around him looked even more curious. Then some of them began to put two and two together.

“There are more Peshwar, on another planet?” suggested Bede, and Mack shook his head.

“There’s another intelligent race on Challi?” asked Narek, and Mack sat them down so he could pass on the whole story.

“I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised,” said Gatur, some time later. “If intelligent life arose on Earth, then there has to be other planets where life could do the same thing,” and Alice nodded. She seemed the least concerned by this startling news, and that was probably because of her faith in Mack. He, and the people he had gathered around him, Human and Peshwar alike – including her, would deal with this.

“We might be able to work out the rate at which intelligent life occurs in the galaxy,” said Allain, who had been promoted from his position as speaker for the rebels into speaker at the new government house in Little Amani.

“If we assume a sphere based on this planet Cerebellus of 127 light years, since we appear to be at its border, and divide that by the five civilisations we know about, we would get a small fraction of a chance of civilised life per cubic light year,” he said, and the others looked at him in amazement. It could probably be done, but Allain had never shown an interest in cosmology before.

“An interesting idea,” said Mack, smiling, “but let’s just say that a sample size of five is too small to be relevant at the moment.”

“So, how do we send our one and only freighter to this Cerebellus?” asked Mordeca. “And equally important, do we trust the Lop enough to do that? Would such a long trip even be safe, and do we want to accept the invitation to meet them?

“Now that we have access to the spaceport at Milan,” said Mack, “and the others on Earth once the new governing structures for the planet are in place, we can refuel the Royal Princess and run it through a maintenance check.

“Longer distances are actually not that different to short flights. Once the freighter gets to some huge multiple of the speed of light it races through the light years very quickly. 

“Earth to Challi takes about four days, and Challi to Cerebellus shouldn’t take much more than ten.” He had anticipated the question, and others about visiting the Lop. It always paid to be prepared.

“The main thing, though, is to prepare the Peshwar for a trip between planets,” he continued. “We need to provide separate bathroom facilities, for one thing, and our neighbours won’t just want to be ferried about like passengers. 

“The Lop saw them as half of a combined Human-Peshwar civilisation, and I think we have to treat them the same way.

“The Peshwar have certainly pulled their weight in the brains trust,” he finished, and there was silence while the others digested this. They weren’t against treating the Peshwar as equals, but they had much less experience of the neighbouring culture than Mack had.

“Then we had better get started,” said Narek, who rather enjoyed change, and saw no reason to resist it. “We need to train up some of the Peshwar to be part of the freighter crew, and they’ll need to make up part of the delegation we send.”

“Yes,” said Mordeca, thinking out loud. “We have a lot to do. 

“The freighter needs to be checked out and fuelled up, as well as being made Peshwar friendly. I’ll delegate that to Camrik, and get him to pick out who he needs to help him. I’ll put all this to the Little Amani government if you can deal with the Eirene Council, Mack,” she continued, and he nodded.

“Evan and Dallu can deal with training up suitable Peshwar to join the freighter crew, and someone from our government can liaise with Eirene about approaching their two parliaments to form a combined delegation.

“I hope the political stuff doesn’t take too long,” she added, and Mack assured her that it wouldn’t. The Peshwar had little time for formalities in his experience. 

“Whoever’s in this delegation,” she said, “looking around the room, “they’ll only be politicians, so I want more capable hands keeping an eye on things behind the scenes. 

“Mack, you’ll need to be there, and perhaps Alice as well. Equality of the sexes and all that. Maybe Frederick and a few special force members can be present in minor roles on the freighter, in case we need them.

“Hope for peace, and prepare for war,” she reminded the inner circle. “We don’t know anything about this group of civilisations The Golden Ones have brought together, so we need to be open-minded yet cautious at the same time, agreed?”

There was a rapid and unanimous agreement that the inner circle were all to happy to follow her lead.

Mack, though, had been going through a whirlwind of emotions. The fact he would be meeting an entirely new alien race in the Lop had, of course, fascinated and worried him at the same time. But he had promised Alice that he wouldn’t go on any more adventures – even though he hadn’t meant it at the time – and then Mordeca had got him off the hook by sending Alice with him on the journey to Cerebellus. 

He could even spin this as him reluctantly going along to keep her safe he decided, but then ditched the idea. A good relationship wasn’t built on half-truths, it was built on emotional honesty. 

Mordeca, though, was an old hand at understanding people. He wondered if she had anticipated the plight he would be in and sent Alice along because of it. After all, Bede could go, or Mordeca herself, or other women high up in the rebel hierarchy. 

Her daughter would be an open book to the rebel leader, as, he presumed, his relationship with Alice was. Yes, Mordeca had known that Alice wouldn’t be enthusiastic about Mack being sent to Cerebellus, but he was the only one with the experience and skills that would be needed, and he was also someone known and accepted by the Peshwar. All of which meant he had to be one of the delegation on the freighter.

“So, it looks like we’re going,” said Alice that evening, as she and Mack prepared for bed, “in both senses of the word. ‘We’ as in you and me, and ‘we’ as in a delegation to meet the Lop and learn more about this consortium of races The Golden Ones have pulled together.

“The Ueli,” said Mack absently, finding it hard to change over after calling them The Golden Ones for so long.

“And I suppose you expect me to accept the fact you’re off on another adventure, after promising me you wouldn’t?” she said, and Mack decided that his best response was to pretend innocence.

“A formal delegation to a civilised planet is hardly dangerous,” he said, keeping his face blank, and she gave him the look that said she still hadn’t made up her mind.

“And you’ll be with me,” he said, “to save me if I get into trouble,” and they both burst out laughing.

“Why do I feel cheated then?” she said, once they had slid into bed, and Mack thought about it.

“Because you want us to have a happy, normal, fulfilling life in Little Amani,” he said, after a moment. “It’s our home now, and you want us to make the most of that. We were barely in our teens when the rebellion came along, and since then there hasn’t been anything normal about our lives. 

“I guess a person can have too much of uncertainty and change,” he offered, and laid her head on his shoulder as she put her arms around his waist.

“Why are you so good at everything?” she asked, and he put an arm around her shoulders.

“I watch, and I listen,” he said, “and right now I’m listening to a certain part of me that says the time for talking is over,” which got him an affectionate punch on the shoulder. 

He would need a good night’s sleep too, though it could wait a while, because getting the freighter ready for Cerebellus had added a huge amount of extra work to an already full schedule.

“I would love to, my friend, but I’m just too busy,” said Mack the next morning, when Camrik asked him if he would like to help launch the new satellites from the shuttle. It would have meant a short hop to Eirene, and then a zigzag course outside the atmosphere as the four satellites were dropped off to give complete telecommunications coverage of the planet.

Mack never tired of looking down on Challi from space, but the trip would have taken most of the day, and there was so much to be done. When he had finished the call to Camrik, Mack spoke to Dallu at Eirene, and was pleased to learn that some of the Peshwar engineers were already at work memorising the schematics of the freighter. They would get a chance to work on the real thing once Camrik had it checked out on Earth and the fusion engines refuelled. The pilot would take the freighter to Milan as soon as he’d finished positioning the satellites. 

After that there was a mountain of work that Mack had missed out on while fighting on Earth, and he read papers for the rest of the day and added his signature to a great number of proposals passed by the new rebel government. 

They often had a quorum without him, but it was important to get the more widely recognised signatures on everything they could – according to Mordeca, anyway. Mack wondered when he had become so ‘recognisable’, but then he remembered the asteroid, and Madrid. Okay, so his name was getting known out there.

The next day started with the memorial service for the Human and Peshwar fallen at Madrid, and Mack ended up trying on a number of black suits borrowed from others until he found one that fitted him.

“Ratbag bloody traditions!” he grumbled, as Alice sorted through her few clothes for something sombre to wear.

“This from the man who says that tradition holds the steppes culture together,” she said, choosing a rather shapeless steppes one-piece that at least was made of a dark material.

“Tradition is a wonderful thing,” agreed Mack, “except when I have to wear a suit!” and she glanced over to see him smiling. It was inconsistent but it was pure Mack.

After some discussion it had been decided to mingle sections from the two memorial services of the two cultures, rather than try to combine them in some way. To Mack’s surprise the Peshwar ‘sang’ something that translated into a haunting farewell as the colours on their torsos co-ordinated in what he guessed passed for harmony. Mordeca delivered the Human eulogy, and the Peshwar watched the translation of it on a large screen at the front of the service.

The two groups mingled together afterwards, and Mack spoke to Axiel and Dallu, and caught up with Aleef. Muktar was too old for the trip across to Little Amani, even though Mordeca had provided two of the boxy vans to transport the Peshwar from the edge of the forest. Being enclosed in a moving box like that must have been a new experience for them, thought Mack. There were so many new experiences for their Eirene neighbours these days.

But the one thing that filled Mack’s thoughts that evening was the two days until he and Dallu would contact the Lop again. It was something like waiting for his birthday to arrive when he had been promised a cake.

The idea that the Lop existed at all filled him with excitement and wonder, and in two days time they would be face to face with Laupo again.
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“I’ll have to stay overnight at Eirene,” said Mack a day later, explaining his travel plans to Alice, “so Dallu and I can go on to Sanctuary in the morning,” and she nodded.

“There’s a lot to discuss,” he continued, “and I’ll need to check, one more time, that Muktar and Mordeca agree on what the delegation’s position is to be if we visit Cerebellus.”

There had been a number of discussions over the comms link between Eirene and Little Amani recently, and a draft document had been drawn up. It had been amended several times until it properly represented the Peshwar and Human position if they were asked to join The Golden Ones alliance. 

Mack had thought agreeing on a position was a wonderful exercise on its own, and some important differences in thinking had been uncovered and dealt with.

“Do you know what I would like to do before you head off?” asked Alice, and it wasn’t the sort of playfulness that might have ended up in bed. This was important, she said, and Mack gave her his full attention.

“I want to visit the Little Amani foundry,” she said, and Mack did a double take.

“Since when are you interested in engineering, or the fine art of metallurgy for that matter?” he asked, and she looked defensive.

“I’m not allowed to be interested in your things?” she bridled, and Mack hastened to say that of course she was. 

The foundry was on the outskirts of the frontier town, and close to the road from Eirene so ore from the asteroid could be easily delivered. It had belched thick, grey smoke for the first few weeks of its existence, announcing its presence, but that was changing now. 

The settlers were very much aware of pollution, particularly in the unspoilt wilderness of Challi, and the foundry was now producing the rare earth elements that were needed to make scrubbers for the chimney stacks. They would remove the pollution as the smoke climbed the brick chimneys, until little more than heated air left the tops.

“If I want to share in your world,” said Alice, taking his hand as they walked through the streets of the town towards their destination, “then I have to understand more about it. 

“It seems that every Human decision these days either creates more tech or changes how we use the tech we have,” she added, and Mack remembered that Alice was, after all, Mordeca’s daughter. Politics, and an understanding of how societies worked, was bred into her.

“The laws of physics, and how they might be used, are part of your thinking,” she finished, and Mack hadn’t looked at it like that. On reflection he did see things like mass and speed as either weapons. or labour-saving devices, and she was right.

“So, I want you to explain what’s going on at the foundry, and how it will influence our lives here, and then how it might steer us into a better future,” she finished, and he squeezed her hand. That much he could do, and especially if it was for her. Alice was backing up her love for him with action, and that was really something!

It ended up being one of Mack’s favourite days with Alice, but eventually the next day came around, and he had to travel back to Eirene.

“You seem distracted,” said Dallu, as she sat with Mack in her lab. They were discussing what they should say to the Lop when they arrived at Sanctuary the following morning. Neither of them wanted to spark an interstellar diplomatic incident by saying the wrong thing. 

Mack felt guilty about his absent-mindedness, and dragged himself back to the present. He had really enjoyed showing Alice how things in the foundry worked, and it had, he was sure, strengthened their relationship.

“Right,” he said, as she repeated herself to him, “so we have the same problem if we go to Cerebellus that we had taking the endoem to Earth. We have to protect both sides from the threats in the other’s biomass,” and she nodded.

“Diseases are the obvious problem,” she said, “but there are also the ‘harmless’ life forms that help us digest food or live on our skin. 

“The way Humans survive threats from Challi’s biomass is an injection of nanomeds into your bloodstream every six months, is that correct?” she asked, and Mack nodded. It couldn’t be that long until he was due for his next round of them.

“I noticed the nano machines in the blood samples you brought over for me,” she said, and Mack remembered how Dallu had back-engineered nanomeds from the Human antibodies for the trip to Madrid.

“Well, I’ve been improving those nanomeds when I have time, and I’ve now made them a top priority because we’re going to need them at Cerebellus,” she said, and Mack nodded. He had wondered if they would have to go everywhere in close-fitting biohazard suits, or perhaps a sealed vehicle, but Dallu had been thinking of a much better solution.

“I’ve also extended the nanomeds’ lifespan,” she said. “There’s some testing needed to make sure of the results, but you should be fine for at least ten years after each injection.” It was quite a step forward, and Mack thanked her heartily on behalf of himself and the settlers when he heard that. It was two visits to the medical centre that he wouldn’t have to make each year.

When they had finished preparing for their meeting with the Lop, Dallu had another surprise for him. It was getting late in the evening by his standards, but he followed her through to a doughnut-shaped cavern he hadn’t seen before. It was probably another one that had just been built. Eirene seemed to be constantly expanding these days, initially to hold Sulaweti workers and more supplies, and then to increase the number of labs and production lines.

A huge screen sat at one end of the cavern, and nearly every adult Peshwar in the settlement was present. Whatever was on the screen was holding them spellbound, and Mack was reminded of a huge sports meeting back on Earth.

“It’s our southern parliament,” said Dallu, as they stood by the entrance and looked at the screen. The picture was crystal clear, and Mack could see several rows of elected members curving around a central podium that held stands and microphones. Other Peshwar – ones that Mack assumed were the equivalent of aides on Earth – were delivering items to the members in the seats or doing things with the electronics at each position. The chamber looked very new, and it wasn’t surprising that they had problems with a comms system this complicated. The most striking thing about it, though, was the similarity it bore to a number of the government chambers on Earth. 

The Peshwar preferred to stand if they were going to be in the same place for any length of time, their back legs extended in their horse stance, and that was the case here. Mack had just realised that the feed from the southern parliament must have something to do with the satellites Camrik had launched two days ago, when Dallu confirmed it.

“This is being transmitted live everywhere in Challi’s southern hemisphere,” she said, “and the northern parliament is being transmitted everywhere in that hemisphere,” and Mack beamed at her.

“What an achievement for your people!” he said, and she bobbed once.

“With your help,” she said, and Mack wasn’t so sure about that. The Peshwar had already worked out things like satellites in theory, and would have found some way to launch resin and fibre versions into orbit eventually. They already had carbon fibre, and Dallu had shown him some of their work on diamond polymer, a material that was expected to be stronger than steel. Still, he had sped up the process for them, and graciously accepted her thanks.

To think that two days after the satellites went into orbit the Peshwar had high-definition, world-wide comms, though. That was really something. He and Dallu had worked out a likely launch date some weeks ago, and the Peshwar would have started their preparations as soon as they knew that date. That was one thing about Little Amani’s neighbours, they were always preparing for the future at the same time they were living in the now.

He could see the fascination that the screen held for the Peshwar, and understood that. They were wondering what it meant to go from tribal to global in a matter of months, and the proceedings at their parliament were showing them how it was all going to work. Some of them, he was sure, would also be wondering what else they could achieve if they could do this.

“I’ll stay and watch the proceedings for a while,” said Dallu, “but it’s the start of your sleep cycle, isn’t it?” and Mack confirmed that he would normally be getting into bed about now.

“Tomorrow, then,” she said, her eyes already back on the screen, and he left her to it.

The trip to Sanctuary seemed to take longer than usual, and Mack blamed his impatience for that. There was so much to learn about the Lop, and The Golden Ones for that matter. No, the Ueli as they were properly called, he reminded himself. 

There had been no denying the intelligent curiosity in Laupo’s small, grey eyes, though, and that bump on the back of his brain case still intrigued Mack. He suspected it meant they had a vast visual memory of everything they encountered in their world.

Despite their obvious level of civilisation, they seemed content to work with the history of things, keeping a kind of intellectual warehouse as they recorded everything that went on around them. To be archivists, in other words, as they had already declared themselves to be.

Mack was getting tired of watching the dense undergrowth and tall huon trees slide past on either side of him, after an hour, majestic as the forest canopy was. This time members of the delegation that would meet the Lop at Cerebellus were along for the ride, and that had built the convoy up to five endoem. There was also a small party of honour guard, and Unpik of course.

Mack had decided to take Dau-e, since there hadn’t been much for her to do since they got back from Madrid, and her injuries had healed up nicely. He had been surprised when Ray-es showed no interest in accompanying them to Sanctuary, but the handlers had explained that Ray-es wouldn’t feature in her life again until the next mating. That would be at least five years away, and only if they were both in prime condition, with the right sorts of food available. 

Still, Mack thought the parents had done a fine job of protecting the hatchlings, and showing them how to look after themselves. For this trip he had put one of the original single handler harnesses across Dau-e’s neck where it ran into her massive shoulders, and was guiding her through the forest while Dallu and Reema had taken the double seat on Dau-e’s back.

Dau-ent, though, had decided that adventures were the very thing for him, and had attached himself to Dau-e once preparations for the trip were underway. Since the youngster now stood as tall as Mack’s shoulder, and had to weigh over a tonne, the handlers hadn’t had much luck shepherding it back into one of the pens, especially when it only had a hazy grasp of the commands. The flimsy pens wouldn’t have held it for long anyway, thought Mack.

At least the youngster was an endless source of amusement as it did circuits of the convoy and investigated every dip in the ground and every interesting bush. It had already received several nips from the adult endoem when it tried to squeeze between the trees and the convoy at the wrong time

Mack was just leaning forward to pat the side of Dau-e’s neck, ready to tell her what a good job she was doing, when there was an agonised squeal from somewhere to their left. Dau-e spun on the spot, almost unseating him, and careened off in the direction of the noise. A moment later Mack heard something thrashing about ahead of them, and that agonised squeal came again. It could be Dau-ent, but he had never heard an endoem make a noise like that before.

As Dau-e burst out into the open Mack found himself at the edge of a swamp. Tangled vines and rotting vegetation disappeared into the distance above thick grey ooze, and one finger of stagnant water cut through the forest towards him. It must have been the water that allowed the creature fastened onto Dau-ent to come so far into the forest.

Something more anaconda than crocodile had latched onto his shoulder with a mouth full of teeth, and was trying to drag him back into the water. Dau-ent, however, had both his back legs wrapped around the trunk of a small tree, and wasn’t about to let go. The creature had half of its long body still in the ooze, and its wild thrashing was being largely dissipated into the muck around it. It had short, stubby legs, which were digging in to the forest floor to find purchase, but they were no match for Dau-ent’s powerful limbs.

The creature realised its mistake in attacking an endoem as Dau-e charged it. Letting go of the youngster’s shoulder it whirled to make a getaway, until one massive foot stood squarely on its long tale. Then Dau-e positioned herself to bring another foot down further up the creature’s body. Mack watched in fascination from his harness as she systematically walked up the long body, crushing its spine as she went.

If he hadn’t been sure of the endoems’ level of intelligence before, he was sure of it now. It took planning and knowledge to know how to deal with creatures like this from the swamp.

As soon as Dau-e turned away from her grisly task, Dau-ent limped to her side and she nuzzled him, groaning gently deep in her throat. There was a lot of blood on the youngster’s shoulder, and Dau-e gathered something that might have been spit, or possibly the secretions from a gland, and rubbed it on the wound with the side of her head. Whether it was antiseptic or anticoagulant Mack didn’t know, but the bleeding slowed, and then stopped. A coating of something bloody remained, but it was already beginning to crust over.

The two endoem returned to the convoy with the youngster limping slowly behind its parent, and Mack was glad the convoy was already close to Sanctuary. It didn’t look like Dau-ent could move far, or fast, at the moment.

“How is the patient?” asked Mack, once the convoy had settled in a clearing near the knoll. The handlers from the other endoem assured him that Dau-e’s treatment of the youngster’s wounds was the best medicine, and she should be left to look after the youngster.

With that reassurance in mind he joined Dallu, and the members of the delegation that had come with them. There were several Humans and Peshwar from the brains trust, and Aleef to represent the Eirene Council, and a few others. 

When it came time to visit Cerebellus there would be delegates from all over Challi wanting to go, and Mack didn’t envy the person who had to whittle that lot down to a reasonable number. But for now there were eight, including Mack and Dallu, who entered the inner chamber of Sanctuary. Those who hadn’t seen the place before expressed their amazement, and Mack had to admit that with the new control stations and the golden glow from the walls, it was an impressive sight. 

Moments later they were all screened by the same violet glow and golden discs as on previous times, and that brought forth some startled squeaks from those not used to it. The little party must have passed the inspection though, as the control stations lit up and an almost unnoticeable background hum increased to a steady purr. To Mack and Dallu the hum was the energy source hidden somewhere under the floor, but to the others it was another mystery that went with Sanctuary.

“If I can line you all up here,” said Mack diplomatically, trying to give the other six members of the party a good view of the panel that would connect them with the Lop, and give the Lop a good view of the delegates.

“Everybody ready?” he asked, standing at the comms station as he went through the sequence of events that would link Sanctuary to Cerebellus. When there was agreement he sent the warning signal, and waited. This time he noted the brief blip in the upper right-hand corner of the comms station that told him the Lop were also ready. The comms centre at the other end would be staffed continuously, Mack was sure of that, as it directed the comms traffic among all the civilised worlds of the Ueli. Then he wondered if Laupo would be at the helm once again.

When the same hole in the wall opened up, Mack could hear the gasps behind him. Then he noticed some confusion at the Lop end of the connection. 

“Please to wait,” said a Lop that Mack recognised was not Laupo, but who hurriedly vacated the central chair directly below the hole in the wall. There was some difference in height and facial features among the Lop, but he was going mostly on the patterns of grey and brown fur that adorned each body.

“I am so pleased to meet you again!” said Laupo a few minutes later, as he slid into the central chair.

“I am what you might call our resident Peshwar and Human specialist,” he said, beaming in a very human way, and Mack decided that he liked the Lop. Well, what he had seen of them so far, anyway.

But while the welcome was genuine, the Lop were not prepared to answer the many questions those in Sanctuary had. It was all, apparently, a matter for the Ueli, the big bosses. Once a number of star charts had been downloaded to Sanctuary showing where Cerebellus was, and how to get there, the Lop seemed only interested in knowing when the freighter would be on its way.

“For accommodation,” said Laupo, “and to arrange travelling on our planet – and of course a visit to the Ueli,” which made it sound like the Ueli inhabited the same planet as the Lop. It was confusing, but Mack had just about given up making sense of the Lop’s references to The Golden Ones.

Still, he thought, as Laupo did something with his arms that seemed a lot like waving goodbye, and then cut the connection, they were going to visit Cerebellus. Now that was something!
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Mack had meant to ask Laupo how he could tell the difference between Lop males and females, assuming that life on Cerebellus followed the same pattern as most multicelled organisms. The Lop, however, hadn’t been keen to answer that question, so it would have to wait. 

There weren’t any more meetings scheduled with the Lop until the freighter was ready for the trip to Cerebellus, and Mack found that disappointing. What he could do, though, was help get everything ready for the trip to the Lop planet.

Dallu had the new nanomeds finished by the time Camrik brought the freighter back from Milan, and the first members of the delegation began to receive them. 

The freighter had been fully overhauled at Milan, which was reassuring. The clamour from the Peshwar who wanted to be delegates to Cerebellus had been more or less sorted, and the Human population had settled on their delegates with a lot less fuss. On the other hand there were some eighty Peshwar provinces in the southern hemisphere alone, so Mack could understand the competition among them for places.

The new satellites were benefitting Human and Peshwar alike. Mack marvelled at the crystal clear communications between Little Amani and the outlying settlements now, and the number of calls that could be put through at the same time. The town’s industrial district had manufactured the first small, portable phones within a week of the satellites being launched and the Peshwar, ever curious about Human customs, had produced something similar a week later. From then on there was friendly competition between the two settlements about all things to do with communications.

“Are we happy with this competition between Eirene and Little Amani?” asked Mordeca a few days later, chairing a meeting of the inner circle, and opinions varied. But in the end it was decided to develop a set of regulations in consultation with the Eirene council that would keep some control of production in both settlements. The next step, thought Mack, would be to establish an intellectual properties office on Challi.

“As long as the bonds of friendship are strong,” he said, adding his opinion, “industrial competition is no more than the natural striving present in arts or sports. It’s when the ‘family’ feeling vanishes, I believe, that we have trouble,” and this was duly noted.

Perhaps the last thing to be discussed was the training of Peshwar engineers to help run the freighter during the trip to the Lop planet. The trainee engineers had lost a lot of time while the freighter was on its way to Earth and back to be overhauled. Now, though, they were working day and night to learn how to run the freighter.

“How long until they’re ready?” asked Mack, as he tried to get a time from Camrik, and the pilot looked frazzled.

“These are the best engineers the Peshwar have got, and they could probably score a hundred percent on any theory test I give them,” he said, and paused. “But it takes time to learn the practical side of running a ship like the Royal Princess,” and Mack nodded.

“But with you, and Willoe, and the other Human engineers, looking over their shoulders for their first jump?” he persisted, and Camrik made an uncertain face.

“They’re ready now if someone checks their work every step of the way,” he said, and Mack stored that piece of information away in his mind. It was the thing that he needed, and he would be able to give the Lop a date for the freighter’s departure when he and Dallu visited Sanctuary next. From there he could work out an estimated date for their arrival at Cerebellus, though not an exact one. Sometimes the ship’s computers detected something dangerous in the freighter’s path – usually a star or gas giant – and the ship would have to detour away from its planned trajectory.

There was one last thing he wanted to do before the freighter left though, and that was to visit the asteroid at the swamp. In the end it turned out to be a flying visit, and he hitched a ride there on an ore train. It was going back to the swamp empty, and he arranged to travel with Jake.

“Change,” said Jake, shaking his head as they trundled along in one of the carts. “There’s change everywhere,” and Mack nodded.  This had been the main topic of conversation so far, and Jake wasn’t wrong about the accelerating rate of change in both settlements.

There had to be twenty ore carts in the convoy, and each one was towed by an endoem. The track was now a hard-packed road, and there was talk of a concrete surface in the near future. The original wagons had evolved quickly into much more efficient ones, and the ore carts were low slung and carefully balanced to make life as easy for the endoem as possible. Mack was pleased to see the same close relationship between the powerful creatures and their handlers as usual, and there was a limit on the hours that the endoem spent hauling ore for the foundry at Little Amani.

“You’re about to see something special,” said Jake towards the end of the journey, and the ore train crested the last ridge and started down the slope towards the swamp. As Mack looked at the scene ahead of them he discovered that Jake wasn’t exaggerating. 

The foundry had just installed its first set of pollution scrubbers, and the only thing issuing from the tall chimney stacks now was a heat haze. Other buildings had sprung up behind it, and he imagined them to be workshops where the sheets of different metals from the asteroid were worked into their final shapes. 

The Peshwar settlement built into the slope on their left seemed to have doubled in size – at least the number of entrances to it had. The bridge was completed all the way to the asteroid now, and even at this distance Mack could see a conveyor belt carrying ore out of a large tunnel in the side of it.

“Glad you could make it!” said Isaiah heartily, as Mack and Jake dismounted at the bay where the carts stopped to be filled, and Mack took Isaiah’s hand gladly. The old engineer was someone he knew well, and trusted.

“Not much of a visit, I’m afraid,” said Mack, as Isaiah took them out along the bridge for a brief tour of the mining operation, and Isaiah just nodded. Eva was waiting at the entrance with one of the Peshwar miners, and she gave the visitors an equally warm welcome.

“Good lord,” said Mack as they entered the tunnel, and chamber after chamber opened off it on both sides.

“We strike close to pure material wherever we drill,” said Isaiah, a happy smile on his face. “Rare earths are plentiful, and there are patches of just about any metal you could want.

“It might look like random mining, but we have a plan,” he continued. “We’re creating a giant honeycomb with a thin shell on the outside to keep the swamp at bay,” and Eva carried on with the idea.

“There’s a lot of water pressure out there at the bottom of the swamp,” she said, “but the honeycomb shape will keep the walls of the asteroid strong,” and she affectionately patted the rock face beside her.

It was a very sensible plan, though Jake baulked at going down to the lower sections of the mine once he knew how many metres below the surface of the swamp they were.

“It’s the thought of that much mud and slush breaking through while we’re down there!” he said plaintively, and Mack marked it down as another of the tough old hunter’s eccentricities.

“You two are the perfect team for the job,” said Mack later, as he said goodbye to Eva and Isaiah, and they both shrugged. Mack and Jake had found seats on another endoem convoy, laden with ore this time, when Eva put in a spirited re-assessment of his words.

“How about we say that the work the mining team does is perfect, and they let Isaiah and me take the credit,” she said, and Mack had to laugh.

“Come back when you can!” called Isaiah, as the ore carts trundled away towards Eirene, and Mack waved his hand above his head in acknowledgement. Then he and Jake got talking about the trip to Cerebellus.

“You must need some security on this freighter of yours!” said Jake, as the endoem ate up the distance back to Eirene. The contact with the Lop would have been hard to keep secret, but Little Amani and Eirene had both been open about what was happening. Governing could be difficult in situations like that, as Mack well knew. When there was little information gossip and overactive imaginations created unnecessary fear. On the other hand, the people had a right to know.

“How do you know you can trust these ‘Lop’ creatures of yours anyway?” continued Jake, and Mack admitted that he didn’t know them that well yet.

Jake would have loved to be part of a security force on the freighter, but that would have been a show of force. To Mack it was foolish to go in heavy-handed when dealing with a superior civilisation. It was foolish with any civilisation really, because it limited the chances of friendship and trade. A few special force operatives would be slotted in on the freighter as aides, or cleaners, and Jake didn’t have the ability to go ‘undercover’ like that.

Two days later the loading of the freighter began, and Alice was joined by Mack as they packed for the trip in their loft hideaway.

“It’s not fair that you’ve talked to the Lop and I haven’t,” she said grumpily, and Mack smiled to himself. A lot of things ‘weren’t fair’ to Alice, and she was right about most of them. Sometimes though, a little bit of a spoilt child would come through. He had always thought it came from the same thing that made her such an effective princess, someone that people wanted to follow.

“You’ll be the very first person I introduce to Laupo,” he said, and she sniffed unhappily. It might make up for the unfairness of things, and it might not.

“We don’t even know if it’s summer or winter there,” she complained, exasperated by that lack of knowledge as she tried to pack.

“Or if they even have a summer and a winter,” he said, and she narrowed her eyes at him. These were the sort of details that she expected him to know, and he wasn’t being helpful. Then she sighed. Perhaps she was being unreasonable again. Mack often reflected her actions back to her, which was useful and annoying in about equal parts. Then the time arrived for the freighter’s departure, and the shuttle took the passengers up to their quarters in several trips.

Camrik announced their departure from Challi a few hours after that, using the ship-wide comms, and the Royal Princess swung ponderously onto the heading she would need to reach Cerebellus.

“We just pushed against Challi’s gravitational field to send us on our way,” said Mack, always fascinated by the science involved in everything, but Alice wasn’t really listening. She had her face pressed against the curved viewing port across the front of the passenger lounge. Challi was below them, and just above the horizon was the too-large presence of Heiron, the gas giant in the system. It was no surprise that her eyes were wide with wonder. Then she and Mack were invited onto the bridge to be Camrik’s guests for the early part of the journey.

They felt their weight steadily increase as
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