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Theodore absentmindedly stroked the silky fur of his infant
sister, Abby, as she slept in his lap.  Next to him sat, half asleep as well,
his other young sister, Rose.  They had sat there for over three hours now,
waiting for a word, any word, about their parents.  The industrial furniture of
the lobby was padded well enough, but seemed ill suited for his Taik form.  It
seemed that the one universal constant across all lands, all planets, that such
furniture was always uncomfortable.   It was too short for the mighty Shukurae,
their three meter frames would have dwarfed it.  Too high for the Gelkin, their
stubby legs would have been dangling.  Theodore would have taken amusement that
the human couple across the lobby was likewise uncomfortable, even though the
furniture was unmistakably designed for human form, but he had no heart for
such pettiness.   He was scared, stranded on a distant world, and the only
family of his to be found were his two younger sisters who were both
desperately looking to him for strength and support.


Suddenly Rose sat upright and started nibbling on her long
tail.  Her soft white fur with its black rosettes trembled as did her long
black hair.  There was mild fear in her eyes and in her mannerism, but that
wasn't what had woken her.  Theodore laughed lightly, his own brown and black
fur rippled in the harsh light.  He recognized the look in his sister's eyes
and smiled gently to her, “The bathroom is straight across the lobby, where the
little blue sign is.  Go in on the left.”


Rose nodded and quickly bounded across the room leaving
Theodore with Abby.  He sighed as he watched what was left of the crowd fade.  
Theodore and his sisters had been an interesting distraction for most of the
others in the lobby.  With their fur coats, long tails and cat like features
they had been the source of amusement and curiosity for the other travelers as
everyone fought for a distraction.  No one wanted to think about what had just
happened, everyone just wanted to find a way back home.


He had to give credit to the designers and crew of the
starship: when the explosions ripped through the upper decks near the engines,
they were able to quickly isolate the damage and seal off the remaining decks
to protect the passengers and crew.  The ship had limped into this star system
on its own power but yielded to emergency transports to shuttle everyone to the
planet's surface.  Their parents had been on a different deck and had become
separated from them.  He took some comfort knowing that his parents’ deck had
been well clear of the fire and smoke.  He just wished they had landed at the
same port.  It was now painfully obvious that they must have been transported
to a different space port on the other side of the planet.  When taking
emergency shuttles, one couldn't be too picky.  At least his little sisters
were with him and not stranded with total strangers.  What should have been a
simple holiday from the university with his visiting family, had now become a
nightmare.  


Theodore put on a practiced smile for Rose as she came
bounding back.  He carefully stood up, cradling Abby.  “Come on, let's check in
again and see if there is any word on the rest of the family.”  Rose smiled
back, more honestly than Theodore had, and took his hand as they approached the
kiosk again.


“Theodore Foxdale, right?” asked the human attendant in the
common trade tongue.  “No Taiks,  not here.  We start trace now, okay?  If we
no find, we transfer you hotel.”


Theodore grimaced at how badly the human butchered the
language.  It was a human language they were speaking and he was far
more fluent in it than the human.  There were hundreds if not thousands of
human languages, he had to remind himself.  For all he knew, the attendant
spoke a dozen languages flawlessly, it was just this one he was butchering. 
“Yes, please.”


“Names and ages, please.”


“Theodore Foxdale clan Blackford, age 17, Rose Foxdale, age
5,  Abby Foxdale, age four months.”


“Family name Foxdale or Blackford?”


“Foxdale.”  Well, Foxdale was the family name, trying to
explain clan names would only add unwanted confusion and confusion would serve
no one right now.


“Parents names?”


“Father, Aidden Foxdale.  First Mother, Fiona Foxdale. 
Second Mother, Emily Foxdale.  Third Mother Charlotte Foxdale.”


“Wait, wait, wait!”  the human attendant looked thoroughly
confused.  “Second mother?  Your father's ex-wife traveling with party?”


“No,” began Theodore as he chose his words carefully.  “They
are all part of the same family.  It's just one big family.”


“Which one is real wife?”


In spite of his best practice, Theodore could feel his blood
start to boil.  He didn't have time to explain Highland culture to someone that
barely could speak the human trade language.  He just wanted to find his family
and go.


“You're a Highlander from the planet Afon, aren't you?”
suddenly asked a teenage human girl with blessedly clean diction and grammar.


 “Yes, ma'am!”  Theodore replied, grateful for anyone
who might help with the language barrier.  “If you could please help explain
the situation, we would be most appreciative!”


The girl grinned and started conversing with the attendant
in a different language with much gusto and speed.  Theodore didn't recognize
the language and he didn't care; he was just grateful for the help, any help!


“The other station on the other side of the planet has not
collated all of the emergency arrivals yet.  It is well past midnight over
there, so the clerk here doesn't think they will have a proper list for another
six hours.”


“Six hours?”  Theodore was more than a little dejected.  How
hard was it to type in a bloody list of people's names?


The girl hung her head apologetically, “Sorry, sir, I don't
know what to say.  It may be best to just get you to a hotel and get you a meal
card.”


Theodore bowed apologetically back to the girl.  It wasn't
her fault; she was just trying to pass on information and she had been
very helpful.  “I'm sorry, ma'am.  It has been a long and difficult day.  You
are correct: the first order of business is survival.  Help with the hotel and
meal cards would be greatly appreciated.”


She grinned back at him, “Um, you're welcome.  Just call me
Anna.  I'd be glad to help!”


Theodore smiled back, “Thank you again.  And please, just
call me Theodore.”


“Theodore, nice name,” she grinned and turned her attention
to little Abby.  “Oh, she's darling!  Is she yours?”


His ears flushed and his fur coat started to stand on end,
“Um, she's my little sister.”


Anna laughed at the confusion, “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to
embarrass you.  I've not been around many Taiks so I'm not the best at judging
ages.”


Theodore grinned, “I'm just glad you are so very good at
languages and happen to come along.”


Anna flashed a quick smile as she returned her attention to
the attendant at the kiosk.  Theodore couldn't follow the conversation but it
was apparent, even from his removed position, that positive things were
happening: the attendant was smiling and dancing away on the computer and
stopped only to provide a short bit of information and a few pass cards to
smiling Anna.  “Okay, I think we have you three squared away until morning.  I
have a hotel pass for you, three meal cards and three taxi vouchers.  The people
at the hotel lobby should be able to coordinate the rest for you tomorrow
morning.”


Theodore smiled broadly and bowed politely, “That was
wonderful of you.  I cannot begin to tell you how grateful we all are.”


Anna flushed and smiled back, “Hey, not a problem!  I was
glad I could help.  Here, give me a minute to run down my father and I'll lead
you down to the taxis and make sure they get you going in the right direction.”


“Take what time you need; we are in your debt.”


Anna laughed, “Hey, a girl can only blush so much; give it a
rest!  Come on, I'll introduce you to my father.”


“I'm sorry we interrupted you from meeting your father
earlier,” offered Theodore.


“If you don't stop apologizing I'm going to paint your fur
blue!” laughed Anna.  “I did get the expression right, 'paint your fur blue?'”


Theodore laughed, half at the joke and half at the wonderful
effort the young lady was making to bridge cultures.  “That is correct!”


Anna smiled as they walked, “It's okay, my dad was on call
here because of the accident.  He's a doctor who specializes in burns and
things associated with smoke inhalation.  Fortunately, it seems there was
little need of his service today.  I do volunteer work with Emergency Services
after school, so I've been here all afternoon, too.  Kinda scary when they call
out for help; always glad when things end up being boring.”  She suddenly
turned and looked Theodore square in the face, “I can hear you think it:
don't you dare thank me again!”


Theodore laughed, “I'm sorry if I am so predictable.”


“Ack!  You apologized again!” laughed Anna.  “Oh, do you
need help carrying the little one?  Abby was it?”


“Thank you, I'm fine,” replied Theodore with a broad smile. 
Suddenly he watched Anna's face make a subtle twitch, “Oh, I'm sorry, did you want
to carry her?”


“Yes, please!”  she beamed and laughed lightly as Theodore
passed the infant over.  She cooed lightly at the child and then carefully
cradled her to her shoulder as they continued walking.  They passed several
long halls before entering a “restricted” area.  Anna swiped her card at the
door lock and the door opened on its own.  They passed several shorter halls,
full of a variety of medical types, packing away their equipment for the day. 
Many gave a quick shout out and wave to Anna as she walked by until they
finally approached a serious looking door labeled “triage.”  Anna pressed the
call button by the door and respectfully waited.


“Who is it?” came a serious but friendly female voice.


“It's Anna Westmore and friends.  Is my father free?”


“Oh hi, Anna!  Come on in, you father is just doing
paperwork!” came the cheerful reply.


The door opened like before and Anna led them in.  A nurse
at the call desk smiled and waved to Anna and pointed her to the main room. 
Anna smiled and nodded back just as an elderly adult human exited the far
room.  From the broad smiles it was obvious to all that the man in question was
her father.  He carefully hugged her, dodging the sleeping infant.  “It seems
you have a new charge there, Anna!”


Anna grinned and gently rocked the infant, “Her name is
Abby.  I was helping Theodore here and his two sisters with the clerk.  The
clerk's trade tongue was... bad... and his cultural skills lacking.”  Her brief
frown flittered away as she suddenly brightened turning to Theodore, “Theodore,
this is my father, Dr. Westmore.  Dad, this is Theodore Foxdale and his
sisters, Rose and Abby.”


Dr. Westmore smiled and smartly shook Theodore's hand, “Glad
to meet you, just call me Thomas.  Sorry we couldn't meet on better terms.”


Theodore smiled honestly, “Delighted to meet you regardless,
sir.  And your daughter especially, she was incredibly helpful dealing with the
staff.”


“Always glad to hear she's done her planet proud,” he
offered with a fatherly smile.  “Your accent, you're not Kulpgurie are you.”


“No, Dad!” interjected Anna.  “They are Highlanders from
Afon!”


Dr. Westmore laughed, “That would explain it!”  His eyes
suddenly narrowed, “You are a long way from home, lad.”


Theodore nodded, “All too clear to me, sir.  My family came
up to visit me for midterm holiday.  We decided to do a little sightseeing
since they had never been off planet, and well...”


“Things got scary fast,” finished Dr. Westmore with a
frown.  “Don't worry, there have been no reports of fatalities to the
passengers.  People are just scattered across three landing zones.  They should
sort it all out by morning.”  His brow suddenly wrinkled, “Midterms, so you
were studying off world?”


“Yes sir,” replied Theodore proudly.  “I'm a second year at
Phillips-Grauer University.”


“Second year?  How old are you?” he fished with a broad
grin.


“Seventeen sir.  I started at sixteen on the TetzWeyr
Foundation scholarship,” beamed Theodore.


“You are a sharp, sharp lad!” grinned Dr. Westmore.


“Can they join us for supper?” interrupted Anna gleefully.  


   Dr. Westmore laughed and tussled his daughter's hair.  “I
was, in fact, getting ready to invite them.  Call your mother and warn her we
have guests.  That is if you would care to join us?”


“We'd be delighted, sir,” replied Theodore with a broad
grin.  Out of adversity comes hope and life.  Theodore was determined to
salvage what he could of the trip.  If not for his sake, but to expose little
Rose to a positive view of other peoples.


Theodore soon found himself with Rose and Abby in the
parking garage of the space port.  Theodore was surprised and relieved that Dr.
Westmore produced an infant car seat from the trunk and carefully fitted it in
the back seat.


Anna must have noticed the expression on Theodore's face, “Hey,
my mom and dad do volunteer work all the time.  A good safe car seat is a
must.”


“I'm just surprised that it fits little Abby's tail.  Not
often you see cross species safety equipment.”


“Hey, it's a space port!” grinned Anna.  “Here, help
me with the booster seat for Rose.”
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Thirty minutes later, the procedure was reversed and
Theodore found himself at a large, elegant, but tastefully decorated house.  A
sprightly human lady quickly met them and dexterously and expertly helped Abby
out of the car.


“Theodore, this is my mom, Janice!” bubbled Anna.


Janice politely shook Theodore's hand and replied in an
excellent rendition of the Highland's Old Tongue, “We are delighted to have you
as guests this evening.”


Theodore was all but overjoyed to hear his native language
being spoken after such a rough day.  Even more amazing was to hear it come
from a human.  “We are honored, ma'am.  Honored and delighted!”


Janice beamed and returned her attention to Abby, who was
just starting to show signs of waking up, “Oh!  I recognize that face! 
Someone needs to go to the bathroom!”


Theodore suddenly cringed, “I'm sorry, ma'am.  I'll handle
that.  Taking care of that is... awkward for Taik infants.”    


Janice laughed and tutted Theodore away, “Oh you silly young
man!  I can handle it, I've been handling infants of all races and
species since before you were born!  You want awkward, try taking care of a
Shukurae infant: they are born with razor sharp teeth!  Come on Anna, get a
fresh washcloth and I'll show you how to handle this!”


Theodore watched in amazement as mother and daughter, human
mother and daughter, trundled off to take care of his little sister.  “Sir, you
have an amazing family,” he finally blurted.


Dr. Westmore laughed an honest belly laugh, “Why thank you,
young man.  We do try to give back to society where we can.”


“But we’re not even part of your society...”


“All the more reason to reach out,” he grinned.  “Come on
in, food should be waiting.”


    


A fabulous dinner soon gave way to a long evening of stories
of all sorts and was finally graced by an offer to spend the night.  A
delightful room and cradle were arranged for Abby while little Rose was soon
fast asleep in a room of her own.  For the first time all day, Theodore finally
found he had time to relax: no duties or obligations bound him.  He sat with a
drink on the second floor balcony and casually enjoyed watching the dance of
fireflies in the distance.  Anna sat in a rocking chair beside him and enjoyed
the calm with him.


“Your whole family is amazing, you know that of course!”
blurted Theodore.  “I noticed your mother was eating vegetarian, yet she cooked
a fabulous meal for my family.  Vegetarian is not in my little sister's
vocabulary.  There is no reason she had to go through all that trouble, we
could have just eaten at the hotel.”


Anna laughed, “No, you don't understand, they were delighted
to have you over for company.  It's so rare to have off worlders over and your
family was delightful.”


“I take it they used to travel a bit?”


Anna nodded, “Yep, they both met off world doing volunteer
work.  I was born off world as well.  My parents didn't really settle down
until I was school aged.”


“Your mother is a pediatrician?”


“Yep, again!  She started off as an anthropologist and then
got into medicine later.  She has two PhDs.  She splits half her time at the
teaching hospital and half teaching at the university.”


“If your family was any more perfect, flowers would sprout
where they walked.”


Anna laughed hard at that, “They aren't perfect.  Everyone
has their own faults, but they try hard.”


Theodore replied with a soft chortle, “They try hard?  I get
tired just watching them!  They are machines!”


Anna laughed, but not as heartily, “Well, there you have
their first fault.  It is a rare, rare night that both of them are home. 
I love them dearly, I do!  I just wish they were around more.”


“Is that why you do volunteer work with Emergency Services? 
So you can see more of them?”


Anna laughed and smiled, “You are the first person to make
that connection!  Not that I don't enjoy helping people, but I also miss seeing
more of my parents.”


“I, on the other hand, was never free of my parents until I
went off to school...”


“What was that like?” asked a suddenly giddy Anna.  “Growing
up with a big family?  You have three mothers?”


Theodore laughed, it was always refreshing when someone was
curious of Highland culture rather than confused by it.  “Yes, my father and
three mothers.  That is a small family back in the Highlands; average is four
mothers.”


“Male to female ratio is one to four there in the Highlands,
so I guess that all makes sense...  Four being average and all.  But what was
it like?”


Theodore smiled, it was nice talking to someone that was at
least superficially versed with his culture.  He was amazed at her education,
but after meeting her parents, he shouldn't have been.  “Well, on one hand it
is hard to find time alone.  On the other hand, there is always someone around
if you need help or just someone to talk to.  Second Mother... Second Mothers
take care of the kids rather than work the family business... anyway!  She
could be busy, busy, busy with Rose but she always could make time for me. 
Little Abby was born when I was off at school.  This trip was only the second
time I've seen her.”


Anna grinned, “As a teenager, I always like my privacy, but
I am so terribly envious at the thought of being able to talk to my mother, any
mother, whenever I... well...”


“Was lonely,” finished Theodore.  “Would you like to sit
here next to me?” he offered with a childish grin.


“I was getting ready to offer you a spot next to my seat,”
she replied with a sheepish grin.


Theodore fired back an exaggerated frown, “Um, long tails
and rocking chairs do not get along.”


Anna laughed and moved to sit next to Theodore.  “Oh, your
fur is soft!  You and Abby both kinda look like clouded leopards.  Just an
observation.”


Theodore grinned, “I've heard that description before; it
doesn't bother me.”


A sudden flash of white light from behind them made
Theodore's fur stand on end nervously, but Anna just turned and groused,
“Mother!”  She rolled her eyes and sat back next to Theodore, “She just took a
picture of the two of us together.  I'm never going to hear the end of this...”


“Yet I noticed you returned to the seat next to me,”
observed Theodore with a grin.


“I didn't say I didn't like you... um, sitting next to you.”


Theodore laughed to himself; there was multiculturalism and
then there was this... Oh well, it was all simple harmless fun... 


Suddenly Dr. Westmore burst onto the landing, he looked over
the pair and with a quick laugh kissed his daughter on the forehead, “Got to
run!  They had a nasty emergency over at the Frestner Hotel!”


“Good luck, Dad!” beamed Anna.  She playfully nudged
Theodore, “See, aren't you glad you're spending the night here.”


“I'll say,” murmured Theodore.  “That was the hotel we were
going to...” 


Dr. Westmore suddenly froze in his tracks and turned to face
Theodore, “Say that again...”


“Um, the people at the the space port had set us up for the
Frestner Hotel.  Room eleven-thirty...”


“Eleven-thirty-four,” finished the good doctor.  “A bomb
went off outside that door five minutes ago.  Someone was trying to kill you
and your family!”
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With the blinds drawn on the windows, Theodore stood in the
living room with his human hosts as all parties nervously discussed what to do
next.


“I... I need to call them back and bail.  They can find
someone else this evening I'm certain,” stammered Dr. Westmore.


“Dad, you never bail on any call, ever!  If you don't
show people will ask questions.”


“Go, take the call, dear.  We'll pack up our guests and move
them to a secure location,” offered Janice.


“But where?  It's not like we have safe houses set up here!”


“Don't worry about it, dear...”


“Don't worry about it?  We have three guests who escaped
certain death by luck and good fortune!  We need a better plan!”


“Dad!  Mom says don't worry because she doesn't want to tell
you, not that she doesn't have a plan.  If you don't know where we are, you
can't let things slip!” interjected a remarkably calm Anna.  “You do tend to be
chatty...”


Dr. Westmore stopped and carefully looked back and forth at
his wife and daughter.  Finally he permitted himself a feeble chortle, “Okay,
you two are right.  Again.  Of course!”  He hugged the two warmly and then
headed for the door, “Kill the power to your phones.  I'll leave mine on.... be
careful.”


With the click of the door behind the good doctor, Anna
finally cut lose with a scream, “This isn't fair!  They've already been through
so much today!”


Her mother carefully shushed Anna, “Don't wake the baby!  My
concern is these two events are related.”


“Related?” asked Theodore incredulously.  “You mean someone
tried to kill my parents on the star ship and so now they are trying to finish
the job?  That is crazy!  Who would want to kill my parents?   I mean, First
Mother and Third Mother are artists—they do portraits and things!”


“We don't know and we won't find out here.  First priority
is to get you three out of this house and someplace safer.  Second, we need to
try to contact the other two rescue ports and find and warn your parents.  Now
is not the time to endure their petty bureaucracy, we need results, not
excuses!  Anna, go change into something better for the cold night air and get
your body armor on.”


“Body armor, Mom?”


“You are coming with us, yes”


Anna's eyes went wide, “Yes!  Yes, ma'am!”  She bolted from
the room.


Janice growled out loud to no one in particular before
turning her attention to Theodore, “I've dealt with drug dealers, smugglers and
religious zealots.  I'm not about to let a bunch of idiots hurt your family,
not on my planet!”  


Theodore was amazed at Anna's mother; there was a fire and
determination in her voice that spoke of mothers everywhere; do not mess with
the cubs when momma is around!  Yet these weren't her children...  “It
doesn't seem right that you would risk putting your daughter in harm's way on
our account.  You have already done so much already.”


Janice laughed and beeped Theodore on the nose.  “Silly cat,
you don't know my daughter; if I didn't invite her along, she would have just
followed us anyway.  It is easier to keep an eye on her this way.  She's a good
girl, a tough and street smart girl.”  She sighed proudly, “She was only twelve
when she helped me perform an emergency caesarian in the bathroom above a
meth-house.  Mother and child both did well, and we got them out of there!” 
The last part was not a happy sound as Theodore could feel the lady's hatred of
the situation.  Yet, at the same time he could feel her pride for Anna.  The
situation seemed quite remarkable, but Theodore had no reason to doubt her. 
From what he had already seen of the family, there was not a trace of doubt in
his mind.


Anna soon rejoined them; her new attire was both practical
and inconspicuous.  Her movements were muted; Theodore guessed that the added
stiffness in her body language was her armor.  How strange it was to think of
this loving family having body armor in their standard wardrobe.  But that is
the price of caution when dealing with people of all walks of life.  Rather
than fear those situations, this family embraced it as a professional
challenge.  Anna and Theodore just stood there in silence, unsure what to say
or do while her mother slipped away to change her own attire.


Janice soon rejoined them, looking quite different in fact. 
While Anna's outfit and mannerism were muted, Janice radiated calm and
professionalism.  No one would think twice that she was a doctor in her own
right, she held herself high and proud.   Proud, but with an air of practiced
caution: Theodore noticed a small pistol tucked neatly away and she openly
carried a stun gun.


“Mom!  What about Theodore, um... Dad's armor is way too big
for him...”


Janice gritted her teeth at the sudden observation, but Theodore
just shook his head, “I'm fine.  Thank you.”


“Theodore!  These people bombed your hotel room!  They
aren't to be trifled with!” retorted Anna.


Theodore just smiled.  Like most Highland Taik boys, he'd
been playing with swords in formal practice since he was eight.  As his age had
marched on so had his training: wooden swords gave way to steel blades. 
Steel... in name only.  One of the most practiced traditions in the Highlands
dated back more than two thousand years.  It involved moving things into and
out of a pocket dimension on command.  Live Steel was the common moniker, but
it was far more complicated and useful than a simple steel.  This Steel arose
for one purpose: to defend the Highlands.  Whether it was the product of the
Ancients as many guessed, a side effect of the Guardians as some hypothesized,
or was something entirely different made no mind to Theodore; it was a skill he
knew well and invoked it for the sake of reassuring his human hosts.


Anna shrieked and laughed, wide eyed and giddy as all around
Theodore exploded a waterfall of blue sparks.  The sparks quickly fell away
revealing Theodore standing before them encased in an iridescent metal armor. 
He held a sinister looking poleaxe in his left hand.  He held it out to the
side and dropped it, only to have it disappear in a second wave of blue sparks,
never to hit the floor.   His armor disappeared a heartbeat later in the same
blue glow that had heralded its arrival.  “Highlanders do manage to hold their
own,” he grinned.


For the first time that evening, Janice was caught flat
footed.  Her awestruck face and slack jaw spoke volumes, “Um... That was real
Live Steel!  I've heard of it.  Seen it described often, but...”


“That was awesome!” finished Anna with a giddy laugh.  “Can
it really stop a bullet?”


Theodore grinned, “My first year at the university we played
a bit with the linear accelerators in the undergraduate physics lab.  It maxed
out at 10k joules; couldn't feel a thing.”


“10k joules or not, let's try not to find out,” replied a still
thoroughly amazed Janice.  “That was, however, both fantastic and beautiful!” 
She laughed lightly to herself as she quickly regained her form.  “We need to
get the two little girls loaded in the car.  Anna, if you can, go take care of
the car seats, Theodore and I will bring down the little girls.  If we can get
Abby to sleep the entire way, we are doing well.”


Anna nodded and was gone in a flash.  Her mother flashed a
proud grin and then quickly moved into the kitchen, pulling several items and
adding them to a simple courier bag.  “I'll carry Abby on the stairs if you can
get Rose safely down them.  Poor dears, they both just went to sleep...”


“Then I'll get Rose,” smiled Theodore has he turned from the
room.  Things were a mess, a horrible chaotic mess, but at least he was with
caring people that made a living dealing with the worst.  He gently knocked on the
door to Rose's room before letting himself in.  Rose barely stirred even when
he clicked the light on overhead.  “Come on, Rose.  We're going to find our
parents tonight rather than waiting until morning.”  That was true; it gave lie
to the reasons, but last thing he wanted was for Rose to be sacred again.


Rose finally stirred and offered a simple grin, “Tonight? 
Cool!  If Second Momma yells at me for how late I'm up...”


“I'll cover for you, little one!” laughed Theodore.  “Get
up, get dressed, hit the bathroom and then meet me in the living room.  Got
it?”


Rose nodded enthusiastically and shot off towards the
bathroom, shedding a borrowed nightgown as she went.  Theodore laughed and
excused himself to the hallway.  He had just barely made it back to the living
room when Rose, tussled and fur out of sorts, but dressed, caught up with him. 



“I don't think you've ever gotten dressed that fast in your
life,” grinned Theodore.  “Come on, let's get to the car.”  


Rose took his hand and the pair started for the stairs. 
Janice smiled as she quickly caught up with the pair.  She had her courier bag
over one shoulder and little Abby over the other.  She flashed a quick grin to
the now hyper Rose and the quartet quickly made their way to the waiting car. 
Anna had just finished setting Rose's booster seat and seemed somewhat
surprised at how quickly everyone had arrived.  With practiced form, the youth
were quickly buckled in and the rest soon piled into the car just as its engine
purred to life.


“Where to, Mom?” asked Anna.


“City Center Transport Hub,” replied Janice as she carefully
pulled the vehicle out of the garage and out onto the dark city streets.  “Will
figure out 'where,' where, once we have a better idea what is going on. 
But there we will have lots of options, and if someone ends up tracing a call
to your father, they will have an annoyingly exhaustive number of options to
pursue.”


Theodore just sat in silence thinking as the car gracefully
moved along.  Why would anyone want to kill his family?  His father was
friendly and non-confrontational, there were no feuds floating around back
home.  His First and Third Mothers were just simple artists, painters... had
they botched a portrait of someone stupidly petty?  That seemed beyond
ridiculous.  Second Mother?  She was a delightful dream!  She could crack a
joke and make a rock laugh... who would ever want to hurt her?  The harder
Theodore thought the more perplexed he became.  Why would anyone want to hurt
his family?  But there it was, someone had bombed their hotel room.  He gritted
his teeth and just had to hope his parents were okay.  If Dad knew an attack
was coming, Theodore was sure he could stand it down.  He was quite skilled
with Live Steel.  But what would happen if something happened while they were
asleep?  Would father's instincts, heightened by the Live Steel, be strong
enough or fast enough to protect them?  Theodore just sighed and let it go; he
had no way of knowing now, and fretting was just making his stomach roll.  


He suddenly snorted as he realized he was clutching Anna's
hand.  “Sorry about that!” he sheepishly offered as he started to let go.


Anna just giggled and grinned, holding on tighter, “Sorry
about what?”


“Do you two kids need a chaperone back there?” teased Janice
from up front.


Anna just rolled her eyes and laughed, “Do you think I'd
tell you if we did?”


Janice just laughed, “Okay, fair enough.  Well, we're here. 
Don't unbuckle yet; let's contact Father first.”  She activated her phone and
tied it in to the car's audio system.  Two quick chirps later and they were
connected, “We're clear of the house.  Please tell me you have good news...” 


Dr. Westmore's voice came over the link remarkably cheerful,
“Good news on two accounts.  No one here was injured in the slightest...
scared!  But safe.”


“That is excellent indeed!  And two?”


“Detective Valdez is handling the case.”


Janice visibly relaxed and sighed happily.


“I take it you guys know him,” asked Theodore.


Anna nodded and grinned, “Old friend of the family.  He's
also my godfather.”


“So, can he discretely inquire about the Foxdale family?”


“Already has; they are over at VerDemire.  Their family has
been alerted.  He is sending you a contact link now.  Don't read it out loud.”


Janice grinned as she looked at the text message on phone,
“Dear, unlike you, I can keep a secret!”


A good belly laugh filled the speakers, “Yes, dear.  Roberto
has a mercy flight pass set in your name, so you should be able to make any
connection you want.”


“Give him a big hug for me and I'll see you... um...
probably late tomorrow at this rate!”


He laughed again, “I'll let you do the hugging!  Take care. 
Bye!”


Janice clicked off the phone and sat back in the chair,
granting herself a small peaceful break before addressing the tasks at hand. 
“Okay, we are all going to pack up and take high speed monorail to Krystal and
from there, we'll get a flight over to VerDemire.”


Theodore just nodded, “I'm just following you, ma'am!”


She fired a toothy grin back at him, “How about 'Janice'
rather than 'ma'am'?”


Theodore grinned as he helped Rose out of the car, “I can do
that.”


Anna helped her mother with Abby, but they just left the car
seats in place; they were on the move and weren't looking back.  The five of
them quickly made it up the ramps and through the maze of kiosks before finally
taking their place in a private coach on the monorail.  In less than ten
minutes they were on the move.  Theodore was surprised at how quickly the train
was in motion, apparently Janice knew the departure times forwards and
backwards.  She was an extremely organized lady.


High speed rail or not, it was midnight when it finally
pulled into station.  Theodore found himself being woken by a still grinning
Janice who had already shouldered little Abby.  “Come on you three, we have a
flight to catch!”  Theodore gently woke up Rose and Anna, who were both leaning
on him and, after a quick call of nature from Rose, they followed Janice out
across the vast lobby.  Midnight or not, this was still a busy place!


Janice quickly found an attendant, “I'm Dr. Janice
Westmore.  I have a domestic mercy flight transfer.  Can you help me with that,
please?”


The attendant smiled as he looked up, “But of course, I'll
need to see your ID and who...”  His expression went wide with astonishment as
he looked Theodore and his sisters up and down.  “Oh.  These three I assume?”


Janice kept her smile up, “Yes indeed.  We need to get them
over to VerDemire as soon as is reasonably possible.”


The attendant quickly regained his composure, “Yes, ma'am. 
There are three flights that might work.  Please follow me.”  He cued his com
link as they walked, “Mercy Flight booking to VerDemire... Head count is five,
four plus infant, if we have to squeeze.   Flight 1327?  That's over two hours
out, can you find something sooner?  They are off-worlders.  Tell them to tack
the bill to the Foreign Office, they are always looking for good PR.  Flight
505?  Perfect!  Thank you very much!”  He grinned at Janice, “I was pretty sure
we could catch that flight, just have to stroke the right egos.”


Janice smiled and nodded, “If that's what it takes, we'll
just smile broadly and run with it.”


  The attendant smiled as he stopped at a kiosk and quickly
produced a series of passes, “Follow me and we'll bypass the lines.”   


Janice smiled again, thanking the attendant and began a
protracted round of small talk.  Theodore wasn't really paying attention to
them, he was lost in his own thoughts as the audacity of the entire situation
started creeping back up on him.   A gently wayward tug from Rose re-centered
his attention as he grinned at his younger sister and steered her back toward
the group.


In very short order they were all seated in the first class
section of a skimmer.  The skimmers got their name as they fluttered along on
the upper edge of the atmosphere at very high speeds.  Most of the time was
actually spent accelerating and decelerating.  They were not as smooth as
repuslar craft nor could they completely leave the atmosphere, but they were
far more efficient.  Whatever the ride, Theodore was grateful for it.  Rose had
asked for the window, but was already asleep by the time they took off. 
Theodore chuckled to himself, they all could use some sleep.  A protracted
series of 'mews' from Abby reminded Theodore that his infant sister was free of
the normal concepts of sleep time.    


Anna picked her up out of her seat and cradled her softly
and the mews abated.  Suddenly Anna broke out laughing, “Um, Mom.  She's
rooting!  I think she is hungry and I don't think she's used to the bottle!”


Janice laughed, “Keep her amused and I'll get her a bottle
right quick.”  She gathered up her bag and quickly retreated to the galley.


“Keep her amused?” laughed a nervous Anna as she carefully
tried to distract the infant.


Theodore laughed in spite of himself, “What, you aren't
going to wet-nurse my little sister?”


“Uh, no!” laughed Anna.  “For two darn good reasons!  First,
not in front of you.  Second... well... no!”


Janice quickly returned with a warm bottle and a very fuzzy
blanket.  She poked the bottle through a hole in the blanket and then carefully
took Abby in her arms.  Abby soon made short work of the bottle.


“Oh... You used a furry blanket to make her feel more
comfortable.  That's cool...” murmured Anna as she watched her mother in
action.


Janice just grinned back at the two of them, “See, Theodore,
I told you I've done this just a few times before.  Anna, a Taik of your
age would have been able to nurse the child.  For them, it’s strictly
about age and has nothing to do with pregnancy.”


“That is both weird and convenient,” replied Anna, more than
a little perplexed and embarrassed both at the thought.


“That is how Second Mothers are able to take care of the
children so easily,” interjected Theodore.  


“Um, so they literally can raise the children from
day one,” observed Anna with a bit more understanding and only a little less
embarrassment.  “First Mother runs the family business right?  Well, that means
she has a lot less down time after having a kitten, er.. child.  Practical...
pardon me, but it is a little weird.”


Theodore grinned sheepishly, “Sorry my little sister
embarrassed you.  And kitten, cub or child, either one is a good translation,
although 'cub' is less common.”


Anna turned and sported a fake frown, “Abby was fine... It
was my mother who embarrassed me.  And if I had learned it all before,
it wouldn't have been that big of a deal.  Now would you please stop
apologizing for everything!”  She stared back at Theodore still sporting his
sheepish grin.  “Okay!  I take that back, you better apologize!  I can read you
mind from here!  Men!”


Theodore managed to laugh out a simple “sorry,” before
turning and staring at the ceiling.


“See, aren't you relieved that some cultural aspects are the
same across several species?” kidded Janice.


Anna just rolled her eyes and ignored everyone.  Well,
everyone except for little Abby: she was just too darling not to watch...
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Theodore rubbed his eyes as the early morning light bathed
the cabin in a warm glow.  He started to stretch only to realize that little
Rose was asleep across his lap.  He carefully moved his sleeping sister so he
could stand and stretch.  A short burst of panic grabbed him as he noticed Abby
was missing.  His expression most have spoken volumes as Janice laughed at his
antics.


“Get your fur back under control; Anna has Abby up in the
restroom,” grinned Janice.  “You'll never make a good poker player at that
rate.”


Theodore grinned sheepishly and then let out a quick laugh
at his own expense: Janice was right, his fur was standing straight on end. “I
guess I'm still a little strung out.  It has been a long day.”


Janice smiled warmly, “It must have been a dreadfully long
day.  I wouldn't have brought it up, but if Rose were to wake up and see you
like that, she'd probably panic.”


Theodore nodded as he stood and slowed his breathing.  As he
relaxed, his fur obliged and by the time Anna returned with little Abby, he not
only looked better but felt better.  


Anna flashed him a broad smile as she tucked Abby back into
her seat, “We are getting ready to land.  Have a good sleep?”


He smiled back as he stretched one last time, “Better than I
would have guessed.  And you?”


“Candle snuffed and cozy,” she grinned back.


Theodore grinned, it was a Highland expression again.  For a
human living 1400 light years from Afon, she actually was quite well versed. 
“How did you end up knowing so much about us?” he grinned.


“I was about eight or so and I read one of the kids'
versions of the story about Aurora and the invasion.  I thought it was a so-so
kids story and all until my mother informed me it was history, not
fiction.  At that point I wanted to hear the real story, not the kids
version, and well... the rest was just curiosity compounded.  Every time I
learned a little bit more about your Highlanders, the more curious I became. 
You have to admit, it is pretty wild: Live Steel, the portals... all the while
everyone else is using pulse rifles and star ships.  And then there are your families,
that is so, so different.”


 Theodore grinned as he buckled his seat, “Well, if you want
to visit some time, I'm pretty sure my parents would be happy to have you over
after all your family has done for us.  Better brush up on your Old Tongue,
Second Mother and Rose are the only other bilinguals in the family.”


Anna grinned back as they prepared for the landing.  It was
smooth enough, Rose didn't even wake up until the access tunnel bumped up
against the side of the craft.  The intercom quickly ran through the standard
niceties while a steward directed their group out early, ahead of the regular
passengers.  Rose held Theodore's hand while Anna carried Abby.  Janice walked
slightly ahead, talking to the waiting security guards.  They bantered away in
a language that Theodore couldn't follow.


“He said there have been no actions against your parents
here.  They are confused why you and your sisters were attacked.  They are
assuming it was the result of some violent xenophobic groups,” offered Anna as
she hung her head.  “I'm sorry, I keep forgetting our planet isn't as
progressive as I'd like to believe.”


“Apologize for your actions, not for others,” grinned
Theodore back.  “Trust me, I've had to deal with more than my share of
xenophobia back at the university.  This was just the most overt, and
cowardly...”


“There will always be narrow minded idiots,” offered Janice
over her shoulder.  “Come on, let's not let them ruin anything else: your
parents are waiting just up ahead.”


That brought a quick smile to Rose and Theodore alike.  The
group quickly exited the tunnel and entered the main lobby.  Sure enough, their
parents were waiting there for them along with several members of the local
security detail.  Rose bolted and ran to their First Mother's outstretched
arms.  There was a fair share of joyful squeaking and giggling as Rose was
scooped up and spun around and then passed to their Third Mother.  Their Second
Mother made straight for Anna and Abby.  She bubbled tearfully as she thanked
Anna and cradled little Abby and nuzzled her tight.


Janice sighed with a broad grin, “And that is what
makes all the insanity worth it: to see a happy ending!”


Unfortunately, that wasn't the ending...
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It had been over a year since Theodore had sparred with his
father.  Theodore was no slouch for his age, but his father was just simply
impressive.  Theodore was quickly reminded of his father's raw skill, talent,
experience and, just as importantly, his dedication to his family as machine-gun
fire raked through their small crowd.  Several members of the security detail
quickly fell to the ground under the relentless onslaught; it was unclear if
their armor had been strong enough.  One thing was clear, it was far harder to
take down Highlanders.  While Theodore's armor exploded to life in blue sparks
around him, his father's armor exploded in the form of a blue flame wall from
floor to ceiling.  The translucent blue wall held fast as it surrounded his
father, mothers and sisters.  Of the family, only Theodore was too far away to
be protected, but he had his own armor and it served him well.   


Theodore's brain raced as instinct and practice played off
of each other.  With his siblings secure, his attention shifted to Anna and he
quickly spun and pulled her out of the line of fire.  Briefly his armor
expanded, engulfing her as well, until the gun fire subsided.  Whether it was a
pause to reload, or if their assailants had simply stopped in order to try to
understand what had just happened, it didn't matter, the pause gave the
Highlanders time to react.


Theodore slung Anna with a strength he didn't know he had
over to a low wall while his eyes raced across the room for Janice.  He quickly
spotted her racing for a far wall and the protection it offered.  Good. 
Theodore sprang across the lobby to the low wall joining Anna in time to watch
everyone else's reaction.


Miraculously, two of the security detail were still in the
game; humans are tough physically and mentally!  Bruised and thoroughly bloodied,
they were quite enthusiastic in their rebuttal and it was savage and swift. 
While they didn't have the raw firepower of their attackers, their sub-machine
guns sent their attackers diving for cover.  In the midst of the firefight,
Theodore took pride in watching his father turn the tables: with the blue wall
still protecting his family he invoked a Live Steel hand axe and threw it at
the steel beam that their attackers were using for cover.  Any confusion as to
whether the ax was a normal wood and steel weapon or a manifestation of Live
Steel was instantly answered as it effortlessly pierced the heavy steel beam
and struck home in the torso of the first assailant.


Whatever shock and confusion may have flittered through the
security detail's mind was quickly washed away by their pure professionalism. 
As the axe dispatched one assailant, the second panicked and backed into the
open only to be instantly cut down by a precise burst of submachine gun fire. 


Theodore's fur started to stand on end as he watched the
wall of blue fire around his family shift and rotate to the rear.  Theodore
spun only to find his father's intuition was, in fact, correct.  Five more well
armed goons were approaching with weapons at the ready.  He started to scream
to his father, but Theodore had his own troubles, one of the goons opened up
with a grenade launcher his direction.


Theodore was pretty sure his armor could soak a
grenade... maybe... he hoped...  He was thoroughly unconvinced that Anna's
meager body armor would do much of anything.  He grabbed her and rolled the
pair of them back down the loading tunnel they had just come from.  As the
rounds detonated, he felt his armor expand once again to briefly engulf Anna.  


Theodore's ears rang painfully from the blasts and gun fire,
but suddenly he wished he couldn't hear at all, or at least not
understand the thugs’ language:


“Forget the sandy colored one!  Kill the brown and black
spotted one!  He went down the loading ramp with the human girl!” 


Slack jawed and confused, Theodore turned to Anna and
vacantly asked, “Um, did I just hear that?”


Anna's face, already tight from stress, turned white as she
nodded and replied, “They aren't after your family; they are after you!”


   


  Theodore could feel his nostrils flair and he could taste
blood in the air.  It wasn't his blood and he wasn't about to let it be
Anna's.  In a brilliant shower of a blue sparks a sword folded into his hand
and he effortlessly cut a hole in the wall of the tunnel.  “It's a two or three
meter drop, can you make it?”


Anna would have marveled at the display of Live Steel, but
making good use of the new exit was first on her mind.  She touched the edge
and looked up confused, “Um, it's not even warm... Oh!  Yeah, I can lower
myself down fine.”  She quickly scrambled over the edge and dropped to the deck
below with a solid thump, “Okay, I'm clear.  You can come on down!”


Theodore glanced over the edge to her, “Stay here, I've work
to do!”


“No!  Let your father handle them; he looked like he knew
what he was doing!” screamed Anna.


“He's busy protecting my family; I'm the best for finishing
the job.”  He didn't wait for the rebuttal that he knew was coming, he turned
and ran back toward the hallway as his armor rippled in and out of plane on its
own accord.  As he entered the lobby it was apparent that no-one had
expected to see him again quite so soon.


Two of the goons were all but on top of him, but with their
weapons at their sides and the shocked looks on their faces, it was obvious
they weren't even remotely prepared for him.  With a primeval growl in his
throat, he fired a savage right cross neatly to the side of the closest goon. 
His Live Steel armor ebbed and flowed and obliged his whims producing a steel
gauntlet around his paw just as he struck home.  In one continuous motion, he
then fired a reverse round house into the next.  No Live Steel this time, just
a perfectly placed kick... and claws... just for good measure.   


The broad grin on his father's face spoke well to him as
Theodore prepared to run across the lobby to join his family.  Instead, he
found his family was quickly shuffling as a group closer to him.  As he
father's Live Steel armor surrounded him, he suddenly felt invincible.  A
savage blow from a rocket propelled grenade against the side of his father's
armor that was effortlessly shrugged off only reinforced his feelings.


The remaining goons knew they were in trouble; their target
was a tough nut to crack on the best of days, and now Theodore had a second,
seemingly impenetrable, layer of protection.  Adding to their difficulties was
a vast mob of local security officials descending on them from two directions. 
Unsurprisingly, they ran!


Theodore let out a long sigh then suddenly he remember
Janice!  Anna was safe, but what of her mother?  “Janice!” he screamed.  “Dr.
Westmore!”


“I'm fine,” came a voice from the distance.  “Anna safe with
you?”


Theodore's brain churned and his fur stood on end.  Anna! 
She was safe, right?  He quickly shot back down the entrance tunnel and looked
down the hole he had cut.  With a sigh of relief there stood Anna with a fake
glare on her face.  “That was noble and all, but next time I'll follow you!”


Theodore grinned as his father joined him and the pair
lifted Anna back up to the level of the lobby.  “Anna, this is my father,
Aidden Foxdale of clan Blackford.”  He shifted languages as he knew his father
had no clue about the common trade language, “Dad, this is Anna.  She and her
parents helped look after us.”


Aidden and Anna both laughed and politely shook hands. 
Aidden had no gift for languages and Anna's vast gifts drew a blank at the
Highland Old Tongue.  “Is my mom okay?” Anna asked.


Theodore nodded and took her hand, “Let's go find her!”


They didn't have to go far, with the violence at hand over,
Janice had quickly assumed “Dr. Janice Westmore” and she was quickly and
expertly applying emergency aid to the wounded.  She flashed a warm smile at
her daughter, but refrained from hugging: she was both busy and messy!  Anna
quickly kissed her mother on the head and then knelt beside her, drawing on her
many hours of training and practice to help alongside her mother.


 Theodore felt the warm hands of his First Mother from
behind him as she closed and then warmly hugged him.  “You chose your friends
well!  Mother and daughter seem like wonderful people.”  She turned Theodore
around to look him square in the face, “But next time, stay with the young
lady.  Stay well out of harm’s way.  Let your father take care of things.”


He knew better than to argue with his First Mother so he
just laughed and hugged her.  “Yes, Mom!  Are the girls okay?”


She smiled broadly, “They are all fine.  Scared.  Scared
about you, but they are fine.”
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“So you have never seen any of these people before?” asked
the Federal Investigator as he flashed a series of images to Theodore and his
father.  The man's Old Tongue was remarkably good, not as crisp as Janice's,
but still quite clean and precise.


Theodore took a careful long look before shaking his head
and sitting back in the plush chair.  “Not a one of them.”  The apartment was
nice at least.  Very nice.  The local security had been more than a little
embarrassed at their obvious shortcomings at the airport and so the Foxdale
family had been passed off to the Foreign Office and their security
teams.  The family had quickly been ushered away and brought to the top of an
otherwise inconspicuous building in the heart of the city.  They were safe now,
they were told.  They had been told that when the family reunited at the
airport, but it was quite obvious things were very serious now.  “Did the two I
knocked out provide any information?”


The agent cracked a grin, “Good thing you did knock them
out, I'm pretty sure your father wasn't going to be so nice to them.  That was
all pretty amazing to watch, I do confess.”  He turned and addressed Theodore's
father, “Sir, um... your skill you displayed was pretty extreme I must say. 
I've seen a few other Highlanders throw Live Steel around before, but I've
never seen that wall thing you did.”


His father shrugged and grinned, “My flippant answer to you
would be maybe you've never seen someone have to protect their family before. 
But I know that is only half the story.  Yes, I am very well skilled; on
several occasions back home I have been approached about being a constable but
every time I've declined.  While we could use the money, I'd rather not spend
the time away from my family.”


“You aren't a Silver, are you?”


Theodore laughed to himself.  What an odd question... So
called Silvers could change their fur color and were usually quite impressive
with Live Steel, but his father was just an average Taik.  Nothing out of the
ordinary.  Well, save for his skill level.


His father laughed, “Contrary to popular stories, anyone can
become especially good with Live Steel.  It is all about hard work, practice
and an understanding of how it does and doesn't work.  Silvers catch a bit of
press because they tend to learn faster, but peak skill?  It's pretty much the
same for everyone.”  He thought a bit, “Okay, not quite right: there are always
High Silvers.  But they are beyond rare...”


The agent laughed to himself, “Fair enough, sir.  I've only
ever been around the young bloods serving with the Shukurae forces.  Very young
and they were unmarried...”  He turned and looked Theodore square in the face,
“Those two you knocked out, they aren't talking much at all.  With a bit of
help we were able to identify them and they are of quite the bad sort.  They
both have ties to off world mafia... Muscle men more than professional hit men,
but bad enough regardless.”  He shook his head, “We've pulled contacts back at
your university, talked with professors, the floor monitor for the dorms... and
while there have been one or two racial spats among your peers, there is
nothing we can find that might have put you crosswise with the mafia. 
Even making wild assumptions about some of your fellow students, nothing makes
sense.  Is there anything you can think of that might explain how you
came crosswise with them?  Anything at all?”


Theodore shook his head, “Not a thing, sir.  I'm just a
student.  Only one of a handful of Taiks, granted, and I am young compared to
most of my peers... But it's quite a busy but simple life: lectures, labs,
homework, a few sports... Nothing out of the ordinary.”


The agent cocked his head and grinned, “I noticed you seem
to be a bit of a ladies man.  Any of that cause any problems back at the
university?”


“Um!”  Theodore's ears flared painfully red as his fur stood
on end.  “Uh...”


“Articulate, isn't he,” grinned his First Mother.


“No!” barked Theodore, fearful that his First Mother might
make a production of the more recent situation.  “I've no relationships back at
school, nor have I interrupted any that I know of... Anna... well...”


“You do seem to like her,” teased his father.


“Dad!  I mean really!”  This wasn't fair!


His father sat back and smiled broadly, “It's alright,
nothing to be ashamed of.  It was obvious she means something to you: you were
able to extend your armor to cover her.  Had you ever done that before?”


Mercifully the agent laughed and closed the subject, “I
think we all have embarrassed the poor boy enough.  It will be a day before we
have transport arranged off planet.  If you think of anything, no matter how
trivial, please contact me.”


Theodore nodded, grateful to end the interview.  He smartly
shook the agent’s hand as did his father.


“Oh, one last thing,” the agent fired of his shoulder.  “Are
you open for visitors?”


“Sure,” offered his First Mother with a smile.  “Always glad
to meet people.”


The agent smiled as he nodded and then turned his attention
to the couple outside, “You may go in now.”


Theodore grinned broadly as Anna and her mother entered the
room.  Awkward social situations or not, he was happy to see such a friendly face. 
Anna beamed at Theodore and gave him a big hug before giggling and turning to
face his First Mother.  “Good morning, Mrs. Foxdale, I'm delighted to meet
you,” she carefully spoke in the Highland Old Tongue.  Someone had been
practicing!  She giggled as she faced Theodore again, “Sorry, that's about all
I know in your language.”


Janice smiled at her daughter and continued in the Old
Tongue, “We were delighted to have had Theodore and your two daughters visit
us.”  With that the rest of the pleasantries and small talk erupted.  His
family was more than happy to meet them and they were tickled that she knew
their language.  Theodore just smiled and sat to the side talking with Anna;
time passes quickly in the company of friends!  In a few hours he'd be heading
back to school and his parents would be heading home.  Maybe time was passing too
quickly... 
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“Game point, Blackford,” barked the intercom high overhead. 
“5-0, 5-0, 5-0 game and match to Team Phillips-Grauer for 'Open class, Open
form, Heidelberg Rapier' round.  Five points awarded for Open Class.  Two
additional points for the shutout.  End of tier one.  Phillips-Grauer
University-37, Mikaer Military Academy-23.  Next tier starts in 45 minutes.”


Theodore grinned broadly as he peeled off his mask and
rubbed his ears.  The masks were modified from human masks, but even then he
knew there was only so much one could do to make one's ears comfortable.  Even
his sparring equipment with his father suffered the same problem.  With his
mask tucked under his arm and his pair of blunted rapiers in his left hand, he
smiled and shook hands with the two line judges and offered his hand to his
hulking human opponent.  No handshake was coming...


The human just glared at him as the pair walked off the mats
to the sidelines.  “If that had been a real fight, it would have ended very
differently pussy cat,” he snarled.


“Cadet Burges!” snapped the coach from the visiting military
academy.  “If you wish to continue in elective sports, proper sportsmanship
will be expected!”


“Yes, Major,” growled the youth.


“You are four years older, 30kg larger, 35cm taller, and you
have a 20cm longer reach.  Do you know why you lost?  Because he is better than
you!  He probably started fighting with swords at age eight or nine.  Practice! 
Experience!   Discipline!  He has those in spades!  He has 67 unanswered points
in competition.  If we exclude points awarded by fault, he has 120 unanswered
points against him.  He keeps losing points for improper strikes,
strikes designed to kill.  He was holding back out there because he is still
trying to learn the sport of fencing rather than as a fight to the
death.  You were competing in 'Open' class... what would you have done if your
opponent had been a Kiarazar or a Shukurae?  Would you be smarting off to
them?”


“No, sir...”


“And to answer the question hanging in the air:  had that
been a real fight, the Mountain Taik would have run you through!   He
would have invoked Live Steel, closed, cut your rifle in half, all in the blink
of an eye.  On the return stroke you would have been dead, your feeble
body armor would have been worthless.”


The cadet broke eye contact, “Yes, sir.  I understand...”


The coach glared at him, “Get out of here!”  He paused as he
regained his composure and turned with a broad grin, “Well, let me shake
your hand.  You did an excellent job out there.  On any other day I would have
challenged your third point in the last round, but that seemed moot and it
would have only prolonged the inevitable.  He was thoroughly outclassed out
there.”


   Theodore smiled broadly as he shook the coach's hand,
“Thank you, sir.”  At least some people were both good sports and professional.


The coach cocked his head as he looked Theodore square in
the face, “I know that look, I've made some faux pas.”


Theodore laughed out loud, he was amazed that the human
could read him so well.  Quite obviously he had served alongside Taiks for some
time.  “It was only minor, sir, and I'm sure it's just a language game.  We
prefer the term 'Highlander or Highland Taik' over 'Mountain Taik.'”


He laughed back, “My apologies!  'Highland Taik' it is!” 
The man beamed as Theodore's own coach came over and the pair shook hands. 
“You had another ringer this year!  Can't complain, you had him competing in
the Open Class!”


“I thought you had a couple Old World Taiks this year, too,”
his coach grinned back.


The opposing coach shuddered, “I've fought alongside
Shukurae, T'Konzeg, as well Taiks from the Highlands, Kulpugrie Republic
and Altshea Confederation.  I like to think myself a practical and open
minded individual, but the two Taiks from Afon we briefly had were both
Draeka.  Ugh... One was dismissed for espionage, I kid you not, and the other
had a nervous breakdown.”


Theodore cringed.  The Draeka were a secretive people, but
what little he did know made his blood churn.  They lived in a strict
militaristic society where backstabbing was an occupation, not just a
metaphor.  The people... well, they had genetically modified themselves to
create a perfect and equitable race... there was very little difference between
males and females and they were about all the same size, strength and
intelligence...  They were also paranoid and prone to serious psychological
issues.  “The one that had a breakdown, was he sent back?”


The coach smiled, “Even after all the hostilities between
you people, you still look out for the individuals!  One of the Highlanders'
most enduring characteristics...  No, she was granted asylum and has
transferred to a different school... with a bit of medical support...”


“My turn to misspeak,” grinned Theodore.


The coach just laughed, “Hey, if someone hadn't told me, I
would have had no idea she was a girl.  Those Draeka are just... weird...”  He
beamed as he changed subjects as he faced Theodore's coach, “Bring your team to
the canteen this evening.  Whoever loses a tier buys a round!”


“Do you think you can afford to buy my kids three rounds?”


“Cocky, aren't you?  I like that!”


Theodore just laughed, his tier was over and he had done his
part quite admirably.
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Theodore laughed to himself as he looked up from reading a
letter from his Second Mother.  He could hear the d'Evelston twins
approaching.  They were a delightful if not mischievous set of human twins on
the floor of his dorm... always up to something.


“Oh, look, there he is!” mused Maurice d'Evelston.  “Kicking
back, lounging on his bed, completely oblivious to the certain doom that waits
silently on the wind.”


“Evert is going to shave you bald, you know that,” grinned
Marcel d'Evelston.


“Oh, poor, poor Evert.  What horrible wrong have I committed
this time?” asked Theodore in mock despair.


“You went and clogged the impeller on the hot tub again,
that's what you done!” grinned Maurice.


“Just when, old Evert had invited his lady friend in for a
dip!” finished Marcel.


“Not my fault,” laughed Theodore.  “I changed the filter
when I left.  It's not my fault that the maintenance people keep putting the
wrong mesh size filter in there!”


“That filter, it’s good for a run of fifty of us, or two of
you.”


“One, if you've been gett'n all botched up fighting.”


“How are you so sure it was I that clogged the filter and
not Tolvesk?”  asked Theodore with a grin.   Tolvesk was a Taik from the
Kulpgurie Republic.  A first year, but a big lad!


“Oh, that's easy, as far as Evert is concerned...”


“Tolvesk is two heads taller than him.  You are the safer
one to harass... well, that and you are a better sport about it all!”


“Oh-my-word!” began Maurice as he looked over Theodore's
desk.  “He's got another photo of that hot chick he met the other
month.”


“Anna!  That's her name, yes?” prodded Marcel.


  “Not right, you with a girl like that.  She might do
proper and better alongside me, for example,” kidded Maurice.


“She's sixteen, you two letches.  She's just a good friend,”
smirked Theodore.  He'd gotten no end of razzing for the pictures she had
sent.  But he displayed them proudly in spite of the jibes.


“That's like a portrait photo, an original, not some
printout,” grinned Marcel.  “She spent good money to send a hard copy like
that.  Post isn't cheap!”


“No, but you two are!  Cheap, that is!” grinned Theodore. 
“What scheme has you two all wound up and down here knocking on my door, rather
than mooching off the others on a Friday night?”


“Mooch?  I feel offended!  We are just...”


“Spit it out, Marcel, or I'll lock the door.”


“Pushy!  Quite pushy!  Especially after all we were about to
do!”


“Pushy indeed!  Called us letches, you hear that did you! 
Verbally abused, I am!”


“Your coach, the one from that match today, he wants us to
come find you and bring you down to the canteen.  Proper party going on down
there, and you should be there, too!”


“I don't drink,” replied Theodore with an honest laugh.


“Doesn't drink?  That's beside the point, my lad!  They have
other things to drink than just a fine pint!”


“You did proud for your team!  You should be there with
them, basking, being social and all!”


“If you two shut up, I'll agree to go.  How's that!” 
laughed Theodore as he got up from his bed.


 The twins grinned at each other as the grabbed Theodore's
arms, “Fair enough!” 
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Theodore gritted his teeth as they climbed the third flight
of stairs of the Student Union and entered the canteen.  He'd been there a few
times before with friends for a quiet place to relax, but there was nothing
quiet about the room this evening.  Both fencing teams were there plus another
thirty or so regular students enjoying the party-like atmosphere.  He didn't mind
parties, it was just there were so few people he knew well and this crowd
tended to party a little harder than he really cared for.  There were smiles
all around, even for the visiting team that ended up losing two of three
tiers.  What caught him completely off guard, however, was the smiling form of
'Cadet Burges', his opponent from earlier match.  He wore a bright and honest
smile as he approached Theodore and offered his hand.


“Sorry I was a jackass earlier today.  It wasn't my finest
hour... Bill Burges, is the name,” he apologized with a grin.  “Care for a
house pint?”


“Theodore Blackford,” he smiled back, happy for the change
in attitude.  “I appreciate the offer, but I don't drink.”


“Well what would you like instead then?” he offered with a
smile.  “Just please don't make me order a milk in front of all these
people...”


Theodore laughed, “Lemonade, if you would please.”


Bill rolled his eyes and laughed, “A lemonade for my worthy
opponent, if you would please!”


There was a small cheer as the rest barked out their
approval at seeing Theodore arrive.  There were a few grins and minor laughs as
to the drink, but Bill let it roll.  “I'm sorry again for how I acted, I was
just caught completely flat footed.  I'm used to playing a rough game in the
Open Class... you know, throw my weight around... heck, even the Shukurae like
that!  I should have reviewed who you were before I stepped out there. 
Coach always said to do that, but, no, I got cocky!  There was no way I was
expecting an ambidextrous, lightning fast, cat fighting with two rapiers!  I'd
try to throw my weight and presence around and you just, zooop!, sidestep
and tag me.  By the third set, I was beyond flustered.  Coach said he
would have questioned that third or fourth point... pshaw!  You nailed me!  I
should have fought a range game with you and then try and press hard on the
parries, but no!  Once I lost my rhythm, I lost my cool and then I was toast! 
Live and learn.”


 “If it helps your feeling any, on the second round I was
feeling a lot of pressure from you.  Your parries were savage and your
follow through was perfect.”


“Yeah, but you were just a lot better and faster than I
was!”  Bill laughed.  “I was about half a step away from a technical foul that
entire second match: my strikes were out of place!  I was almost  chopping! 
That isn't right!”  He grinned as he accepted the lemonade and passed it to
Theodore.  “Seriously, though, you've been fighting rapier since you were eight
years old?”


Theodore grinned, “Sword, long sword, side sword, rapier,
ax... you name it.  I had the advantage that my father both taught me the
basics and he was also the advanced instructor for the town.  He is very good! 
I've only been doing sport rapier for a year.  My first semester they tried to
get me to fight épée.  That... that was just silly!  That's a game not a
sport!  I was sixteen so they were worried about liability and all if I fought
rapier.  That made my dad laugh.”


 Bill grinned, “I'm pretty sure next week the Major is going
to give us a long and glorious lecture about Live Steel!  Apparently, you Taiks
made quite an impression on him earlier in his career.  He served in the 798th
 CSOG--Combined Special Operations Group with the Shukurae.”


“My father never served off planet.  He'd never even left
the Highlands until my family visited me at school a year ago.  I've a few
distant cousins that served off world, but no one that I ever really knew
growing up.”


“Never left planet...”  Bill grinned, “To me that sounds
quite odd!  I've bounced around so many different planets, I can't even keep
track.  Must be a very different lifestyle.”


Theodore shrugged, “Eh, it's about the same most places: get
a job, raise a family...”


Bill shuddered, “Don't say 'raise a family' too loud, my
mother might hear!   And she's 200 light years away!”


Theodore laughed, “See, things aren't so different after
all!  My Second Mother keeps pestering me to find a nice girl and at least
be social...”


“Oh, he's found a girl,” smirked Maurice over
Theodore's shoulder.  “She's...”


Bill drew himself up to his full, and quite substantial
height and glared at Maurice who suddenly went very quiet and dismissed
himself.


“Wow!  I think that's the first time I've ever seen him shut
up quite so quickly!”


“You're welcome!” grinned Bill.


   “Excuse me,” interjected an older man in a rather elegant
business suit, “but you are Theodore Blackford that fought so well at
today's fencing match, aren't you?”


Bill rolled his eyes and laughed while Theodore just smiled,
“Yes, sir.  I am.  What can I do for you?”


“I have a business proposition for you... Now, yes, I know
you are a minor and any official business arrangements will require involving
your father, but I think you will be very interested in what I have to say,” he
finished with a grin.  This human was a consummate professional: sharp and with
a polished grin that was hard to read. 


“My First Mother will be more interested in the final
details than my father,” grinned Theodore.  “But I'm perfectly willing to hear
what you have to say.”


“Excellent!  If you would please, I have a table by the
window,” he gestured to the far wall and lead the way while still bantering on,
“You have poise, presence, speed and skill.  Top all that off with an old world
charm and humility... Oh dear...  'Humility' doesn't come across as too
race-centric does it?”  


Theodore smiled as he shook his head, “We are working across
languages and cultures; I find no offense in the word.  In fact, just the
opposite: it implies a level of comfort of association not normally offered to
outsiders.”


“We will have to add 'eloquent' to that list,” he replied
with a broad smile.   “Sit!  Sit!  Relax while I try to bring you up to speed.”


Theodore smiled as he sat in the seat opposite to the man,
“But, if you could please... You do have the advantage of me...”


A good gut laughed came as a reply, “There is that old world
charm I mentioned!  And yes, bad my manners:  my name is Alexandre Phebeson.  I
would offer you a drink, but you hardly seem to have put a dent in your present
lemonade.”  He paused as he collected himself, “You are a unique young lad; you
are an off-worlder with both scholastic and athletic talents far in advance of
your age.  You are in the unique situation to act as a goodwill ambassador
across a great many star systems.”


“If this 'offer' of yours involves much travel, I'm going to
have to decline.  My first priority is my education.”


Alexandre grinned slyly, “Well, it does involve a small
change to your current routine.  You return home to Afon and never come back.”
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Theodore didn't know what to expect, but that certainly
hadn't been it.  “Excuse me?”


Alexandre's grin became more sinister, “We don't want any
trouble, and we are far less draconian than the Bella-Shoana.  No violence, no
fuss.  You just go home and stay there.”


Theodore's mind raced as he tried to soak it all in.  After
such a cordial opening, the turn of the conversation was still a shock to him. 
Apparently more of a shock than he realized as when the pair looked up, both
fencing teams had closed in on the pair at the table with Bill Burges and the
Major front and center glaring down at Alexandre.


“I don't know who you think you are, but no-one tries to
rough up the kid.  Not you, not now, not ever,” growled Bill.


“Do you have any idea who I work for?” sneered Alexandre.


“No clue!  Let's find out; hold him until the Federals get
here!”  barked the Major.


That was obviously not what Alexandre had in mind as
his sneer vanished in a flash... literally.


Theodore reeled in pain as his eyes and ears were overloaded
at the detonation of a flash-bang grenade.  His armor was up fast enough to
soak the secondary concussion wave, but not fast enough to protect from the
light and initial sound.   His armor extended, his weapons instantly followed,
but he was unsure where to direct them, he didn't want to stab at where he thought
Alexandre was out of fear of hitting any of the bystanders that had
surrounded the table.  Confused and befuddled, he held is ground and refused to
move until he could make good use of his senses again.  That, it turned out,
was quite a while.


 


A uniformed officer waved his hand in front of Theodore's
face.  Vision slowly returning he nodded and snuck a quick look around. 
Several of the fencing team were being treated by first responders and a small
army of police, local and federal, were fanned out across the room with three
standing cautiously in front of him.  He sighed and relaxed, just a bit, and
let his armor fold away in its comforting blanket of sparks.  “I was too
slow... If I raised my armor earlier my eyes and ears wouldn't have gotten
hurt...” he murmured to no one in particular.


“Theodore Foxdale?” asked one of the agents carefully.


“Theodore Foxdale-Blackford, yes...”  His head hurt, a lot. 
He all but collapsed back into the chair, unaware that he had been perching on
the back of it the entire time.


“Can you explain what happened?  This 'business man,' what
did he say to you?”


“He told me I ought to go home, right away.  That his
associates were more obliging than the 'Bella-Shoana' or something...”


“'Bella-Shoana?' Is that what he said?  Did he provide his
name by any chance?”


“Yeah, that is what he said... name... Alexandre Phebeson...
assuming that was his real name...”


The two coaches approached and the Major spoke, “We saw the
conversation going down and then Theodore here, his fur spiked, so we came en
masse to check on him.  He tried to name drop, that's when I called on my
boys to hold him until you Federals got here.”


“And that is when the stun grenade went off...” finished the
agent.  “Theodore, son, what in the world do the Bella-Shoana want with you?”


“Apparently they want me dead,” Theodore half laughed half
cracked.  “Who are they?  What are they?”


“The Bella-Shoana are a very large and well financed
organized crime syndicate. They have their meat hooks dug in on over twenty
systems.  They are a minor influence on this planet, but they are gaining
strength and presence...”


“So who was this Phebeson character?” barked the Major. 
“Who is he with?”


The agent shrugged, “We are running his face through the
system as we speak.  We got a marginal DNA sample from his drink and are
processing a blood sample from the balcony below.”


“Balcony?” asked Theodore as he looked out the window.  Sure
enough, just one floor below was the open air mezzanine for the Student Union
courtyard.  “Crap.  Why couldn't he have picked a table with a three floor
drop...”


“He probably chose this seat for that very purpose.  He
seemed quite prepared.  Well, he didn't quite seem prepared for all of your
friends to suddenly back you up.”


Theodore fired an inquisitive glance at the pair of coaches,
“How did you know I was in trouble?”


The Major laughed, “You are an excellent fencer, lad,
but you would be terrible at poker: all your fur shot right up on end.”


He laughed to himself as he looked down at his fur coat, “Yeah..
well... I do that a lot it seems...  At least it served me well this
time.”


“I think we need to go ahead and move you into protective
custody, Theodore.  Give us a few days to sort things out, and then we'll see
if we can safely get you back to your dorm and regular classes.”


Theodore sighed to himself, “I think... I think it may just
be a whole lot simpler if I just go back to the Highlands.  If I can get a
waiver on my scholarship and try again next semester, so be it.  If I can't,
well then I'll just stay back home.”


“Hey kid,” began the Major, “there is no reason we should
let these people push you around!  You have every right to be here and there is
no reason you should have to bend to the will of these monsters!”


Theodore shook his head, “I'm a stranger in a strange land. 
My presence already got some people killed on a different world.  There is no
reason to put people here in jeopardy.”


The agent smiled, “I appreciate your nobility, but I'm kinda
with the Major here... I don't want to see you being pushed around... not on my
turf.  How about this: give us a couple days to figure out what is going on
with you in a safe house and then we will go from there.   Push comes to shove,
I'm pretty sure the university will work with you on your scholarship.  If not
next week, then next semester I expect to see you back here.  Does that
sound all right by you?”


Theodore nodded, “Yes, sir.  I appreciate the effort you are
going through for an outsider...”


“You're not an outsider, kid, you go to school here.  That
makes you one of us.  Come on, let’s get a patrol car for you,” he smiled back.


Suddenly a local police officer approached the group,
“Special Agent Telmark, there was just word from the university.   Someone
broke into the kid's dorm room...”


The agent snarled and cut loose with a few expletives that
Theodore didn't recognize, “Okay, I want three squad cars here, now!  Armor up,
look alive, let's get the lad to the Federal building downtown.  Now, people! 
Move!”


While the division of authority was quite clear between the
federal and local law enforcement, everyone sprang into action: the path was
clear and obvious, now was not the time for bickering.  Good ideas, however... 
“Agent Telemark, we have three cars here now, but in five minutes I can have
nine.  That could give us three separate rabbit trails.”


“Let's do that then; I like the obfuscation!  Last thing I
want is some pansy, cheap shot going down,” the agent barked back.  “Theodore,
I have no idea how much that weird armor thing of yours wears on you, but if
you think you can keep it up until we get you downtown...”


“It is uncomfortable, sir.  It doesn't run me down or make
me tired...” smiled Theodore back as he invoked his armor.  The few police
officers and members of the fencing team that didn't get a chance to see his
armor come and go before, watched in awe as it instantly engulfed him once
more.


The team and coaches called out their goodbyes as Theodore
was escorted down to the parking garage.  The local police were true to their
word and in well less than five minutes three groups of three squad cars
arrived.  They were all repulsar cars, floating effortlessly 30cm off the
ground.  Theodore was a sucker for old fashioned wheels, but these cars could
move far faster and turn far sharper, their utility was obvious.  He climbed
into the back of a squad car and laid down in the back seat.  He didn't know if
he was supposed to lay down, but it made sense to him and he definitely didn't
want to draw attention to himself.  For the first time in his life, he was
ashamed of himself.  He didn't know why, but there was now a trail of death and
destruction following him and... well... it just didn't make sense...


 


That air of shame and dejection still hung over him as he
sat in a plush chair of a lavish apartment.  The windows were frosted white...
for safety... the whole place had one thing on its mind: safety.  Well, that's
not true, a visiting dignitary would have felt at home.  Theodore just felt
worthless...


There was a knock at the door and Agent Telmark entered with
two others, “If you are feeling up to it, we'd like to talk with you.”


Theodore just meowed at them and hung his head.  That wasn't
proper etiquette and he knew it.  He just didn't care.          


 Agent Telmark started to excuse himself when the third man
spoke up, spoke up in the Highland Old Tongue, “Theodore, I know you are upset
and dejected.  We just want to help.  None of this is your fault, don't blame
yourself.  Blame lands squarely on the shoulders of the Bella-Shoana.  Not you;
them.”


Theodore rolled over and sat upright.  He didn't feel like
talking, but he really didn't feel like being alone and it was so comforting
to be able to speak in his native tongue.  “Come in and sit.  Sorry for my
manners, I'm not feeling much like a host today...”


“I'm Alec Rhys, I'm a consultant for the Federal Special
Services.  You've meet Agent Telmark, the other here is Agent Falstaff.”


“Sir John Falstaff?” asked Theodore with a grin.


Alec shook his head and grinned, “No, Robert.  And I'm certain
he's never heard that joke before.”  He sat smiling and continued, “Robert
works in the Organized Crime Division.  We all have questions... You as well as
the three of us.  You are asking yourself  'why me?' and we are here to try and
help you figure that out.”


“Where are my manners...” murmured Theodore as he
shifted languages.


Alec grinned, “No!  Stay in the Old Tongue.  I don't want
you to have to think about things across the language barrier.  I've spoken
this language since I was five, I'm perfectly comfortable with it, and I'd rather
you be as comfortable as possible.”


Theodore nodded and watched as Alec produced a small
keyboard and feverishly started typing as he talked.  “We are going to record
this conversation as well.  Are you comfortable with that?”  With Theodore's
nod he continued, “We've pulled the records from the problems a month ago and
started running things anew today.  Your dorm room was broken into, you heard
about that, yes?”  Theodore nodded again and Alec continued, “First of all,
stop moping: you did nothing wrong!  Don't blame yourself for anything; we are
here to find out why you are so popular.  You have a squeaky clean slate and
your tail is bright and combed: you are a model citizen.  When model citizens
get under the microscope of organized crime, it is usually because of something
they know.  Something small, some accidental encounter that makes the bad guys
nervous.  The other reason that comes to mind is you may be getting ready to do
something, something that would upset them.”


“But I haven't been anywhere, seen anything out of
the ordinary, nor am I planning on doing much of anything!  I'm just a kid at
the university who's...”


Alec tutted and smiled, “Hey, we know, we know!  Oh, by the
way, we have food being brought up... Care for Annescalt dumplings?”


Theodore would have made an excellent running for one of
Pavlov's dogs as he instantly started salivating!  He hadn't had those since he
left home!  “Actually, yes, please!”  Suddenly a thought flashed across his
mind, “You are a consultant you said... anthropologist, I assume?”


Alec nodded, “One of many titles... does that bother you?”


Theodore shook his head and laughed, “So long as the
dumplings are hot, you could be the town fool!”


They all laughed at that and soon both the smiles and food
flowed freely.  Alec was a wonderful man to talk to, and while he did prod and
poke with a few more embarrassing questions than Theodore would have normally
felt comfortable with, Alec did so more like a concerned uncle than a man in
law enforcement.  Theodore needed that... the comfort of family...


Three hours passed and passed well from good company. 
Theodore didn't realize he could talk so much, but there is was.  Finally he
had a simple question of his own, “If I leave presently, is there any chance of
picking my scholarship back up once this has all cooled down?”


Alec just grinned, “Normally, no.  The TetzWeyr Foundation
is very strict about such things.  Fortunately, the head of the Foreign Office
is also one of the chairs for the foundation.  Exceptions have been made!  Not
that they were ultimately necessary,  Major Riggs of the Mikaer Military
Academy has also arranged to sponsor you on behalf of the alumni of the
Shukurae's 798th CSOG.  You have good friends, lad!  Be grateful for
them.”


Theodore just smiled, “Everywhere I've been, I've meet
wonderful people.  That's what makes this all so... well...”


“Confusing,” Alec offered.  “There is a ship that can pick
you up in the morning, if you'd rather head back presently.  No shame in that:
wanting to protect your friends and classmates.  Just promise that you will
come back.”


“Thank you sir.  Yes, I would love to leave tomorrow.  And
yes, I will be back!”


“Good lad!  Finish up your supper, and good luck on your
trip!”  They all smiled and smartly departed.


Theodore started to polish off the rest of the food that had
been so lavishly laid out for him, it was all perfect!  Not only was it food in
the style of the Highlands, it was also consistent with food from the region he
was from.  Alec had really done his research... Suddenly he broke out laughing
at the obviousness of it all, Alec wasn't just an anthropologist, he was
probably a psychologist as well!  He had played Theodore perfectly!  That
should have made him feel indignant, but no... he needed Alec as a
perfect friend and host... even if it was an act.  No, it probably wasn't an
act.  Alec was trying to help everyone...  


Sleep soon followed, good food had made that so much
easier.  But just as the perfect realms of sleep had engulfed him there was a
knock at the door... Morning had come all too early.


“Come in,” he called as he sat up in bed.


Agent Telmark smiled as he poked his head in, “If you can be
ready in twenty minutes or so, we should be able to get a big breakfast in you
before we head to the space port.  Same cook as last night!”


“Oh no, just slam my tail in the door,” grinned Theodore. 
“For that I'll be ready in ten!”  He quickly changed and cleaned himself
up.  A suitcase with his items from the dorm that hadn't been sequestered as
evidence had been provided the night before.  Such a small case now... 


A wonderful breakfast was soon followed by a well escorted
trek to the rooftop.  Apparently they were taking a repulsar gunship to the
space port!  He took school-boy excitement in the chance to be on such a
craft.  His humor was tempered by the serious expressions and even more serious
hardware that the soldiers on the gunship handled.  These were professionals
and they had a task, a goal, to move Theodore safely to the port.  It wasn't
going to be pleasant for anyone who got in their way.  Twenty minutes later the
crew's vigilance was rewarded and they safely landed at the space port. 
Telmark and three other agents then escorted him down long halls and past the
busy patrons and their kiosks.  They had a transport to catch and little was
going to stand in their way.


They cleared checkpoint after checkpoint and seamlessly
moved to the far end of the complex.  Theodore broke into a broad grin as up
ahead he suddenly caught sight of Anna Westmore.  Just as suddenly, his fur
shot on end and his armor followed: Anna wasn't smiling and the people next to
her were armed!
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Rage is often the enemy of effective combat: it often bids
you into actions that are reckless and dangerous, not just to yourself, but to others
as well.  Rage, combined with practice, experience and superior firepower,
however, can be quite remarkable!


There were screams and challenges fired back and forth as
Theodore charged straight toward Anna.  His armor was fully extended and twin
swords now graced his hands and he was on a collision course.  Some warning
flittered past his ears... one of the thugs ahead made some form of challenge
that should have warned him away.  One of them ripped Anna's jacket clear,
revealing a bomb vest wrapped around her.  What type of primitive did they take
him for?  Apparently they hadn't fought a Highlander before...  


Anna would have screamed if she had realized what was going
on or what was getting ready to happen.  Theodore's right hand blade shimmered
and glowed as he fired a crossing blow right through the middle of Anna's
torso.  All too often people see the blade of a Live Steel Weapon and
keep forgetting it is just a projection, a manifestation, into their realm. 
Had this been sparring practice, the blade would have caused an electric-like
sensation of pain, but no damage.  This was not sparring practice... If
he had been at his father's skill level, Theodore would have been able absorb
the bomb vest into his own Live Steel.  He was nowhere near as skilled as his
father... but he was skilled enough!


As the blade painlessly raked through her torso, it
shimmered and ripped the bomb vest off and through her in the same blue glow. 
Once clear of her torso, Theodore flung the sparkling sword and vest combination
clear to the far wall.  He pulled her clear from the now thoroughly bewildered
thugs and his armor swelled, engulfing her just as the bomb vest detonated. 
The explosion was crisp and clean, devoid of intentional shrapnel.  It had been
designed to kill the wearer, not decimate a crowd and Theodore was grateful for
that: he didn't want his human escorts to suffer for his actions.  The other
thugs, however...


Theodore's armor relaxed from around Anna as he quickly
stood and spun, firing his left sword into the nearest assailant.  His other
sword winked back into being in his right hand, while its doppelgänger in his
left stabbed through the weapon of a second thug.  Precise gunfire from behind
him let him know that Agent Telmark and the others were not standing around
idle.  By the time Theodore had finished his turn and centered himself, it was
over.  And none too soon.


Theodore's blades twinkled and disappeared as he spun back
around and effortlessly scooped Anna up into his arms.  Just as quickly, he carried
her back toward Agent Telmark and the others.  Telmark stood with him at the
ready, while the other three moved forward and secured the thugs.  Local
security was quickly on hand as reinforcements.


“Don't let go of me...” came Anna's muffled voice.


“I'll hold you until the end of days, if that is what you
want.”


She grinned sheepishly up at him, “Well, not that long.  But
how about long enough until someone finds me a new shirt...”


Theodore's fur stood on end as he suddenly realized the side
effects of what had happened: when the Live Steel blade had ripped the bomb
vest clear, it had taken her blouse and under garments along with it.  “Oh
Anna!  I'm so sorry...”


She giggled, “Well, that aspect of you hasn't changed
one bit: you still apologize for everything!  That was awesome, brave
and amazing what you did.  Apologize for nothing!  You turned the tables on
them so fast they had no idea what was going on.  So fast I had no idea
what was going on...”  She grinned and looked back up at him, “So, did you like
the view?”


Never in his life had his fur tensed so tight.  He swore he
could feel hairs moving so that they could stand end to end rather than just
simply straight up.  His ears flared red and so uncomfortably warm he feared
his fur might burst into flame.  All that in time for his mouth ran dry as
well.


A first responder gawked at Theodore's condition, “I'm not
used to Taiks, but is he suffering from shock?”


“Yes,” grinned Anna as she took an offered blanket, “But not
medical shock...”


With his ears still burning and his skin still crawling he
quickly located his dropped suitcase and found a shirt.  “Um, it's a little big
for you... but the color is nice...”
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The pair, Theodore and Anna, just sat on a bench while all
around them people ran to and fro as they all tried to sort things out.  How
had they picked up Anna so easily?  So quickly?  How did the explosives get
past security?  How had the thugs known where to intercept Theodore and his
escort?  Who were the thugs?  The same people as “Alexandre Phebeson?”
Or were they Bella-Shoana?  If the latter, why try for a standoff rather than
just try to kill Theodore as before?  Had they changed tactics because the
previous frontal assault went so poorly?  That was mostly due to his father's
actions...


“We've got to figure out how to get you two home,” muttered
a thoroughly flustered Agent Telmark.


“No,” interjected Anna.  “Don't try to get me home.  I was
just plucked right off the streets there.  Get me to Afon.  Get me to
Theodore's place... they can't touch either of us there.”


“We have a duty to get you back to your parents, ma'am.”


“Contact my parents, I think you will find that they agree
with me.  I can take a semester off from school, that isn't much of a problem.”


“We'd be delighted to have you visit, Anna,” offered
Theodore.  “But we have no idea how long you will have to hide out, as it
were.  And we are a simple family.”


“I'd rather hide out where I knew I was safe!  If I'm a
burden to your family, I will happily find work of some type.  I've got quite
the run of experience in first aid and the likes.  Midwife, whatever...”  She
grinned at Theodore, “But I'll have to take a pass at 'nanny.'”


That made him flush again, “Um, so you remember that still,
eh...”  He laughed as he regained his composure.  “And no, you would not be a
burden to the family, we have always eaten well.  Just, well, our house is
humble and...”


“Pshaw!  I'll sleep in the attic or in the barn!  Whatever! 
Help paint a few walls, add a few walls, I have swung a hammer before!  I've
busted my butt these last six weeks learning the Highland Old Tongue; I might
as well put it into practice!”


“I think arguing with her is pointless,” laughed Theodore to
Agent Telmark.  “We can easily handle her.  Contact her parents and see what
they say.”


Telmark smirked at the pair as he cued his com link, “Need
two priority calls, need a gate-synced call to Dr and Dr Westmore, the parents
of the aforementioned Anna Westmore... Yes, I know how expensive that is going
to be!  Do you have any idea how expensive the investigation into how four
kilos of high explosives made it through the precious security system is going
to cost?  Right!  That phone call is a drop in the bucket.  And if the auditors
don't like it, have 'em take it up with my number two priority call: I need to
get a hold of the Secretary of the Foreign Office.  Yes, I know he is a busy
man.  He's going to be even busier if we can't safely get these two kids
off-world and back home!  If this was easy, I wouldn't be talking to
you!”


Theodore grasped for anything to change the subject so he
turned to Anna and fired off in the Old Tongue, “So how much of this language
did you manage to squeak in?”


Anna laughed as she carefully threaded back, “I can handle
simple cases and conjugation.  Still trying to keep track of all the case based
mutations and for heaven sake, don't ask me how to form,” she paused as she
shifted languages “gerunds!”


Theodore laughed and continued in the Old Tongue, “It sounds
like you made a quick study!”


Anna nodded and smiled, obviously enjoying the opportunity
to show off what she had learned, “Languages flow well for me.  Not as well as
my mother; she is an extreme polyglot!  Mom said I could visit when your
semester was over, so that meant I had nine to ten weeks.  Your First Mother did
invite me out, if you recall.”


“For six weeks of study, you are doing amazingly well!”
grinned Theodore.  “I prided myself on how quickly I picked up human languages,
but that was in months not weeks!  And yes, I do recall my First Mother
inviting you out.  For the whole summer as I recall.”


“Excuse me,” interjected Agent Telmark with a broad grin,
“you were quite right, young lady, your mother did agree to let you go to
Afon.  You are required to write home once a week, she says.”


Anna laughed, “That's my mom!  I'm just curious how long it
takes to post a letter...”


“What about transportation?” asked Theodore.  “I take it I'm
not going on the ship you had scheduled earlier.”


“No,” grinned Agent Telmark, “the Foreign Office has
arranged transport for the pair of you on a Shukurae Dreadnaught.  Let these
punks try to get past their security!  You two leave in three hours.”  


“That sounds like wicked fun!” grinned Anna.


“Speaking of fun,” replied Theodore in Old Tongue.  “Yes.
Yes, I did enjoy the view.”


Anna turned a deep shade of red and doubled over laughing.


 


Three hours later the pair found themselves tensely waiting
for their shuttle to the ship far overhead.  Anna had briefly distracted
herself as she purchased a new blouse and a change of clothes, but that
distraction was short lived compared to the apprehension that weighed
overhead.  It was painfully obvious to all parties present that this hand off
was going to be the most dangerous part.  Between safely making it onto the
shuttle and then up to orbit without some miscreant trying to shoot them down,
things were... edgy.  Fortunately, edgy was how the Shukurae lived.  Well, that
and they never ever believed in a fair fight if it was even remotely
possible to bring more firepower to the table.  And firepower... well,
firepower arrived!


The entire traffic at the port, terrestrial or orbital was
shut down as the Shukurae arrived: three heavy assault gunships loitered high
overhead and quickly terminated a few stray avians in the area.  Five light
assault gunships then descended with one touching down just long enough to
lower its ramp and have the pair run aboard before blasting back into the sky. 
They were shepherded to their seats by a pair of massive Shukurae, their pale
blinkless eyes seemed to glow in the interior lights.  The flash of light off
of their crisp triangular teeth and jutting tusks rounded out their imposing
forms.  Theodore knew they were in good company, but that didn't make his first
encounter with them any less intimidating!  Theodore laughed at his own
apprehension as he noticed Anna grinning broadly at the Shukurae's imposing
form.


“They are massive!” she half whispered to Theodore.  “Did
you know that their bones go through a secondary solidification process as
young adults?  Boron carbide infuses their teeth and bones!  Gives them an
amazingly strong skeleton! They also...”


Her conversation was cut short as the engines on the gunship
flared to full power and were augmented by a parade of JATO bottles
accelerating them even faster than normal.  Theodore counted five complete
cycles of exterior rockets firing off.  Those normally just fell off
when they were spent.  He wondered if the spaceport below was being suddenly
pelted by empty rocket casings...


Anna was thoroughly rattled by the time the exterior rockets
finally stopped, so Theodore leaned close and teased, “So, am I just a big
science project, too?”


Anna grinned, “Yep, and a really cute one, too!”


That should have taught Theodore not to tease...
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Traveling with the Shukurae was definitely a novelty. 
Theodore feared the novelty would wear thin before they finished the short
three day journey to Afon.  Much to his relief, distractions came in many
forms.  Talking with Anna never got old, but it was much to his relief and her
fascination, there were people of other races on the dreadnaught as well,
humans, Kiarazar as well as Taiks of all varieties: Highlanders, Altshea and
Kulpgurie.


Lt. Katchmel, a Taik from the Kulpgurie Republic, had
quickly become the pair's guide for their short trip.  “A great many peoples
transfer or volunteer to work with the Shukurae.  Everything from people
wanting to see the galaxy, adventurers, police, paramilitary to front-line
assault troops.  The Shukurae travel far and wide and do contract and emergency
work just as far and wide.  There are all kinds here.  The one thing that we
all universally agree on is action: no pencil pushers here!  Everyone is here
for the real world experience.”


“And you,” asked Anna bright eyed and curious.


Katchmel grinned, “Maritime rescue and salvage is my
expertise.  I free dive to a hundred meters unassisted and have over a thousand
hours of Heli-Ox deep water dives.”


“Maritime?” asked Theodore slightly surprised.


Katchmel laughed, “Yeah, that catches a lot of people at
first.  Think about it, if orbital ships, or especially escape pods, do an
emergency landing on a typical habitable world...”


“Odds are they may hit an ocean!” grinned Theodore finally
catching the point.  “Most colony worlds are about two-thirds ocean...”


“Or more,” Katchmel grinned.


“So you are more on the humanitarian side of the house,”
offered Anna.  Suddenly she looked disgusted, “That was a horribly species
centric choice of words.  I'm terribly sorry!”


Katchmel just laughed again, “Nah!  Don't worry about it,
ma'am... There are a lot of things that come across weird in
translation.  You have to roll with it around here, there are so many species
working together all sorts of expressions come out to getcha!  Some of the
Shukurae ones are just weird.  Other expressions, like the Highlander's 'paint
your fur blue,' are so thoroughly obscene to the Kiarazar that they will clam
up and not talk for an hour or more.”


Anna grinned, “Okay, normally I'm terribly curious, but I
think I’ll let it pass on that one!”


“Good!  I think that one is best left to the over-twenty-one
crowd!”


“Too much information...” grinned Theodore.


“Well, it's about dinner time, let me get you two over to
either the mess hall or the canteen.  The canteen is actually kinda sedate this
time of day, so it might be a better choice.  Don't eat too much tomorrow
night: drop ship flight down to the Highlands of Afon is almost always a very
rough ride.”


“Why so rough?” asked Anna.


“Very, very strong and turbulent magnetic fields in the
upper atmosphere... once you're down to 10-15km, it's a nice and smooth ride.
But the upper layer, wow!  It can be nasty!”  Katchmel grinned at Anna sensing
the obvious next question, “We think the disturbances are caused by the
Gatehouses and their little perpetual wormholes.  We say 'think' because every
time the physics gals run the numbers it doesn't make sense: if the wormholes
were causing the problems then there ought to be even stronger distortions near
them.  Not so much...”


Anna grinned with giddy anticipation, “I've heard of
the gatehouses!  Those ought to be amazing!”


“The carvings on them are just as amazing,” offered
Theodore.  “At least ten thousand years old and absolutely no sign of
weathering.”


“This is going to be so cool!” beamed Anna.


Katchmel grinned, “Highlands are all fun and things until
you miss the videos or movies...”


“Ah, but live theater instead!”


Katchmel grinned knowingly, “I think someone is thoroughly
hooked!  Well, at least you'll fit the seats well; we use human dropships over
the highlands normally.  Human ships seem to cope the best and the pilots have
some amazing coordination.”


“Hey, humans are good at something,” beamed Anna.


Katchmel laughed, “Hey, you humans are good at lots
of things.  Really sharp eyes for one.  Now, if we could just work on your
sense of smell...”


Suddenly Anna went pale, “You know about that?”


Katchmel looked confused, “I thought it was well known that
humans sense of smell wasn't that articulate.”


Anna flushed, “Oh!  You meant humans in general!  I'm sorry
about that...”


Katchmel just grinned as he changed the subject, “Come on! 
Food!  The canteen should be good for a couple more hours.”


 


 


Minutes later Anna and Theodore were seated comfortably in a
booth at the canteen eating simple, but tasty and well prepared food. 
Theodore's mind raced with curiosity, but his sense of propriety kept
dominating.


Anna looked up at him and offered a feeble smile, “Just ask
it.  I know you want to.”


Theodore's ears flushed and his fur churned, “Um.  I'm
sorry...”


Anna laughed and beeped Theodore on the nose, “Synesthesia. 
My brain doesn't process smell like normal people.  I don't talk about it
much.  Makes people feel kinda uneasy around me when they find out.”


Theodore slowly shook his head, “Pardon my ignorance, but
I've never heard of the word before.”


Anna forced a smile as she poked at her food, “My brain
mixes things up and I see smells.  Mostly as color...”


“That sounds pretty cool actually,” offered Theodore
honestly.


“Seriously?  Not weird or creepy?”


“Nope.  Just different,” replied Theodore with a smile. 
“Um, if you haven't noticed, I'm a Taik and you are a human.  Lots of things
are just different!”


Anna finally let loose an honest laugh, “Yes, yes I did
notice we are very different.  Not the least of which, you are a boy!”


Theodore grinned, “Noticed that did you?  Even behind all
the fur?”


Anna grinned, “Yep, even behind all the fur!”
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Theodore was beside himself as he stared out the window of
the dropship to view the Highlands below.  It was always so majestic seeing the
lands from so high up; it always just made things seem so simple and peaceful. 
The ride was far from peaceful, the ship buffeted violently on the descent and
he had his concerns about Anna.


Anna for her part was hooting and hollering like she was on
a roller coaster ride.  She looked like she might throw up at any moment, but
was having a marvelous time regardless.  “Oh, the Eastern Mountains are so
pretty!  They stay covered in snow year round?”


“Yep, they range from 4000 way up to 8000 meters.  Darn cold
and thin up that high.  The range in the far northwest is actually higher, but
is also way, way north!  The range starts at just above the arctic circle. 
Here come the clouds!” 


They both laughed as the puffy white clouds started to bathe
the ship.  Their laugh was complimented by the noticeable decrease in
turbulence.  By the time they broke through the bottom, it was whisper smooth
sailing.  Their glorious view of the alpine forests was cut short as the
standard safety drill for landing commenced.  With seat belts tightened, but
probably not as much as they should have been, they finally touched down in a
large meadow outside of a peaceful town.  The pair giddily exited with their
meager belongings and stood well clear and waved as the craft quickly returned
to the sky.


“We the only two?” asked Anna.


“Apparently!  Come on, we've got four hundred miles to go
before we get to my parents' house!”


Anna face went wide, “Four hundred miles!  Why did they drop
us off here?”


Theodore grinned, “Um, for one, this is one of the standard
places they land.  And, um, two... you are forgetting...”


“Gatehouses!” beamed Anna.


Theodore grinned as they took hands and walked across the
alpine meadow to the nearby town.  It was a modest town, stone and timberframe
buildings lined the streets while water fountains of all shapes and styles
graced almost every corner.  There were people about on the streets, going
about their daily routines.  There were smiles and waves all around to be had. 



“Um, humans here often?” asked Anna as she waved to another
passer-by.


“Not common, but often enough.  Most of the tourism in this
area is from Lowlanders.  They are easy to pick out by their dress.”


“This place is clean!  I mean really!”


Theodore laughed, “A lot of humans comment on that.  Many
show up expecting some primitive backwater place that had never heard of indoor
plumbing!  When you have fur everywhere and a really keen sense of smell,
cleanliness comes quickly!”


They threaded their way through the charming town and were
soon on a well maintained road heading into the woods.  Less than five hundred
meters later, they turned into a clearing with a massive stone structure in its
center.  Easily forty meters tall, it was carved top to bottom in intricate
detail.  The front offered a simple entryway into a series of long halls.  
Anna gasped as she admired the carvings up close and her eyes twinkled as she
gazed on the first wormhole inside the massive structure.


“It's so perfectly clear!  No shimmering or anything to give
it away, but that, that doorway goes to someplace far from here!  The
trees on the other side aren't even close!”


“That is our turn, actually,” grinned Theodore.  “East Black
Forest.  Right at two hundred miles from here over land.”  Theodore laughed as
he watched Anna run back and forth across the threshold of the great wormhole.


“Save for the wind on the other side, there is no sensation
that it isn't just another door!  The wind doesn't blow through the wormholes?”


“Nope!  No clue how that works out.  Come on through and stay
through!”


Anna grinned and took Theodore's hand, “Hey, the Gatehouse
on this side is really small!”


“Yep, there are a bunch of big ones that have multiple
gates, and a giant sprinkling of smaller ones that have just a single gate. 
Don't slow down now, we've got a ways to go before the next Gatehouse!”


They quickly passed through a far smaller, but no less
charming town, before heading into the deep woods.  It was fairly dark, under
the tall trees, but it was comforting to Theodore nonetheless.  The cities,
well... they just seemed oppressive and tight at times.  Theodore laughed as he
looked at Anna, wide eyed and giddy at the new environment.  “Not been in
natural forest much?”


Anna just grinned, “Not since I was about four!  And this
one is far more impressive!  The trees are massive and,” she laughed out loud,
“no mosquitoes!”


“Yeah, blood sucking bugs could ruin many things!” grinned
Theodore.  “There is a traveler's fountain about an hour up the road.  You going
to make it?”


“Of course!”


 


Three long and wonderfully peaceful hours later, they
arrived in the next town.  Lunchtime was fast approaching so they made the easy
decision to take a break and eat at an outdoor café.  Theodore had an amusing
time helping Anna navigate the menu: while she knew what most of the words
meant, that didn't really go far to explain what the food was.


“Battered, deep fried and covered in gravy!” laughed Anna. 
“How can you go wrong with that!”


Theodore grinned, there was sort of an honest truth to that,
“Oh, by the way.  Most of the drinks they serve at lunch are alcoholic. 
But it's a really low proof.”


“Hey,” grinned Anna, “why wasn't that on the travel
brochure?”


“There was a travel brochure?”


There was more curiosity of Anna's presence than at the
first town, but it was politely met and received.  The locals were pleasantly
surprised at Anna's skill in the Old Tongue.  While by no means perfect, it was
happily received.  Theodore marveled at Anna's ear, she latched on to the regional
accent almost immediately, only her grammar gave her away... well that and the
lack of a fur coat...


With lunch pleasantly put away, they casually continued
about their way.  Another pair of Gatehouses and they were in deeper woods
yet.  Deeper, but not darker, the canopies of the great trees let in precious
light, but there was no arguing with the nature of the trees!  Massive,
swelling more than a hundred meters into the sky.  Another hour wore on and the
pair was starting to get tired.  It was pleasant enough, but they had put some
distance on their legs that morning.  But the path finally broke free to a
clearing that revealed a moderate sized town beyond.


“This is it!  My parents live well outside of town, but at
least it is this town!”


Anna perked up as she looked ahead, “Hey!  It's a pretty
one, too.  A little bigger than the last?”


“Yep!  Nice comfortable sized.  Marionsford.  And the river
it straddles...”


“The River Marion?”


“Guessed it in one!  Come on!”


They both picked up their pace a bit as they strolled into
town.  It was a charming place, not that the others hadn't been as well, but
one's hometown always has a certain feel to it.  They grinned as they watched
couples kissing on the bridge when suddenly Theodore spotted someone and called
out, “Emily!  Second Mother!  I'm home!”
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Emily, with Rose in hand and little Abby tight across her
shoulder, quickly came bounding over to Theodore.  One warm hug later and
Emily's warm smile suddenly vanished, “You're home early!  Something went wrong? 
Your grades were still stellar...”


Theodore hugged his nervous mother again and held her free
hand tight, “My grades were fine, I'm on leave for a semester.  There was
another attack, so I thought it best to come home and enjoy the break while the
police tried to sort it all out.”


Emily nodded nervously, “You'll need to tell us all about
it.  Best get you home so you don't have to tell the story a dozen times!”  Her
face melted as she made eye contact with Anna, “You were the pretty girl that
helped us before!  You and your good doctor mother!  Are you in trouble, too?”


“Yes, ma'am,” replied Anna with a polite smile and her best
effort yet at the Old Tongue.   “I... I got sucked up into the mess again... 
We figured it might be safer for me to hide out here too!  I have some money
and I'm perfectly willing to get a job to help...”


Emily just laughed and kissed Anna lightly on the cheek,
“We'll worry about such trifles later!  Let's get you two back to the house!”


Anna just beamed, “Thank you.”


“Would you like to carry Abby?  You seemed taken with her
before...” asked Emily with a broad smile.


“Yes, ma'am! I'd be delighted!”


 


“First Mother, I'm home!” beamed Theodore as he entered the
front of their small but dignified home.


Fiona, First Mother and Charlotte, Third Mother, quickly
came out to greet the group.  There were many smiles flashed around but just as
quickly as with Emily, a nervous air soon filled the room.  His father, Aidden,
soon joined them and they all crowded around the dinner table while Theodore
recounted the last week's hectic activities.


“Good you came home.  Both of you,” began his father.  “It
is far safer here than back in those cities.  A stranger here, no matter how
polite, is still a stranger and easy to pick out.”  He turned and looked to
Fiona knowingly.


Fiona smiled broadly back at her husband before turning to
face Theodore and Anna.  “I concur and gladly invite you to stay, Anna.”  She
offered a brief laugh, “We'd offered you that before for summer, and well, it
seems rough hands have brought you to us half a season early, but no less
welcome.”


Anna beamed, “I'll do my best to be a gracious guest.  I do
have some of your money and I'm perfectly willing to help around the house,
cook, clean...  or in town as needed!”


Fiona grinned, “You are a good girl indeed!  We'll find
something to make do of your idle time, but exploring and learning your way
around our town should be your first priority.  They are all good people and if
they know you well, that forms our first line of defense.  We are, after all, a
community!”


“You and your mother did well with the wounded at the
port...” reflected Emily.


“My mother is a doctor and I have emergency medical
training,” offered Anna.


“Ever handle deliveries?  The midwife in town could use some
help,” observed Emily.


“I've done quite a few actually, and I'd be delighted to
help where I can!”


Fiona just laughed, “The poor girl has been here less than
an hour!  Don't try to put her to work so quickly!”  She smiled broadly at
Anna, “You have a good heart about you, don't let the evil that has passed your
way temper that.”


Anna just blushed, “Thank you, ma'am.”


Fiona just laughed and tutted Anna, “Call me Fiona, please. 
Or First Mother, if you like.  I respond to both!”


“If we clean out the attic and move that stuff to the shed,
it's just a fresh coat of paint away from being civilized up there,” offered
Aidden.


“I can paint walls, and it's probably easier for me to clean
up afterward.  No fur!” beamed Anna.


Fiona just laughed, “And what type of host would I be if I
put you to work on day one?  No!  You youngsters head out!  Emily, you're back
early.  I take it they interrupted your shopping?”


“Yes, Fiona.  Want me to take them back into town?”


“Please, please!  Show them around!  Introduce them to the
midwife if you like even.  Just don't volunteer our poor guest for anything!”


Anna grinned as she shifted Abby on her shoulder, “Can I
volunteer myself?”


“Shoo!” laughed Fiona and herded them toward the door.
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The five of them, Anna carrying dear little Abby, while Rose
alternated from Theodore's hand to Emily's, were soon back in town.  Hearts
were lighter that the unpleasant reasons for their early arrival had been laid
to the open, and yet so well received by the family as a whole.  Emily gave
Anna the whirlwind tour of the town.  Theodore was proud of his fellow
townspeople as, while some were nervous around the obvious offworlder that was
Anna, they were all at least polite.  Civility.  More so than at the
university.


Emily made quick work of the shopping, with others watching
the children such tasks went much faster!  Theodore shouldered the groceries
and they were soon back to the town tour.


“Mary Firemeadow's place is right over here,” grinned
Emily.  “Might as well have you poke your head in and say 'hi!'”


Theodore laughed, “Um, Mary is the midwife in the town.  I
guess Second Mother is bound and determined that you two should meet today.”


Anna just grinned as they approached a broad squat house
with the markings of an apothecary out front.  As they approached the front
door, a busy lady with a soft striped coat in her early forties quickly exited
the building.  She flashed Emily a quick smile, “If you are needing Siân, she's
in the back.  Just knock loudly on the door.  I'm a bit busy right now...”


“Actually, we came looking for you,” began Emily as everyone
picked up their pace to keep up with the spritely lady.  “I was wanting to
introduce you to our guest for this summer, Anna Westmore.  Her mother is a
doctor and she's done her fair share of emergency work as well.”


Mary grinned as she looked Anna quickly up and down,
“Medicine out here is different in some regards, others are the same.  A cut is
a cut is a cut... You ever helped with any deliveries?”


“Taik infants, only four.  Other infants of all species,
well over fifty,” grinned Anna as she fought to keep up with the lady.


“Want to make that five?” the lady grinned back.


“Like right now?”


“You won't catch me walking this fast otherwise,” grinned
Mary back.


Anna's faced exploded, “Certainly!  I'd be delighted!”


Theodore laughed, “Um, Second Mother, did you know
Mary had a call today?”


Emily just grinned slyly back, “Maybe... but honestly I was
expecting tomorrow!”


“That's the problem with babies,” grinned Mary.  “They have
their own schedule and no one is going to tell them otherwise!”


“You're going to stick around, right Theodore?” asked Anna
suddenly serious.  “I mean I've studied your language hard, but there is a lot
of particular vocabulary that I'm certain I've not learned.”


Theodore's fur flared and his ears flushed.  


Mary laughed at his display, “I think the poor boy might be
a little squeamish!  Do you speak Gamerah?”


Anna beamed, “Very well!  It's probably the second most
common trade language.”


“Good, good!  We'll get by fine.  Let the poor boy have his
peace!”


“Um,” began Theodore ever so eloquently, “I'll hang around
to help make sure you make it back home.”


“Good answer!” laughed Mary.  “Come come, it's the
Fairwinds.  They are right outside of town.”


“Theodore, pass me the groceries and I'll take the little
ones back to the house,” smiled Emily.


The food and children quickly departed with Emily while Anna
and Theodore had to run to catch up with Mary.  She had a place to be!


“Emily planned this whole thing, didn't she?” grinned Anna.  “That
is why she was so insistent back at the house!”


“Second Mother is a bit over organized it seems,” laughed
Theodore.


“Someone has to be in that family,” remarked Mary
offhandedly.   “Mrrr... that was poor of me.  I do apologize, Theodore.” 


Theodore cringed at the statement but held his tongue and
just nodded.  It wasn't an inaccurate statement, but it still rubbed his fur
backwards.  Anna just smiled and took his hand.  Theodore needed that, and soon
found he had no choice but to smile back.


 


 


Theodore sat in the kitchen with Paula Fairwind, First
Mother of the house, her husband Liam and their two year old daughter Pearl. 
The mood was light and friendly and light snacks graced the table.


“So, you met Anna back at the university?” asked Paula with
a broad grin and honest curiosity.


Theodore shook his head and smiled, “No.  We met her and her
parents when the starship had to make that emergency landing.  Both her mother
and father are doctors.  They were most helpful!”


“And she speaks the Old Tongue!  Quite progressive of her
education.”


“Her mother is flawless in the Old Tongue, but Anna didn't
start to study Old Tongue until we met.  Anna knows many other languages as
well, and it was through her skill with language that we first met at the port
as she had to save me from petty bureaucrats who didn't speak the trade
tongue.”


“I'm surprised to see you back so early, I thought you were
in school for at least another month yet.”


Theodore gritted his teeth, “Yeah, well there was another
scary complication so we came out here so the police could try and take care of
things.” 


“Oh, I'm terribly sorry!  Um, off to happier things, yes?”
replied Paula with mother-like comfort.


“Yes, ma'am!”


“If you want happier things,” beamed Mary from the hallway. 
“It's a boy!  All parties tired but doing well!  Give us a few minutes to clean
everyone up and we'll pass the newest around!”


Paula and Liam nuzzled each other playfully while little
Pearl just grinned and bounced in place.  Theodore couldn't help but to smile
along as well.  The Fairwinds' family had just gotten larger!


 


Theodore quickly found himself running back to the
Firemeadow's residence: Mary had left in such a hurry, she had forgotten to
grab a change of clothes and Mary was quite insistent on staying with her new
charge for at least two days.  Theodore enjoyed the distraction as well as the
fresh air.  The smell at the house was... odd and the prevailing conversation
was Mary going over fairly graphic technical and physiological terms with Anna,
back and forth from Gamerah to the Old Tongue.  None of which was in his
comfort zone.


  Siân met Theodore with happy smiles at the news of the new
child and a bit of a chuckle that Mary had left so quickly.  “We thought it was
going to be later this week; no sense in arguing with the baby, however!  Step
inside out of the sun, I'll grab some things for Mary.”  He stepped into the
lobby and Isabel, Second Mother to the house, quickly bid him sit and got him a
fresh drink.


Scarcely five minutes later he was back on the road again
with a basket under his arm.  He kept a quick pace, not quite as manic as his
trip out, but he had a certain nervousness about leaving Anna alone...


A nervousness that bore no fruit as Anna was the delightful
center of attention as he returned.  Mary was quite openly bragging on her and
poor Anna was still blushing.  Theodore laughed to himself at her display, when
humans blushed, they blushed!  Her whole head turned red!  Anna smiled
at Theodore's return and, at the insistence of the now larger family, they
stayed around for super.  But soon supper had passed and Anna and Theodore
found themselves walking hand in hand back to Theodore's place.


“Um, I don't mean to pry,” began Anna carefully.


Theodore instantly laughed, “I thought I was the one
all apologetic.  Spit it out, let's hear it!”


“Um, is there something between Mary and your family?”


“Nope.  Mary sacrifices politeness for the sake of
expedience.  And as a result she tends to be rather blunt in all her
communication.  She's a Third Mother that could easily have been a First
Mother but she likes her station and the flexibility it offers.  I'm going to
assume that your question has something to do with the quip she made about
organization in my house.”


“Yeah, that seemed a little rude...”


“Not Mary's finest hour.  You notice she did apologize at
least...  But the long facts are true: my First Mother is not even remotely
organized.  First Mothers tend to run the family business, and, well... she's
an artist.  A very good artist, but still much more an artist than a
businesswoman.  She gets preoccupied by her work, lost in details... all sorts
of things that just aren't good for a very tidy household.  Emily is a
micromanager.  The two ladies could not be more different, but they both need
each other.  Emily needs to dream a little and Fiona needs to be a lot
better organized.  We were a hollow house until I was about four... very
nontraditional!”


“Hollow house?” asked Anna curiously.


“We were a family with a First and Third Mother, a child,
that was me, but no formal Second Mother.  Charlotte sorta filled in as a
Second Mother, but she was another house artisan first and foremost.  Dad did a
lot of free hunting to make sure that food was plentiful, so I sorta raised
myself to start with.”


“Didn't seem to hurt your schooling,” grinned Anna.


Theodore managed a good laugh, “True enough!”  An honest
sense of warmth washed over him, “Emily came in, squared away what schooling I
did have, got the books in order and soon we were making money.  She started
promoting my mothers, and getting sittings and things organized.  All sorts of
stuff.  She really did our family proud.”


“With such a business flair, I'm surprised she didn't come
in as a Fourth Mother or something.”


Theodore grinned, “First and foremost Emily loves kids and
teaching.  I think the main problem is my First and Third Mothers are just
giant kids!  It has worked out well enough.  Money became stable and then Rose
quickly came along.  It was a great delight to have little Abby come along even
if I was off at school.  I figure I'll have a few more siblings here in the
next few years now that things are doing so well.”


“Pshaw!  Things were obviously going fine before; look at
how well you came out!”


Theodore laughed and kissed Anna warmly on the cheek.  A
split second later his fur rippled and his ears burned, “Um, sorry about
that...”


“I've been trying to get you to do that these last four
days,” grinned Anna.


That did little to calm poor Theodore's fur...
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It was starting to get dark as they made it back to
Theodore's house, but there were no worries.  Theodore knew the way quite well,
even for having been absent so long to college.  Broad grins greeted them all
as they entered and Anna proudly announced the arrival of the Fairwind's baby
boy.


“Emily, oh Emily!  I can't believe you set our guest to work
on her first day here,” fussed Fiona doing little to hide her pride at Anna.


“Work?  If Mary had turned Anna away the poor dear would
have pouted all day!”  grinned Emily.


“She's right, you know!” beamed Anna.  “It was wonderful! 
There are few things more gracious than bringing a new baby into the world!”


“The Fairwinds feed you?” asked Aidden pragmatically.


“Yes, Dad, quite well in fact.  Have you eaten?”


“Yes, but we set some food aside in the warmer just in
case.”


“Leave it out!  It's been a long day, a healthy sized snack
would do well later.”


“I forgot to even ask,” began Emily.  “Are you used to three
or four meals a day?”


“Um, three, ma'am.  But whatever works.”


Emily looked at Fiona and they both just grinned.  “First
thing to do is fix this 'ma'am' thing,” laughed Emily.


Anna blushed, “Yes, Second Mother!”


They all laughed well at that.


“Come on upstairs, both of you.  I'll show off what the
girls did today,” beamed Aidden.


With no small amount of curiosity on his own part, Theodore
followed Anna and his father up to the attic.  “Windows are still open as
everything isn't quite dry.  We'll bring up a heater tonight if you need to...
let all that warm air out and all.”


“Oh my word...” began Anna.


Theodore poked his head up and looked on with no small
amount of shock himself.  The attic, well planked and sealed normally, had all
the odd household spares and random work related parts and pieces removed,
cleaned, washed, a good rug put down along with a mattress and fresh bedding
and then the walls had been painted...


“Remind me never to volunteer to paint a wall!  I'd soil
it!” gasped Anna as she looked around.  “It's gorgeous!”  All along the walls
were murals of Highland country life.  Gorgeous detail and brilliant color
everywhere.


“They do good work, don't they,” grinned Emily.  “They got
into a mood and there was no stopping them.  They probably won't get a brush
stroke in tomorrow, but what they did today...”


“They did all of this today?”


“Yep.  Well, the walls had been whitewashed and Father
primed them,” beamed Emily.


“They shouldn't have wasted such effort on just a room...”
pouted Anna.


Emily smiled, “No.  They wanted to do something special for
you, and there you have it.”


“Um, thank you?” peeped Anna as Fiona and Charlotte poked
their heads up.


“Glad you like it.  Did Father offer a heater?”


“Yes ma'am... um... First Mother.  Yes, he did.”


“Good, good.  Well, I'd recommend giving it a few more hours
before you close up the windows.  Make sure the bulk of the smell is gone.”


“Thank you.  Thank you all!”


All the ladies beamed.


“Well, good night, all of you.  I'm tired early,” began
Fiona.  “I'll see you kids in the morning!”
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“I take it from the scream this morning that I accidentally stole
your hot water there for a bit,” apologized Emily as Anna entered the kitchen.


Anna was all grins regardless, “Yeah, caught me by
surprise.  I guess I shouldn't have loitered in the shower.  But it felt good!”


Emily just laughed, “No, my fault!  I'm not used to it being
a full house and I could have just as easily waited until you two ate before I
did the dishes.”


“Um, are we late to breakfast?” asked Anna apologetically.


“Nope,” grinned Theodore.  “It's just that Third Mother made
herself breakfast at four in the morning and Second Mother can't stand the
sight of dirty dishes.”


 Emily grimaced, “I will try to be more careful.  I
should have listened to the pipes.  Sorry again, dear.”


“It's okay,” grinned Anna.  “Not the first time that has
happened to me.  What's the plan for the day?”


“Breakfast!” beamed Theodore.


Emily laughed, “Well that, yes.  Then I think it would be
good to get you back in town.  You both need a few more changes of clothes and
those things take time.”


“I did bring a bit of the local currency...”


Emily just tutted her away as she brought out their piping
hot breakfast, “Keep your purse here for now.  If you find something silly or
fun, spend your money on that.  A few souvenirs from the Highlands would be no
bad thing.”


Anna was quickly learning better than to argue with Emily's
odd sense of hospitality and they both quickly devoured their breakfast while
Emily left to tend to little Abby.


Rose poked her head into the kitchen and grinned at the
couple.


“You eaten yet, little one?” asked Theodore.


Rose just beamed and nodded, “Ate with Father.  We still
going into town?  Second Mama said we needed to buy Anna a new pretty dress!”


Theodore grinned, “Why, yes, that is the plan.  You been
practicing your writing?”


Rose nodded and grinned proudly, “In three lettering styles,
too!”


“Excellent!  Soon you'll have a scholarship for off world as
well!”


Roses eyes went wide, “No!  I'm staying here!  Off world is
too scary!”


Theodore frowned, “Um, it doesn't have to be.  Most of it is
quite safe...”


“Not going until you go back!”


He laughed, “Fair enough there, little one!”


Emily returned with little Abby on her shoulder, trying to
coax out a burp, “Oh, good.  Everyone ready?”


 


 


Half an hour later Theodore found himself, sitting at a
dress shop while the owner and attendant were busily trying to fit Anna to a
series of dresses.  It was quite the show!


“Okay,” grinned Anna.  “It feels very nice in the torso, but
the back feels a little... breezy...”


There was quite a bit of laughter as they tried to work out
the most pragmatic way of dealing with a dress designed for a Taik, but fit to
a tailless human.  The giggles ran fast and long as all other aspects of
the dress seemed so perfect.  It was finally decided the best course was to
just create something custom rather than try to fit an existing piece.


“Won't that be kinda expensive,” asked Anna nervously.


The owner would hear none of it, “Mary came by this morning,
nonstop gabbing about the wonderful job you did for the Fairwinds!  She dropped
a spot off in your name.  She figured you'd be wanting something more local
pretty quick.  She was right!”


Emily grinned, “Good to see Mary's gossiping being used for
good and not evil!”


“Oh, she isn't that bad!” mock groused the owner. 
“And you know, coming from her, if it is something good to be said, she really
means it!”


“Okay, Second Mother, was this all part of your plan
yesterday?” teased Theodore.


“No!  But I'd be happy to pretend I did plan it!” she
grinned back.


“Let's shift and have her try a few skirts!  The dance
skirts may get by with only minor tweaking,” beamed the owner.


Anna laughed, “I'm just standing here!  Just tell me what to
do!”


 


Theodore was proud of little Rose and how well she behaved
at the store.  It took over an hour and she had been perfectly behaved the
entire time.  “Like having another girl around the house?” he asked his little
sister.


Rose nodded enthusiastically, “You going to take her to the
dance?”


Theodore's mind reeled, “Um, dance?  Oh wow, that's just
barely a week away isn't it.”


“She'll have a pretty dress in a day or two.  Now she needs
bells!” giggled Rose.


“Um, bells?” asked Anna.


Theodore's fur stood on end and his ears flushed...


Emily laughed at her son's display and turned her attention
to Anna.  “Girls of your age, when they start to date, wear bells on ribbons to
the dances.  Bells on your ankles and hands!  Toes too, if that isn't too
uncomfortable.  It's a common way to display who is of age to date, as it
were.  Very serious young ladies will have been given bell sets on rings rather
than ribbons.  We can probably find you a set on ribbons around the house...”


“I could buy my own,” grinned Anna.  “That would make for a
fantastic souvenir!”


Emily grinned, “Yes!  I think that would be a wonderful
idea.”


They just laughed to each other as they watched Theodore
staring into space repeating, “No rings, no rings, no rings...”


 


Theodore gritted his teeth as they entered the front of the
silversmith's store.  He knew it was all supposed to be just a lark, but he had
butterflies none-the-less.  The store attendant was thrilled to be showing off
their wares to an offworlder: human, Taik or otherwise.  “We have silver plate,
bell silver, and pure silver plated over bell silver.  Most people think that
bell silver is the prettier sound.  But some people like to go with less
expensive and own several different styles.”


“Bell silver?” asked Anna.


“Um, it's an alloy of silver.  It's pretty close to Sterling
silver if I remember my classes right.  Pure silver is a bit soft.”


“Okay, that makes sense.  But what about the different
styles.  I mean they are all pretty, but is there a real difference?”


The attendant beamed at the chance to explain, “The
different styles have different weight of bells as well as number.  If you are
doing lots of dances like Strip the Willow where you are passing and
turning a lot, you don't want things as heavy on your wrists.  If you are
mostly doing singles dances, then more weight on the wrists is less important
and presentation becomes a concern.  Similar concerns with the ones on your
ankles or toes: weight, number and how will that effect the types of dances you
like?  You can have bells on your tail, but if you are tired after the second
dance, it isn't much of an outing!”


“So, there are choices of metal, design, as well as just the
pretty patterns.  I am so lost here!” laughed Anna.  “I doubt I'll be doing
this again anytime soon so I figure I'll go for quality: silver plate over bell
silver.  The pattern I can just pick what's pretty.  But for the style...”
Anna just laughed.


Emily grinned and offered, “You are an athletic girl, just
pick a middle total weight bell and you should be fine.”


“What she said!” beamed Anna.  “So now it's down to just the
pattern... oh wow, are there a lot to choose from...”
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Anna showed off her new bells at lunch back at the house. 
There was a general agreement from the house that she had chosen well.  The
only expressed concern was teaching her to dance by next weekend.  Anna bolted
up to her room to fetch her money and repay Emily.  Theodore grinned as he
noticed Emily radically undercharged Anna for her bells.  Well, that left her
more money for other silly things...


Theodore left Anna with Emily for the afternoon as he
journeyed with his father on a quick hunting trip to the low edges of the
falls.  His father had spotted a large elk earlier and made a study of it.  Now
was time for fresh meat!  Theodore knew his father could easily fell the animal
without him, but if it was a full sized elk, it would take both of them to get
it back to the butcher shop at the town. 


After only a half hour in his father's lookout point, the
elk approached, just as predicted.  His father offered to let him take the
shot, and after some hesitation Theodore agreed.  Time away from practice at
school was going to add risk, but there is no way to get better without
trying.  


Theodore invoked a Live Steel longbow, almost ironic in the
terms as the bow and arrows had no steel to them save for the arrowheads
themselves.  He readied one arrow in front of him and nocked the second.  The
plan was to put two arrows in flight at once.  Good thing he did too, as the
first arrow struck, but back in the flank.  The second arrow struck true and
soon the animal was down.  Good, no running.  There was nothing more depressing
than having to chase an animal in the woods as it slowly bled out.  Much of his
father's teaching was on when not to take a shot for that very reason.  Any
idiot can fling arrows into the air...


“Sorry, Father,” grimaced Theodore.  “The first shot was a
bust.”


“But you got two in the air and got the job done,” beamed
his father back.  “It was a good set even if it wasn't a perfect first
shot!  Come on, let's get it stripped and back into town.”


 


It was all but supper time as Theodore and his father
finally made it back from the butcher shop with fresh steaks in hand.  They
passed the meat off to Emily and both of the males quickly made for the
showers: they were a mess!


With his hair still damp, but at least a fresh shirt on,
Theodore smiled as he entered the kitchen to find Anna helping with dinner.  “I
think you have a rough idea how my afternoon went.  How did yours go?”


“Oh, it was a blast,” grinned Anna.  “Spent most of it down
at Rebecca Silverfox's place.  She's a really nice lady.  Really, really hyper
lady, I might add!”


“Oh, crap,” laughed Theodore.  “You get sucked into a dance
class?”


“Yes!  It was wonderful.  I was terrible at first, but she
is really patient and good at explaining things.   I think I made it all the
way up to 'merely bad!'” she laughed.


“For the first time out, you did wonderful,” grinned Emily. 
“If we can squeeze in one more run before the dance, I think you will have a
lot of fun.”


“Notice she didn't say anything about being good,” grinned
Anna.  “But it was fun.  Even the practice was fun.  I had never done any
dancing before, even back home.”


“A girl like you... never done any dancing?” asked a
thoroughly flabbergasted Emily.  “I figure that should qualify for child
abuse!”


Anna just shook her head and grinned, “Nope, never had the
time.”


Emily looked like someone had just run over her puppy; she
hugged Anna warmly, “That is terrible!  You have to stop and make time
for dance!”


Anna just smiled softly as she returned the warm embrace, “Sorry,
just never could find the time.  I was doing good to get mom or dad to eat
dinner with me much less both of them at the same time.”


Emily was aghast, “Your mother and father... dinner...”  She
let out a small shriek before regaining her composure.  “The girl is staying!”
pronounced Emily to Theodore.  “I can't in good conscience send her back to
that... that world!”


For the first time in his life, Theodore couldn't tell if
Second Mother was kidding or not, “Um, mom, it's a different world, a different
culture.”


“She needs a family!  Second mother or otherwise! 
How do your siblings cope, Anna?”


“I'm an only child...”


That did it, Emily lost it.  She bolted from the room only
to run upstairs and scream.


Theodore sighed, “I'm sorry about Second Mother.  She
doesn't understand other cultures that well.  She's a product of the Highlands
through and through.  Not very progressive.”


“Hey, don't apologize,” replied Anna with a single tear in
her eye.  “I kinda like her ideals.  I'd trade 'progressive' as you would have
it for 'warm and loving' any day.  Just because it is different doesn't mean
it's good...”


He didn't know what to say, really, so he just gave up and
hugged Anna warmly.  They both needed that.  He softly nuzzled the top of her
head.  It was a little forward of him, but it just seemed right.


Emily returned and tried to apologize but Anna would
have none of it, and after several minutes of them both blubbering they both
just gave up and hugged each other again.


“Am I interrupting something?” asked his father as he cautiously
entered the kitchen.


“Nope,” replied Emily as she dried her face.  “We were just
discussing family role models and the like.  She can visit next summer too,
right?”


Aidden smiled and nodded, “Shouldn't be a problem at all. 
She's already fitting in well with the town from what I've heard.  It's all up
to her parents, really.”


Theodore cringed as he watched Emily twitch, but Second
Mother managed to put it behind her and hugged Aidden with an honest smile.  


“Okay, enough of all of that, we need to be careful or we'll
burn supper!  If you could tell the others, we should probably be done before
you get back with Rose,” Emily had mostly recovered her form.


 


 


Anna sat with Theodore after dinner on the back porch and
they both just enjoyed watching the fireflies in the distance.


“If your family...” began Anna hesitantly.  “If your family
was any more perfect, flowers would sprout where they walked.”


Theodore laughed heartily at the echo from months past. 
“That sounds so familiar!  Hey, my family isn't perfect.  Far, far from
it!  But Second Mother wasn't kidding.  If you want to come back next summer or
whenever, there will be a spot in the attic with a soft bed and a place at the
table with a sharp knife.”


“My parents seemed to be helping everyone else in the
world...”


“Hey, just talk with them...”


“Talk with them?  And expect them to give up all the good
things they are doing?”


“Most definitely.  You are their daughter.  Your
mother loves you very much and she is very proud of you.  You just need to talk.”


“But it's not fair that either of them should give up
anything for me!  They help so many people every day!  I'm just one person!”


“But one very, very important person.”


Anna snuggled up close to him, and for once, he didn't feel
embarrassed to put an arm around her. 
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“Mr. Foxdale, Mr. Foxdale!”  bellowed a young girl of around
eight as she ran up to the open front door of the house.  


“Hi, little Bridget!  What's the problem?” asked Aidden with
a fresh smile as he quickly stepped away from lunch with the family.


Bridget fought to catch her breath, “My Mothers need you...
there was an accident...  Mr. Winterdale had his leg horribly smashed!”


Suddenly serious, Aidden nodded, “I'll head there right
now!  You take a rest and get yourself something to drink before you head back
out.”  Aidden made quick kissing noises toward the rest of the family before
bolting.


Fiona looked across the tables to the others with some
concern, “It must have been pretty bad if they needed Aidden, too!”


Emily just frowned nervously.


“So, did you want to see emergency medicine, Highland
style?” asked Theodore to Anna.


“Would I?” her eyes went wide.


Fiona nodded to the pair, “Go ahead and take her.  We'll put
your food in the warmer.  Just one requirement: do not describe what
happened when you get back!”


The others at the table nodded squeamishly.


Theodore grinned and kissed his mothers on the forehead as
he took Anna's hand and the pair of them bolted after his father and into
town.  They soon caught up with Aidden who added a simple “What kept you?”
laugh to the pair.


In a matter of minutes they were back to the short broad
house that was the Firemeadow's residence.  Carl Firemeadow, father of the
house, met them at the door and immediately Aidden looked worried.


“I figured they called me because there were multiple
injuries and you'd be handling the other.  Tarl Winterdale die?”


Carl shook his head, “No, just the one, and Tarl is still breathing
fine.  His leg, wow!  I took one look at that and knew I was going to need a
second or someone to play primary and I play second.   It's going to take a few
hours easily!”


Aidden mewed softly, “What happened?”


“He and Gretchen were dropping a few trees to take over to
the mill.  Halfway through a cut, the tree popped and caught him in the leg.  A
half second later the rest of the tree came down on the same leg.  It looks
like sausage...”


The four of them quickly entered a back room and found Tarl
on an elevated bed with Siân and Mary Firemeadow standing by waiting.   The
pair of ladies flashed Anna a quick smile and directed her over to the side for
a better view while Aidden approached Tarl apprehensively.  


“You know what to expect, right?” asked Aidden softly to
Tarl.


He softly nodded, “Just get on with it...”


Aidden invoked his Live Steel and produced three small
knives in rapid succession leaving them on the edge of the bed in front of the
ladies.


“They’re going to cut open his leg while he is still awake?”
whispered Anna to Theodore more than a little nervous at the show in front of
her.


Theodore shook his head softly, “No.  They'll put him into
stasis and then address the leg.  Stasis from a Live Steel weapon is kinda like
a practice blade, but it pushes the person over into the half realm as well. 
It doesn't hurt, but it is incredibly unpleasant none the less.  Mr. Winterdale
will probably spend at least half hour after this is over just throwing up...”


Anna cocked an eyebrow nervously and then bit her lip with
fright as she watched Aidden in action.  He moved to the far end of the table,
and invoked a Live Steel sword.  With a quick nod from Siân, he thrust the
blade into the top of Tarl's head.


Theodore felt Anna flinch horribly, almost crushing his
hand.  But he understood, it was a bizarre and scary sight to behold.  If he
had more time he might have been able to prepare her better.


Tarl Winterdale's entire body suddenly took on a dusty blue
glow.  Not the sparkling glow like a Live Steel blade coming and going, just a
solid steady hue.  Siân picked up one of the blades that Aidden had previously
produced and quickly started to investigate the leg injury.


Anna's face went from scared and confused to utter shock and
amazement in one breath.  As the small blade intersected the glowing body, the
cross section of the inside of Tarl's leg could be seen as a reflection on the
blade.  Siân expertly looked up and down the leg, inspecting the shattered
bones as well as ruptured blood vessels.


“Real time viewing...” gasped Anna.


“Just wait, it's getting ready to get really wild.”


Anna started to turn and ask what he meant by that, but Siân
and Mary were already in motion:  Mary brought a second small blade into play
and suddenly they had a projection that spanned from one blade to the other. 
There floating in space was the grisly shattered inside of Tarl's leg.  The
pair worked together flawlessly; Mothers of the same House, that was obvious. 
By twisting and arcing one blade relative to the other they were able to deftly
control how deep inside or which sections they were looking at.  The pair of
ladies nodded to each other and then to Aidden.  Aidden looked like he was
under a lot of stress as he stood there but he nodded sharply to the ladies and
they began the real work.     


Siân brought the third small blade out to play and soon she
was using its tip to move things inside the leg.  Carefully and
delicately moving the bones back to their proper place.  She frowned a few
times and moved tiny slivers of bone, too small to play well in the healing
process, off to the side until they exited the glowing form of Tarl.  Once
outside the stasis zone, the tiny slivers solidified and fell to the sheets on
the table.  Over and over again the practiced team sorted out the wreck that
was Tarl's leg.  


“Okay, a cut is a cut is a cut... but that is just fantastic,”
murmured Anna with eyes still wide.  “Can they do soft tissue, blood vessels,
or just bones?”


“It is harder and slower but they can do it... fuse them
too...”


 


Three long and tense hours later, they were done for the
day.  There would be follow ups the next day for certain, but things had
settled to a more traditional arena: applying a temporary cast and helping Tarl
deal with the extreme nausea from the ordeal.


Theodore sat in the front room with wide eyed Anna as
smiling Bridget brought them something to drink.  Moments later, Aidden joined
them and all but melted into a chair.  Exhaustion on his part was complete.


“Carl, that was monstrous!” gasped Aidden as Carl entered
with a large drink for Aidden.


“Yeah,” he sighed.  “Sorry about that.  But that is why I
wanted you.  If I had done it, I would have had to have broken that into three
or four sessions at least, and poor Tarl... oh, it would not have been good on
him.”


Aidden just sat in the chair trying to enjoy the provided
drink.  He was both physically and mentally drained.


Carl turned and grinned to Anna, “I'm Carl, by the way. 
Mary has spoken well of you!  Did you like our little display of backwater
surgery?”


Anna laughed, “That was amazing!  On all levels!  I take it
that stasis thing is hard to maintain?”


Carl grinned and nodded, “You can drop someone into what we
call 'spot stasis' and that is hard, but not that big of a deal.  A person in
spot stasis will stay that way for about a day and a half unless pulled out
earlier.  Good if someone is bleeding really bad and you need to get them to
some proper help.  Active stasis is what poor Aidden was doing in there.  That
is both mentally and physically draining.  The difference of course was
obvious, you can go in and fix things.  Each blade in the system makes it that
much harder.  You saw them working three blades, anything more than that
becomes an exercise in immediate exhaustion.  Of course, three hours is no
picnic either, eh? Aidden?”


Aidden just let out a soft meow and worked more on his
drink.


Carl let out a short laugh, “What he said!  The next closest
person with his skill level is six plus hours and four gates away, round
trip... if we are lucky.  Aidden is pretty darn impressive.”


“It would be better for all of us,” began Aidden weakly, “if
you would practice your Live Steel more...”


Carl nodded politely, “Point taken.  I really should...”


Siân came in and fluffed her luxurious jaguar like coat
before sitting next to her husband.   She grinned to Anna, “Next time, if it is
something more sane like a clean break, would you like to try?”


Christmas in July for Anna:  “Would I?  That would be beyond
fantastic!  It was so amazing to watch.  The first thing that struck me,
outside of the patient not feeling a thing, was there was basically no pathway
for infection.  That is... wow!  Let's just go with 'wow!'”


Siân laughed, “Well, the patient makes up for it later.  But
at least it isn't three hours of pain or weird drugs that a person or species
may or may not be allergic to.  And on bad breaks like that, you can't be too
careful about infections!  That much skin and fur, that brutally damaged,
things can sneak by.”


“What do you use for infections?” asked Anna with continued
curiosity.


Siân laughed, “On Taiks, good old fashion penicillin, actually. 
We have an extremely high tolerance to it and various parties have developed an
insanely clever method of producing it.”   


“It's a slightly different strain than you are probably used
to,” commented Theodore.  “And they are able to grow it on left over beer
mash.”


“Beer mash?” grinned Anna.


“Yes,” laughed Siân back.  “We apothecaries get along
splendidly with brewers over that!”


“You consider yourself an apothecary rather than a doctor?”
asked Anna.


Siân pondered her words carefully, “No.  I'm a physician
first.  I guess it is just that we cover so much under our one roof... never
really thought about that.”


“I'm new to your language, so it may be something I'm
missing,” offered Anna.


Siân brightened, “And you are doing a marvelous job, dear! 
Well!  If you all will pardon me, I'm going to go relieve Mary and then go take
a nap.”  She smiled broadly as she exited the room.


“This was all so cool!” beamed Anna.


“And remember when we get back to the house, don't say a
word,” grinned Theodore.


“Yeah, it was kinda intense...”


“And gross...”


    


It was another two hours yet before Aidden was feeling well
enough to travel home.  Anna filled the time easily enough asking a million
questions of the ladies of the house.  Nora, Fourth Mother to the house, was
the actual apothecary as it were and had great fun pointing out the vast
array of derived medications rather than synthetically manufactured ones. 
Theodore followed along offering help with translations as needed.  By the time
they headed out it was thoroughly obvious that Anna would easily be welcomed as
an apprentice at any station in the house.


Anna was still beaming from the day's events as they helped
Theodore's father home, “Um, can I ask a question?”


Theodore laughed, “As if you hadn't been asking questions
all day... sure!  What's up?”


“I've read that many times the next mother of the house
enters as an apprentice and then stays on as it were.   Um, is that the norm?”


Theodore grinned, “It is common, but not the norm.  Probably
only one in five or less ends up marrying in.  So you don't have to worry about
Carl hitting on you.”


“Whoever said I wanted to apprentice there?” grinned Anna. 
“Besides, I'm still trying to get you to hit on me...”


Theodore didn't want his fur to lay flat... no... not at all...
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Anna was soon spending mornings at the Firemeadow's
residence, learning the local tricks of the trade.  But Emily insisted Anna
work half days at most, there were too many cultural things that she felt Anna
needed to be exposed to.  Much to Theodore's chagrin, that meant two more trips
to Rebecca Silverfox's place for afternoons of dance.  Actually, Theodore was
enjoying it in spite of himself as he too came along for practice.  It had been
easily a year since his last formal practice, and he had forgotten many
things.  


As the week pressed to a close, Anna was caught with the one
thing she had promised her parents that she hadn't done: write home.


Rose had great fun at Anna's expense as Anna kept rewriting
the same letter over and over, trying to get it mistake free.


“I have become so thoroughly spoiled by computers,”
laughed Anna.  “Between typing and handwriting recognition, I've not done a pen
and paper letter since I was Rose's age!”


Rose just laughed as Anna beeped her on the nose.


“This, little one, is why you are supposed to practice. 
That way when you are my age and trying to write a letter you don't get your
whiskers in a knot!”  lectured Anna.


“But you don't have whiskers...” replied little Rose.


“Good thing too!  At this point they'd be a horrible mess!”


Rose just laughed as Anna tried once more on the pages at
hand.  After several tries Anna relented and finished off the letter, mistakes
and all.  “How expensive and how long does it take to post?”  Anna asked as she
sealed it into a envelope that Emily provided.


“Cost is only two talirs for private post.  But it will take
close to a week to get there,” replied Emily with a warm smile.


“Cheaper and faster than I feared!”


“If you want to make a day of it and hand carry it to
Leicester, that will knock two days off.”


Theodore read Anna's confused look, “Leicester is that first
town we went through after being dropped off, as it were.”


“Uh, round trip that's easily eight hours at least of
walking... No, I can think of better ways to spend the day!” laughed Anna.


Emily smiled, “Fair enough, we can drop the letter off when
we head into town this afternoon.”


“I can just drop it off,” offered Theodore.


Emily grinned mischievously, “That won't do.  We have to get
Anna back to the seamstress.”


“Um, I've already picked up all the dresses I fit for,”
blurted Anna.


Emily's smile broadened, “That doesn't mean there isn't
another one waiting.  Come on, let's go get you up a proper dancing dress!”


Anna just blushed, “Um, thank you...”


“Well then, let's go,” grinned Emily.  “Do you want to carry
little Abby again?”


“Yes, please!”


 


Theodore planned on spending a pleasant few minutes at the
store while Anna had her final fitting, but no, that wasn't part of Emily's
plan.  Instead he found himself in a stall with a posh set of new clothes of
his own to try on.  He didn't know if he was supposed to be embarrassed or
thoroughly flattered by the effort Second Mother was putting into making him
look good for the dance.  Making them look good for the dance!  Theodore
stepped out for inspection, as it were, and was flabbergasted as he caught
sight of Anna's new outfit: it was a gorgeous flowing brilliant blue dress with
a flattering bodice and a... clever neckline.


“Don't drool on your nice new outfit,” admonished Emily
playfully.


“Second Mother!  Her outfit...”


“Fits quite well, doesn't it.  She fills it out quite nicely
too.  They do such an excellent job at this shop.  I fancied myself pretty good
with a needle at one point.  Couldn't last a day in this shop; they'd be
ripping out all my work.  I'll stick with repairs.”


“But mother... and the cost!”


Emily straightened Theodore's collar and started to square
up his shirt and vest, “How much do we spend on clothes as a family?  Not
much!  More on Rose and Father last year than the rest of us.  The girls just
like simple things when they paint...  While we aren't rolling in silver or
anything, we are actually doing quite well.  Third mother is due late Fall and
we can actually pay someone to put an addition onto the house for a
change.  If you aren't careful, next time Anna comes to visit she'll have a
real room rather than the attic!  The family, not just I, wanted to
splurge a little for you two, so let us have our little fun.”


Theodore just gave up and hugged Emily tight.


“Oh!  That's much better,” she grinned.     


“I think after the paintings, Anna would still prefer the
attic.”


Emily nodded, “They did do good work up there.  That
has been a nice thing with you home, they've all really been happy.  And when
those girls are happy they do nice work.  Both quality and speed!  They've
finished all their commissions and are working on decorative things again. 
Need to get people to sit for them again...”


“Would they be happier if I didn't go back to the
university?”


Emily looked shocked, “Oh heavens, no!  They are proud of
you, proud of your scholarship!  The only reason they'd want you to stay
and not go back is all about safety.  But the good folks back there are working
hard on that already.  They are happy when you are happy.  And we've seen more
smiles from you this last week than all last summer!  Come on, enough of that! 
Let's make sure this fits properly!  I noticed that you didn't comment that your
and Anna's outfits coordinate...”


“After the whole bodice... thing... I thought the fact that
we matched was kinda moot.”


Anna smiled and quickly came bouncing, er... bounding over
to Theodore and did a quick spin in the dress, “It's gorgeous, isn't it!”


“Yes.  It is quite lovely,” Theodore sheepishly offered.


“You think maybe it should go a little lower in the
front...”


Theodore's ears throbbed painfully and his fur spiked on end
launching Anna and Emily both into a laughing fit.
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The entire family turned out for the dance.  Theodore knew
that First Mother wasn't much for dancing herself, but all the others
definitely were!  Theodore seemed somewhat self-conscious that his and Anna's
outfits drastically outshone the rest of the family's.  That wasn't entirely
true: Rose's outfit was quite festive as well!


The entire area along the market square in front of the town
hall had been festively decorated for the evening.  A mix of artificial and
torch lights surrounded the square while great displays of food and drink were
spread out on long tables all along the wings.  Aidden carried two large
baskets of finger food as the family's contribution and soon people were
looking to the stage for the start of the evening.


“I think they are going to open with the children's dance
again this time,” offered Aidden.  “So Rose, this is your big chance to shine!”


Rose beamed and laughed with giddy anticipation.


“She is growing fast,” remarked Theodore with a grin.


“She'll be six in two weeks,” remarked Emily.  “Same
birthday as Anna.”


Theodore's face went wide, “Oh my word, I haven't found a thing
yet for your birthday!  I didn't realize it was so soon!”


Anna just laughed, “And yours is in a month, and I haven't
found a thing yet either.”


“So, Anna will be seventeen?” asked Fiona with a grin.


“Yes, indeed,” replied Emily.  “Oop!  There they go, Rose! 
Run on out; it's about to start!”


They all laughed as they watched Rose and about fifty other
small children take to the dance floor while the musicians took to the stage to
thunderous applause.


“Oh... It's some of the gals from House Rose playing tonight,”
murmured Theodore.


“Is that a problem?” asked Anna.


“I hope not,” he replied meekly.


Anna just laughed as she put her bells on and gave them a
good flick.  Bells on her toes, too.


“Um, how long have you been going without shoes?” asked
Theodore suddenly.


Anna laughed, “Since my second day here, actually.  Didn't
notice, I take it.”


“He's been looking other places,” teased Fiona.


“First Mother!” groused Theodore.


 “Hey, here comes Meagan Rose,” beamed Emily.


“Just kill me now...” murmured Theodore as he stared into
the night sky.


Anna just laughed at Theodore as a gorgeous teenage Taik
came bounding up to the group full of smiles.  She had short black hair and a
soft white coat with black rosettes, similar to a snow leopard but softer and
muted in color and definition.  Her bells jingled spritely as she ran up and
was carefully carrying what looked like a shortened bassoon.


“Hi, Theodore!  Glad you are back from school!” giggled
Meagan.


“Hi, Meagan.  You are looking… festive.”  Theodore fought
for a reply.


Meagan laughed and turned to Anna with a broad grin, “Hi! 
I'm Meagan.  Meagan Rose.  You are Anna, right?”


Anna smiled and shook her hand, “Yes, indeed.  Anna
Westmore.  Delighted to meet you.”


“Is it okay if I join you two on the lines and thirds?  It
doesn't look like you have a third or fourth yet in your party...” she asked
with intoxicating enthusiasm.


“I'd be delighted for more support out there,” chimed Anna.


“Great!” She beamed.


“That is a curtal you are playing, right?” asked Anna with
honest curiosity.


“Yep!  It's a tenor curtal.  I've got to get back to the
stage for the opening.  I'll catch you two later this evening!” she bounced
back the way she had come giggling all the way.


“That is what happens when you bottle sunshine,”
grinned Fiona.


“Let's pray for cloudy weather...” murmured Theodore.


Anna just laughed, “What is wrong?  Meagan seemed like a
delightful young lady.”


Fiona laughed, “Meagan has had her eye on Theodore these
last four years, and she's not been shy about the fact!”


Anna suddenly looked worried, “I'm... I'm an outsider.  I'm
not causing problems am I?”


“Heavens, no!” beamed Emily.  “She's looking to be a Second,
no challenge to your station.”


“My station?  Well, yeah but... I'm...” began Anna
nervously.


“You're just fine,” replied Theodore as he kissed Anna on
the forehead.   “Ignore anyone that says otherwise.”


A warm grin threatened to consume her face and for once, no
one made a joke at the pair.  Anna and Theodore stood there holding hands while
the rest of the family politely giggled.  His sister Rose was getting ready to
dance and he made sure to give his little sister the attention and applause she
deserved.  Anna just smiled and leaned on Theodore while the series of opening
dances played out.     


Little Rose was all smiles as she came bounding back to the
family.  Giddy was an understatement as she bounced up into Fiona's arms, and,
with a giggle, launched herself into Charlotte's arms.  Emily passed Abby to
Fiona and went to rescue Charlotte as the giggling girl was a bit much for
Third Mother to handle.


A fiddle and a nyckelharpa were soon playing racing
arpeggios beckoning the next wave of dancers for the opening singles dance.


Anna beamed at Theodore, “That's our cue, yes?”


Theodore smiled as he took her hand.  He was stepping out
onto the dance floor in front of his peers and elders.  Dressed to the nines in
a matching outfit with an offworlder, a human.  The fact that they were
presenting themselves as a couple was beyond obvious and all that was left was
to soak up the catty remarks from those around him for his display.  But
Theodore didn't care!  Finally!  He was happy to be with Anna and was just as
happy... proud... to show her off to the crowd.  There would be talking in the
morning, that could not be avoided, but tonight?  Tonight was theirs!  


Anna must have been nervous, too, as her grip grew tighter
when they stepped out from the sidelines into the open dance floor.  But with a
quick smile from Theodore, the pair quickly found their place and stood proud,
waiting for the music to start.


The music all but exploded, launching the dancers into
motion.  Theodore was instantly glad he had gone to the Silverfox's to practice
with Anna; things were far faster than he had remembered!  Anna's bells jingled
along in time as the pair made good use of the dance floor, both were having
fun and it was showing.


Theodore had almost forgotten that there were other dancers
on the floor, he was so intent on Anna, but his nerves were suddenly tested as
someone cut into the dance.  He had half expected it to be Meagan barging in on
the pair, but no, it was smiling Alice Blackfox.  She was a nice enough gal,
but Theodore was pained at the interruption.  And what of Anna?


Alice must have read the concern in Theodore's face as she
giggled and motioned over her shoulder.  Theodore's grin could have lit up the
whole dance floor as he caught sight of Séamus Clearwater dancing with blushing
Anna.  “She's a darling, silly boy.  You don't need to worry about her!” 
laughed Alice.


Theodore grinned back, and did his best to keep up with
Alice who was quite an accomplished dancer.  It took him two more sets before
he was able to cut back in with Anna, but had a wonderful time in the process. 
Blushing Anna was never short of a partner, but it was obvious she was relieved
as well to finally be back dancing with Theodore.  The dance ended far too soon
and the exhausted pair made it back to the sidelines.


“You two looked wonderful out there!” beamed Fiona.


Theodore just grinned and kissed his First Mother on the
cheek.  Anna watched Theodore and giggled before doing likewise.


Dance after dance filled the night air.  When Theodore and
Anna weren't on the floor, then Emily, Charlotte and Aidden were!  Fiona
laughingly got dragged into one dance and they all enjoyed the festivities.


When the dances of three hit the lines, Theodore looked
across to find giddy Meagan as their third.  With Anna beaming at his side, he
had no choice but to smile warmly at Meagan as well.  After all these years,
Meagan no longer made him nervous.  A fact Meagan quickly exploited!  Any
chance of seeing less of Meagan Rose was quickly rent asunder as Meagan
and Anna soon took to gabbing amongst each other between the dances.


As midnight finally came and went, it was time to get back
to the house.  Little Rose had long since passed out for the night and Aidden
carried her softly back.


Anna and Theodore giggled as they walked behind the rest of
the family.  Suddenly he turned and looked Anna square in the eyes, “I think
I've figured out what I'm getting you for your birthday: bells.”


“Bells?” she asked confused as she gave her set a quick
flick.


“Bells on rings!”


Anna started to say something, but he knew letting her talk
would be a mistake so he silenced her the old fashion way: he kissed her.
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Anna looked over Theodore's shoulder curiously as she
entered the kitchen for lunch.  Rather than finding food laid out, there was a
series of packages and books everywhere. 


“Oh, wow!  Um, you are back already?”  asked Theodore thoroughly
off guard.  


“Well, it is lunch time,” grinned Emily as she entered as
well and started to pull things from the icebox.


“Sorry, stuff arrived from school so I was starting to sort
it all out.  Here, let me get this moved to my room.  I can work on it later.”


“You have homework and are grinning about it?”
laughed Anna.


“Hey, I was afraid I was going to have to repeat a bunch of
classes!  Two of them gave me take-home essays for the finals.  I just have to
turn them in the first week of regular class.  My math independent study class
they went ahead and awarded me a 1+ as my paper was accepted to a real
journal.  One class, they delayed the final, I just have to take it the first
two weeks of the next semester.  The d'Evelston twins came through there: they
sent me their old textbooks to study from.  The only class that I have
an 'incomplete' on is my fencing class!”


“The one class where you were doing better than anyone and
they gave you an incomplete,” groused Emily.


“Collegiate sports rules.  On the plus side, if I take
another semester of it this fall, whatever I make in that class will be passed
back for the old semester too!”


Emily laughed, “I can hear your dear heart breaking at the
thought of being stuck in another fencing class!  Come on, I'll help you
with the books.  Anna looks hungry!”


“Oh, I'll help too!” grinned Anna.  “Not that hungry,
just excited.  It looks like the Riverstones are probably going to have their
child sometime in the next few days!”


“This will be the fourth you've helped deliver?” grinned
Emily proudly at Anna.


“Fourth or fifth, depending on how you count the twins!”
beamed Anna.


“Oh!  Can't forget the twins!” smiled Emily proudly.


“Yeah,” teased Theodore.  “Especially since they chose to
trump my birthday.”


Anna just laughed and gave him a quick kiss, “Sorry!  Wasn't
my fault!”


“You should be flattered: they picked an obviously good
day!  Oh, by the way, Meagan Rose has asked to come visit for a few days before
the solstice dance.  You two fine with that?”  asked Emily with a sly grin.


Anna and Theodore just grinned at each other and nodded. 
“Okay!” 


“Um, that's this weekend,” replied Theodore with sudden
realization.


“Oh, yes.  That is correct,” replied Emily still sporting
her grin.  “I guess that means she'll be here later this evening then.”


“Second Mother!” groused Theodore playfully.


“Well, if it is a problem,” began Emily with melodramatic
flair, “we can always just send her back home to Silverfern Hollow... three
hours away...”


“You left off: 'at night' and 'in the rain,'” laughed
Theodore.  “I'm just glad she and Anna hit it off so well.”


“She's a wonderful, if not extremely hyper, girl to talk
to,” grinned Anna.  


“Not tonight, but tomorrow night if you like, feel free to
invite Alice and Irene over for dinner,” offered Emily.


“That sounds fantastic!” beamed Anna.


“You and Alice seem to be getting on pretty well, too,”
observed Theodore with a grin.  “Either that or you two are just stealing a
drink from her mother's back room.”


“Back room is the raw fermentation tanks.  Anything that is
actually drinkable is in the basement!”


“Are you sure you're supposed to admit knowing that?”
grinned Emily.


Anna just blushed hard and laughed before looking back up at
Second Mother, biting her lower lip.


“Better answer,” grinned Emily.  “Come on, let's get
Theodore's stuff put away so we can eat!”
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Theodore sat on the back porch as the sun started to go down
and just watched Anna and Meagan chatter away happily.  He wasn't sure if
Anna's grammar was going to improve being around Meagan, but her speed was
definitely picking up!  Meagan appeared to come in three speeds: unconscious,
idle and just short of the sound barrier.  Anna had quickly taken to many of
the other girls in town, but it was with mixed emotions that Theodore approached
Meagan and Anna's friendship.  Fur flowing soft—they got along perfectly.  Fur
roughed backwards—Meagan was still Meagan and that meant she spent no small
amount of time fawning over Theodore.  At least it was Meagan and Anna fawning
over him together.  


“They are a cute pair,” remarked his father suddenly behind
him.


Theodore's fur rippled as he jumped.  His father had
completely caught him off guard.  “Um, yeah...”


“Eloquent as always,” grinned Aidden.  “You seem much more
comfortable around Meagan since Anna came back with you.”


“Well, she is cute, that is a given.  She's just
always been so forward... pushy...”


“Well she knows what she wants,” grinned Aidden.  “But Anna
does too...”


“Yeah... she does...” replied Theodore distantly.


“Just no grandkids while you are gone to school...”


“Father!”


“What?  I think it's a given you three will set up house a
year from now...”


Theodore suddenly felt light headed and unceremoniously
plopped in the middle of the deck in a minor stupor. 


Aidden grinned softly and sat next to his son.  “You are in
love.... old lady Deidre can tell that and she's deaf and blind in one eye...”


“But Anna...  she is a... and I'm...”


“And?”


“I'm serious!”


“I am too...  the last thing you want to do is let go of
something as wonderful as what you and Anna have.”


“But!  I mean the people in the town...!”


“Oh! Heavens, if you'd heard half the idle gossip in town
about the two of you, you would shave your fur and go swim across Lake
Exeter... in the winter...” laughed Aidden.  He paused and composed himself
seriously, “But if you toss the gossip and listen to the honest talk:  everyone
thinks she is a wonderful young lady.  Race or species be damned... The only honest
question in town is 'midwife' or 'doctor'?”


“Even if...  I mean, what about the people from her home
world?”  asked Theodore as he grasped wildly.


“It would be nice if her parents approved... But you
aren't marrying them... as far as the rest of the people on her planet—if they
don't accept you two, to hell with them.”


Theodore just stared at his father.  On one hand he was
shocked as to what he had said, and how he had said it.  Profanity just
wasn't in his style...and the possible repercussions!   On the other hand he
knew his father was serious...  This was all too serious... he had to fight
back!  “Oh come, why do you think it would be the three of us!  Like you
said before, I never liked Meagan before Anna got here!”


“Never liked her,” grinned Aidden.  “So that is why
you kept sneaking a peek at her in the showers when we visited the Roses...”


Suddenly there was a high pitched squeak behind them and the
sound of someone running upstairs.


Theodore did his best to channel a hedgehog as all his fur
stood nervously on end...


Aidden just laughed, “I guess Emily hadn't heard about that last
part before...”  He stood and kissed his son on the head, “Just follow your
heart... things have a way of working out.”  He chortled softly and excused
himself back inside.


Theodore just sat there as his father's words echoed around
inside his head.  Almost on autopilot he stood and squared his shirt and vest. 
He waved as he approached the girls, “Mind if I join you?”


“Sure/please!”


“Anna, can we be serious a moment?”


Anna nodded somewhat nervously.


Theodore grinned to himself as he noticed Meagan moving to
hold Anna's hand: a friend indeed.  “Anna, um...” oh, yeah... that was
eloquent!  “Anna, next year when school is out, would you like to move back out
here... to stay with us... to stay with me... permanently?”


Anna started breathing again and her eyes flashed, “What
about the people in town?”


“I think they'll never let me live it down if I let you
escape...”


“You aren't worried what people might say?”


“I don't care what people might say.”


“Yes.  Yes, I'd be delighted!” laughed Anna.


Meagan and Anna hugged each other and grinned back to
Theodore.


“You will still have one more year of college...”


“We'll figure something out...”


Anna grinned and nodded to Meagan, “And what of her?”


“Well... my thought is, tomorrow morning bright and early,
we go into town and get her some bells, bells on rings.  How does that sound?”


“Perfect!”  
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Meagan and Anna laughed as Theodore made his way into the
kitchen for breakfast.  “Okay, what's going on that Second Mother sat outside
the bathroom reading a book this morning?”


Theodore rolled his eyes as he kissed both girls on the
forehead before approaching his Second Mother.


Emily's eyes danced as she watched her son kiss both girls
and permitted herself an apologetic smile, “I guess that was rather silly of
me...”


Theodore laughed and his ears flushed briefly, “Um, Second
Mother, may I borrow some money?”


Emily looked at her son seriously and cocked an eyebrow,
“And what happened to your savings you took to college?”


Theodore grinned and Emily suddenly smiled as recognition
washed over her and the pair spoke in unison, “Back at college!”


“Didn't really have time to pull my money before I left,”
apologized Theodore.


Emily just tutted and laughed, “No, no!  Better to leave it
in one of those banks: they pay interest!  I'm sure we can arrange something.”


“I have a better idea,” beamed Aidden as he entered the
kitchen and dropped a bag of coins with a satisfying jingle on the table, “just
spend from that!”


Emily dropped her spoon with shock, “Um, where did that come
from?”


Aidden grinned, “Do you really want to know?  There
is blood on it...”


Emily recovered her spoon and went to wash it, “Now I'm not
sure I want to know, but go ahead...”


Aidden grinned and pushed the bag towards Theodore, “It's
yours, spend as you need or want, but I'd recommend saving most of it for
future projects... housing for example...”


Theodore poked at the bag and looked inside, “Um, there
looks like well over a thousand in here!  Where did it come from?”


 Aidden grinned, “About a week after you got here, an
interesting character arrived from offworld and got himself in a bit of trouble
almost immediately there in Leicester.  A pulse rifle, suppressed cartridge
rifle and a few hand grenades later, he became very unpopular.”


“Well, save for the grenades, aren't the rest legal?” asked
Theodore both confused and a little scared.


“Well, yes, if you declare them.  And don't lie about them
or lie to the constables in general,” replied Aidden evenly.  “The grenades
were moot by the time they were discovered, the guy was already in deep
serious.  Tried to draw down on Old Peter.  That went poorly.  Smoke cleared
and the stranger was slightly dead.”


“Did they at least try to tend to his wounds?  I mean even
if he was a bag guy...” grimaced Anna.


“Um, 'slightly dead' is a euphemism from my dad for
something truly horrific.”


“It was quite gruesome,” frowned Aidden.  “Trying not to
spoil breakfast here...”


Anna bit her lip and nodded nervously.


“It seems he showed up, armed for a fight with a map and a
single name and address.  And that was yours, son.”


“He came to kill me?” blurted Theodore nervously.


“Well, yes.  And he didn't even make it past the first
town.  That is why you two came here: better security, right?  You made
a good choice; you had to figure whoever these people would try at least
once...”


Theodore let out a long sigh and sat at the table.


“They sold his effects, weapons and all, back to the Altshea
government.  They pulled a small cut for Leicester's general fund as well as
Marionsford's general fund.  The rest is yours.  It just took this long to go
through all the channels.”


“Someone died...”


“Yes, and it wasn't you,” replied Aidden evenly.


Theodore finally permitted himself a smile, “Then the
ultimate irony would be to make a light heart with this.”


“What were you going to buy?” asked Emily curiously.


“Bells, bells on rings for Meagan,” grinned Theodore.


Emily's face exploded with delight as she ran over and
warmly hugged Meagan, and then Anna, and then both the girls at once!


“So, is there money and time enough to get Meagan a dress
that matches mine?” asked Anna with a grin.


“Oh, they'll make time!” beamed Emily.  “And I
will pay for it!  You three need to be saving your money for next summer!”


“I think we've been found out,” grinned Theodore to the
girls.
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Meagan giggled (her normal state of affairs) as the group
started to stack wood for a bonfire down on the sandy banks of the river. 
Alice and Irene had joined them for supper earlier and now Séamus arrived with
a picnic basket in tow and proceeded to help gather wood.  Alice gave Séamus a
playful hug and the group had a wonderful time laughing at the poor boy as his
ears flushed and his fur stood on end.


“Hey, at least it isn't me this time,” laughed Theodore.


Séamus just grinned sheepishly, “Um, Alice, you are still
coming to the dance this weekend with me?”


“Of course!” she fired back with a radiant grin.


“Okay, Theodore,” began Séamus.  “How did you learn to
cope with... well...”


Theodore just grinned, “Just roll with it.  No matter how
bad it feels, your ears will not, in fact, catch on fire.”


Séamus just grinned as he rubbed his ears, “Good to know. 
I could have sworn otherwise.”


“Okay, weird question from the outsider,” grinned Anna.


Alice laughed, “I don't think you get to claim to be an
outsider!  You have a set of bells with rings that say otherwise.”


Anna grinned and tried again, “Okay! Um, how about 'pardon
my early education'?”


“That works,” grinned Theodore.  “Now spill it.”


“We are coming up on a three day weekend.  As in there is
actually an extra day added?”


Theodore nodded, now understanding her confusion, “Yep. 
The summer solstice is a day unto itself.   It keeps the calendar synchronized,
all nice and lined up.  We would have an odd number of weekdays otherwise. 
Every seventeen years there is a leapday that is added into the winter solstice
weekend.”


“Well... that does make the days line up nicely on the
calendar...” mused Anna.


“What about your calendar?” asked Alice.


Anna laughed, “Which one?  We have three: one for the
planet, one for the central government that spans twelve systems and one synced
to the old homeworld.”


“Ick!” laughed Alice. 


“The one back at the university was pretty darn close to
ours.  Well, for now it is.  It is three days shorter so eventually our summer
and their summer will drift relative to each other.”


“Oh, I am so going to stay on just one planet,”
offered Séamus.


The other parties wholeheartedly agreed. 


“Crap,” murmured Theodore suddenly.  “I left our picnic
basket back at the house.  Stay here, I'll be right back!”


“You want me to come along?” asked Anna.


“Nah, stay here.  Someone has to protect Meagan from
Séamus's lecherous ways,” he grinned back.


That started a firestorm of laughter, but Séamus took it
in stride.  Theodore actually had missed Séamus off at college.  Séamus was
sort of new to town; Theodore had only known him these last four years, and two
of that Theodore had spent off world.  Not that he didn't treasure his new
friends, but the old ones are still important none the less.  He broke into a
low jog to get back to the house quickly and made short work of it.  First
Mother laughed as he entered the house and sheepishly grabbed the missing
picnic basket.  Theodore had just barely made it back to the edge of the woods
when he caught an odd voice.


“Willing to protect both girls are you?”


Theodore turned around and found no one.  He had half a
mind to assume he had caught a whisper on the wind from someone else's
conversation when it came back.


“Whom does your Live Steel serve, Theodore?”


“Okay, fun is fun.   Come out where I can see you!” he
growled back at the voice.


“I can see you... obviously you should be able to see
me...  Whom does your Live Steel serve, Theodore?”


Theodore was getting mad at the teasing voice but he tried
to hold his temper, “It serves Anna and Meagan, and any that may follow!”


“Excellent answer!  Excellent answer indeed!  If you wish
to protect them, you must learn to not fear for them.  Fear causes one to
cower... Strength comes from the heart... use it, feel it, young Highlander.”


“If this is so important, show yourself so we can talk
like civilized people...”


“But maybe there is nothing to be seen...”


Theodore went from angry to confused, the voice wasn't
taunting him, rather it seemed almost resigned.  “Are you a ghost?”


There was a polite laugh, “Not yet.... not yet... Guardian
maybe, but not yet a ghost... ponder this, young Highlander: what do the
Highlands mean?”


“What?  What type of question is that?”  Theodore started
to shift back to annoyed, but the voice was gone.  He stood there conflicted:
he was glad the annoying voice was gone, but was curious what it was all
about.  It was kinda weird to be someone's version of a joke...  Finally he
gave up and started his jog back to his waiting friends.


Anna face lit up with concern as soon as Theodore made it
to the beach, “What happened?  Are you alright?”


Theodore laughed, “I guess I can never bluff can I? 
Someone weird in the woods asking silly questions...  Either that or I'm
hearing things...”


Anna came over and gave him a warm hug.  He needed that.


   “Well, at least I got the rest of the food,” he finally
managed to grin.


“Good, now can you help with the fire?   Séamus is good at
making smoke...” teased Alice.
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The seamstress had made good work of Meagan's new dress
with a half day to spare.  It fit perfectly and matched Anna's dress down to
the smallest button.  Meagan and Anna giggled all the way back to the house. 
It was still a few hours before the dance would start so they sat in the kitchen
and snacked while 'helping' Emily with the food they were going to be bringing.


“Not playing tonight, Meagan?” fished Emily.


“No, ma'am, just dancing!”


“Call me Emily, please...” she grinned back.


“Um, where is Dad?” asked Theodore suddenly.


“Oh...” began Emily with a bit of a frown.  “He had to go
take care of some things in town.  He will meet us at the dance.”


“Did the Firemeadows need him again?” asked Anna slightly
concerned.


Emily sported a practiced smile, “No, nothing like
that...”


“Um, we're not kids, mom.  What is wrong?”


Emily managed an honest laugh, “No, no, you're not.  You
are all growing up so fast!”  She smiled as she returned to her cooking.


Anna looked at Theodore as if she was about to ask another
question, but Theodore just shook his head.  With a quick nod, Anna dropped the
subject.


“So, Meagan,” began Emily with a grin, “you've chased poor
Theodore for four years; now that you caught him, was it worth the trouble?”


That just launched Meagan into a giggling fit so Anna
spoke for her, “I think that is a 'yes!'”


 


 


Two hours later, the merry band found themselves back in
town.  As before, the market square was cleared for dancing with long tables of
food and drink of every type laid out in the wings.  Unlike the previous dance,
the food items tended to include the dinner fare rather than just finger food. 
Several of the businesses along the edges had their doors open to provide even
more room and warmers to keep the food ready.  Artificial lights were only to
be found in the periphery while braziers burning bright made clean lines of the
dance floor and added further decorative flair to the sidelines.


“Wow!  It's gorgeous!” beamed Anna.  “The firelight out on
the dance floor is both spooky and comforting.  That is just wild.”


“Just wait until the sun goes all the way down,” grinned
Meagan.  “As it gets later, they turn off the side white lights during the
dances and there is only the firelight!  Winter solstice is even
prettier yet: same wonderful flames but with a backdrop of snow.  Everything
just sparkles!”


Anna laughed back.  “Don't tease!  Besides this is plenty
gorgeous and I still get to go barefoot.”


Suddenly there was a blue flash at the far end by the town
hall.  A blue flash Theodore knew all too well: his father's burst of Live Steel
armor.  Rather than the simple blue sparkles and subsequent iridescent armor
that most Highlanders could manage, it was the same towering wall of blue
flames that Aidden had used back at the spaceport those long months ago.  It
was only a brief display, maybe ten or twenty seconds, but when it abated
Theodore found himself holding Anna and Meagan tight.    


The whole family had flinched, Rose tight up against
Emily.  But they held their place knowing whatever had happened was now over.


Theodore glared at Emily, “There was someone in town after
me.  That is what you didn't want to talk about earlier.”


Fiona spoke for Emily, which was not the normal state of
affairs, “Father was asked to help to try to minimize loss of life.  The
constable had things well under control, they just wanted to explore... less
extreme situations.  You are growing fast and proud, son, but you will always
be our son.  Father will always do his part when he can.”


“See, here he comes now!” grinned Emily.


Sure enough his father came bounding over to the family
with a broad grin, “Sorry to keep everyone waiting!”


“Um, Dad... You should have told me.”


“And have you get your stomach tied in a knot before the
big dance?  Not hardly!” scoffed Aidden.  “Your attention was supposed to be on
the two lovely ladies...”


Anna blushed and Meagan giggled but Theodore was
conflicted.


A sudden cry from the crowd, however, recentered
everyone's attention, “He has a gun!”


The crowd quickly parted at the far end of the plaza and a
desperate looking Taik with his fur standing straight on end as he aimed a
small pistol at Constable Sean Coldwell as the police officer was hauling his
thoroughly rattled and bound prisoner off to be incarcerated.


Aidden swore under his breath, “He had a friend...”  A low
growl filled the air as Aidden's fur stood on end.  “Alright son, next time
we'll make sure you are warned.”


“So this is the third guy they have sent?” asked Theodore
softly.


“Not hardly,” scoffed Aidden with an odd sense of pride,
“fifteenth... your cut of their purse is still in the queue.”


“Fifteen!” blurted Theodore.  “They've sent fifteen people
to try to kill me?”


“They don't learn very quickly, do they?” grinned Aidden.


“I'm serious, Father, is this going to go on forever?”


Aidden offered a small grin, “If it helps your feelings,
these are the first two to make it all the way to our town.  Chin up, lad.  The
offworlders are quite involved.  The point of trying to take these guys alive
is so the Altshea and Trakvell governments have something to work with.  It's
not like...”


“Everyone just back off!” screamed the man with the
pistol.  “Let him go and we'll all leave peacefully.”


“You drop the gun and run like a rabbit, and you might
go peacefully,” countered Sean evenly.


“He can soak that gun, right dad?” asked Theodore suddenly
very nervous.


“Pshaw!  Of course!” replied Aidden.  He hesitantly added,
“Well... I think...”


“Why are you people such fools to defend the stupid kid! 
This won't stop until he's dead.  How many people have to get hurt before you
backwater idiots figure that out?” came a snarl.


“Right now the only people getting hurt are you idiots
trying to rough the young man up,” countered Sean.  “If you don't want to get
hurt, just put the gun down...”


“What is with you pagan peasants?  He's promised
himself to a human?  What is that all about?  Is that the people you are
all about, defending some hedonist polluting the waters?”


Roland Redwood suddenly walked into the open and, with a
minor stagger started to close on the pair in the standoff.  Theodore gritted
his teeth, Roland was a drunk and a braggart on a good day, a thug and a...
well...


“Fool kid brought the ugly girl here... that's right! 
Brought her in amongst us...” bellowed Roland.


Theodore's blood started to boil as he held Anna tight.  Anna
was shaking nervously and was on the edge of going limp.


“Ugly as sin, that girl is... no hair save for her mop! 
But do you know what?  The Firemeadow ladies say she's a damn good girl!  Don't
matter what she looks like, you stupid off world punk!  If they say she's good,
ain't none of us gonna say otherwise.  She stays!  She's part of us!  We're
Highlanders!  We decide what that means!  Not taking to some off world trash
with a shaky gun in his hand trying to say what we are or ain’t!”


Theodore blinked, thoroughly astonished.  While not exactly
flattering, that was the closest thing to a compliment he had ever heard
come out of Roland's mouth...  But... but Theodore wasn't going to stand by
while fools hurled insults at each other.  “Meagan, hold Anna!”  He took a step
away from the girls and invoked his Live Steel long bow he had been using so
well that summer.  It was easily seventy meters to the man with the pistol, but
the distance seemed to race by in his head as he pulled back the string in time
to have an arrow appear out of the air, right into place with its normal blue
sparkle.  No wind.  Nothing to throw the shot but him.  Hitting the target was
all up to him.  His shot to miss.  Target?  Was he just going to strike the man
down dead?  Could he really kill someone at such an impersonal distance with
the constable so close and at the ready?  Don't let the man hurt anyone...
don't let the man hurt anyone... focus on the target... focus on the goal...
the goal, not the method... focus on the goal... goal, not the method... slow
down... watch your breathing...


The lessons of his father, those thousands of rounds of
sparring and practicing, learning Live Steel and what was and wasn't all played
back and forth in this mind.  The countless hours, the long drills, the
expansive lectures all repeated in his head and the noise inside was
horrendous!  But it faded, the sound faded and was at last gone.  Not a thing
to be heard but his own heartbeat... slow and steady... slow... He released the
bow string.


The arrow was gone.  Not hurtling down range in a lofty
arc with a musically tight spin, the arrow was just gone in a puff of blue
sparks that was Live Steel.  The arrow now had the freedom it needed and it
made short work of the target.  In a blinding flash, it reappeared as it
lurched through the thug's pistol and buried itself up to the fletching in the
miscreant's hand. 


There was a long collective gasp as the crowd drank in
what had happened: not only was the assailant disarmed, but he had been done so
with a truly majestic display of Live Steel.  A display of such skill that few
would even claim to be able to approach.  The chief constable laughed softly
while he and his men made short work of their new 'client.'


Roland stood in the street all but driven to tears with a
deep belly laugh.  He then made some boastful comments about Highlanders and
Live Steel to the wounded man, and Theodore really hoped that Anna
didn't catch the translation.  Theodore also hoped she wasn't going to ask for
help with that parade of colorful euphemisms later. 


“Wow. Um...”  Theodore permitted himself a small laugh as
he saw Emily desperately covering little Roses ears.


“That, that was a perfect shot!” grinned his
father.


Theodore nodded to his father and just sat on the ground
as he tried to come to grips with what exactly he had just done.  He
hadn't fired the arrow... it just appeared on target at full speed and power. 
Heck, it was probably actually more power than the bow was normally capable
of.  Live Steel: it spanned their dimension.  He had just pushed it out and
back in again, right where he needed it.


“That was freaky and cool!” grinned Anna.  “Stand back
up!  I need a hug!  You need a hug!”


Theodore finally laughed as he let it go, “Yes indeed,
lovely lady, I think we all need a good hug!”  He stood and hugged Anna and
then Meagan, and then both before the entire family giddily started laughing
and hugging each other almost at random. 


The boisterous laugh and unpleasant smell of Roland soon
joined the group and was soon followed by Roland himself as bear hugged an
unprepared Theodore.  “That was an awesome shot, lad!  Your dad...”
there was a painful pause as earlier words about his father had never been too
civil, “your father taught you well!  Think how much even better you'd be if
you didn't keep going offworld!”  He laughed again as Theodore fought for good
air as he tried to graciously accept the complement.


Roland mellowed as he turned to face Anna and swished his
whiskers and held his long tail.  “Ain't nice of me what I said about your
looks.  Ain't right neither.  Just shows I ain't cultured like I ought to be. 
But I don't take nothing back about you being part of us!  Word on the street
is you are going away for Winter but will be back next Summer.  We all look
forward to you coming back to stay.”


Anna graciously shook Roland's hand as she fought to keep
a straight face under the onslaught of smell that was his breath and body. 
“Thank you.  Thank you for standing up for me in front of that... rascal.”


Roland laughed and offered a few other color choice
descriptions of his own for the man in question before finally bellowing out,
“Hey!  We came here to dance!  Let's dance!”
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“Theodore,” called Aidden as he entered the house. 
“Theodore, where are you?”


“Kitchen, dad.  Doing schoolwork.”


Theodore melted as soon as he saw his father's face,
“What's wrong?  Trouble in town again?”


Aidden shook his head slowly, “No.  No, you just need to
get right down to the Firemeadow's place.  Anna... Anna needs you.”


Horror consumed his mind, “Did they lose an infant?”


“No... Not that bad.  You just need to get down there. 
I'll stack up your books and papers, just go.”


“I'm going to worry all the way...”


“Problems with her parents... I should be looking at your
butt going out that door, young man!”


Theodore nodded and sprang from the table, he gave Emily a
quick kiss on the head as he ran past her in the living room and bolted out the
front door.  Problems with her parents... sick?  Injured? Was there an
accident?  He knew worrying would answer nothing.  Knowing the truth and
walking that path are often difficult.  He did his best and just concentrated
on his breathing as he maintained a fast jog the entire way.


As he approached the Firemeadows low broad house, he
quickly caught sight of Mary out front.  She instantly locked eyes on him and
beckoned him closer before giving him a quick hug, “She's in the back
infirmary, room two.  Quite a mess... She needs you.  Don't worry about us,
we'll just work around you two.”


Theodore thanked Mary and quickly made his way inside and
to the back of the house.  As he opened the door and what was left of his heart
melted as he saw Anna collapsed on a bed sobbing.  He ran to her side an knelt
by the bed taking her hand, “I'm here...”


She squeezed his hand and held it long and tight before
rolling half way over to look up at him.  “I got a pair of letters from my
parents today... Dad... father...” she just started bawling again.


Theodore grimaced and moved to sit on the bed next to her,
“Did something happen to him?”


Anna just stared off into space before curling up in his
lap.  “His good heart left him...”


“He's dead?” Theodore asked in horror.


Anna shook her head.  “No... he's alive... just... He's
not the man I always thought him to be.”


Theodore carefully caressed her hair and just gave her
time to talk.


“I had sent a letter telling them both about everything. 
Bells on rings, you, Meagan, moving back here next summer,” she let out a long
sigh.  “Apparently he went through the roof.  He wants me to have nothing more
to do with you and come home immediately.”


Theodore's stomach tied in knots.  He had always been
afraid of something like that, but had always held out hopes for the best. 
Hollow hope it seemed...


“According to him I've gone from curious and wide-eyed to
cursed and wide... well... you know what fathers think... I don't know what to
do, Theodore.  I just don't know.”


Theodore sighed and started with the obvious, “Do you still
want to come back and start a family?”


She smiled up at him through tear soaked eyes, “Yes!  More
than anything!  But it tears my heart so to hear my father that upset... I love
my father.  I really do.  That's what makes this hurt so much.  The easiest
thing to do would be to learn to hate him.  But I just can't bring myself to do
that.” 


Theodore sighed and held her tight, “He loves you.  From
his world view he is doing the right thing.  He's trying to protect you. 
That's what parents do.  But at some point he is going to have to let go, all
parents have to.  This time next year you'll be legally an adult.”


“I know all that... There is another problem: my mother
sent a separate letter.”


Theodore's stomach churned even tighter, “What did she
say?”


Anna smiled as she wiped away the tears, “She said
wonderful things!  I had mentioned being lonely at home, she offered to take
sabbatical for my final year of school.  She'd still work in the anthropology
department, but would be home when I got home and wouldn't be on emergency
medical call.  She glowed at the thought that I had found someone so
dear to me.  She just wants to make certain she can come to the wedding!”  Anna
laughed briefly before the tears started to come back.


“Okay, your mother has taken it very well.  So, is there a
problem with your mother or just your father?”


Anna would have been crying, but she was running dry. 
“They had a fight.  A fight over me and you.  Father has all but moved out of
the house.  They are already talking about getting lawyers involved.”


“So, you are afraid they are going to get divorced because
of us,” summed up Theodore as he leaned against the wall and sighed deeply. 
“Well, from your father's world view...”


Anna shrieked, “Would you stop with that 'world view'
crap!  Stop trying to pretend that other places aren't all messed up!  This
isn't about cultural imperialism or nationalism!  If something stinks, it
stinks no matter where it is!  'Oh, the locals are surrounded by a horrible
stench; it must be me and my cultural bias.'  Maybe it just smells like crap
and people need to wash their fool streets!”


He kissed her gently on the head, “Alternatively, a rose
by any other name would smell as sweet.”  Theodore sighed as he collected his
thoughts, “Okay, pardon me if I'm mercenary for a bit.  I'm going to a good
school on a rock solid scholarship.  I've proven I'm both capable and willing
to look after your safety as well as your needs and wants.  The only obvious
concern is I'm a Taik and you are human.  So that makes him speciesist.”


Anna laughed softly, “That is the first time I've ever
heard you say something unkind about anyone!”


Theodore frowned, “And it was about your father...”


Anna sighed and tried on a small smile, “At least that
means you aren't a complete Pollyanna.”


Theodore smiled, “I do try to find the best in everyone. 
But you are right: at some point searching for the good when the bad is staring
you in the face is foolish.”


Anna hugged him warmly, “I'm glad you are an optimist.  I
really am.” She laughed as she beeped him on the nose, “You get that from your parents. 
Your father especially.  But even they knew they needed to fix their house.”


“Enter Emily,” he grinned.     


“She helped fix the house without compromising everyone's
personality.  That is why your family is so perfect!  They solved their
problems and everyone was better for it.  There was no compromising, just
loving and sharing!  No wonder you are such a screaming optimist!” Anna laughed
and snuggled back into his lap.  “Okay, mister optimist, what do you suggest?”


“Assume your father will get over it.  Tell him to stop
whining and be nice to your mother or he won't ever get to see the grandkids,”
grinned Theodore.


“That I can work with,” she laughed.


 


 


“Home early for lunch,” observed Emily as the pair entered
the kitchen.  “Everything alright?  I noticed Theodore left in a hurry.”


Anna hugged Emily warmly and smiled up into her eyes, “Got
a grumpy letter from my dad and an awesome letter from my mom, so that about
broke even.  Only weird thing from my ma is she wants to make the wedding, so
that will take some planning.  On the good side, she's going to only be working
half days this next year so I'll be seeing a lot more of her.”


“That is wonderful!  Well, not about your father, but your
mother, that is so good to hear!” beamed Emily.  “You should get something to
drink, you are parched girl.”


“You can smell the salt, can't you,” laughed Anna as she
rubbed her eyes.  “Yeah, Dad's letter was grumpy but after talking with
Theodore, I got over it.  Had a good start to the day at least, Bluebell's boy
broke his leg!”


Emily laughed in confusion, “How is a boy breaking his leg
a good start to the day?”


“I got to go in and fix it while he was under stasis. 
That was so cool!”


Emily laughed as she turned back to preparing lunch,
“Remind me to not talk shop with you.”


Aidden grinned, “So you two are still rock solid?”


Anna playfully frowned at Aidden, “Of course!”


“Old lady Deidre finally decided she's at risk living
alone, so she finally agreed to move in with her sister over in Kellyston.”


Theodore waited for the tail to swish the other way; his
father hadn't said everything.  “Okay, spill it.”


“Conditional on the three of you getting married, she's
offered to sell the house for two thousand.  Foundation is good and the main
beams are solid but it needs reroofing, new windows, fresh paint and heaven
help the patterns of the rugs...”


“Two thousand?  That's a steal!  I couldn't take advantage
of her like that,” blurted Theodore.


“Alternatively you could take a wedding gift as it is
meant.”


Theodore laughed and hugged Anna tight, “That is wonderful
of her!”


Anna giggled, “So much for feeling like an outsider.”  


“Hey, I think even Roland would come and help prime the
walls.”


“Only if he takes a bath first,” countered Anna as she
wrinkled her nose. 


“I think we can all agree that's a good idea,” laughed
Emily.


“Have we netted positive on the day yet?” grinned Aidden.


“Yes.  Yes, indeed!” grinned Anna as she hugged Aidden.
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“Caught you working hard, did we?”


“Well he did seem to always favor the girls to an honest
days’ work...”


“Girls indeed!  Is that two he's all snuggled up with?”


“Two girls indeed!  And they seem to be dressed well for
the heat.”


“Or not dressed as the case may be...”


Theodore looked up from the hammock he was sharing with
Anna and Meagan and looked at the pair of interlopers.  “Maurice, Marcel?”  he
laughed.  “What in the world are you doing here?”


The d'Evelston twins grinned as they walked up to the
hammock.


“Having a bit of a holiday out...”


“Seems the parents were encouraging us to explore a
bit...”


“They got tired of you and kicked you out of the house?”
laughed Theodore.  “And, oh, by the way, since when do you two know a bloody
thing about an honest days’ work?”


“We've been here all of two minutes and flinging insults,
he is!”


“After everything we've done for you; shipping you books
'n all!”


“And I was very thankful for those three books!”
replied Theodore with an honest smile.


Anna grinned, “So, these are the evil twins you talked so
much about?”


“Evil?  He called us evil?”


Anna laughed, “Letches, too, I do believe.  But from what
I gather you two wear that label like a badge of honor!  I don't suppose either
of you two speak a word of the Highland Old Tongue do you?  Meagan here doesn't
speak the trade tongue.”


Meagan for her part had propped her head on Theodore's
chest and was just watching the exchange with amusement.


Marcel cleared his voice and stated in a muddled version
of the Old Tongue, “Beer, please!”


They all had a good laugh at that.  Too good of a laugh as
Anna fell out of the hammock setting off a chain reaction that sent Meagan and
Theodore to the ground in short order.


Theodore laughed as he helped the two girls up and did his
best at introductions spanning two languages.  “These are some of my friends
from the university: Marcel and Maurice d'Elevston.  And these two lovely
ladies are my fiancées, Anna Westmore and Meagan Rose.”


“Fiancées.  Plural, did you catch that, Maurice?”


“Plural, indeed!  What a lovely pair... of ladies indeed!”


“Two of them... I think the lad must be a Highlander of
Afon.”


“How is it he came to our university was it then?”


“By scoring higher on the entrance exams than either of
you two,” grinned Theodore.


The twins grinned and nodded, “That might have had
something to do with it.”


Theodore just laughed, “Okay, so how long are you two
going to be around?”


“We've just gotten here and he's already trying to get rid
of us.”


“Maybe it is your reputation that has preceded you,”
grinned Anna.


“Oh, hurt, I am!  Stabbed me in the heart proper.  Only a
kiss will save me now!” mused Marcel.


“Okay,” grinned Anna.  “But I'm warning you, Theodore
likes to use tongue.”


Marcel broke out laughing, “Then maybe I'll give it a
miss, ma'am!  Nothing against you, Theodore.”


Theodore just grinned, “Want me to see if we can squeeze
you two in for dinner?  Meagan is visiting for the week so the table is already
crowded, but I'm sure we can work something out.”


“We could eat outside,” offered Anna with a grin.


Maurice just tutted, “Better idea: we take you and your
family into town and we pay!”


“If nothing else,”grinned Marcel, “than to see how well we
do ordering beer!”


Theodore suddenly caught sight of the Chief Constable Sean
retreating into the distance.  Apparently the twins had been given an escort. 
“Come on, let me introduce you to the rest of the family.  Second Mother and
little Rose can both speak a smattering of the trade tongue.  The rest of my
family, not so much.”


“Well, if little Rose is half as enchanting as these two
ladies, maybe that will serve us well enough.”


“She's adorable!” grinned Anna.  “But she is only six, by
the way.”


Maurice and Marcel both broke out laughing at that. 
“Oops!”


“So, it seems you two are taken by our choice of attire,”
teased Anna as she jiggled playfully.


“Hard to go wrong with knee high skirts and bikini tops,”
leered Marcel.


“Not quite as modest as I would have expected. 
Honestly...” added Maurice.


“Try wearing a fur coat in the middle of summer heat and
see how you fare,” grinned Anna.


“But you seem short the fur coat, miss.”


“Yeah, but I have to make sure I keep Theodore's
attention.”


“Okay,” interjected Theodore has his fur flared.  “That's
enough of that!  Inside!  All of you!”


Aidden, Fiona and Charlotte were happy to greet the new
guests and were tickled at the idea of going into town to dine with the young
men.  But it was ultimately up to Theodore and laughing Emily to sort out the
whole exchange through the mix of languages.


“Brought something you might like to see,” grinned Marcel
as he produced a folder of papers.  “Printouts from the news last week.”


“Figured you didn't have a gate-synced computer at your
house,” grinned Maurice.


“No.  No computer at all,” grinned Theodore as he started
to pour over the printouts with glee.


“What's it all about?” asked Emily Second mother as she
stared over his shoulder.


“That!” grinned Theodore as he held up a picture of a man
bound in shackles, “That is the man who threatened me there in the student
union!”


“They caught a right big lot of them!” grinned Marcel.


“Caught a few and then the door blew wide open.  Fifty
arrests on our planet alone.”


“More on three others.”


“So, does this mean you can safely go back to the
university?” asked bright eyed Emily.


“It looks that way!  Still going to wait for official word,
of course!”  Theodore was tickled pink!  Finally!  “Hey Dad,” he asked shifting
languages.  “When is the last time there was word on the planet of someone
looking for me?”


“Two weeks, maybe three.  I take it from your grin that
they caught the ruffians behind it all!”


“Not sure about all, but it’s a darn good start!”


There were grins and hugs all around as Theodore read the
highlights of the various news reports to his parents.  The relief on their
faces was obvious; they had all held themselves bravely for the children and a
sign, any sign, that it was starting to come to an end was well received.


“Does that mean you are going to go away?” asked Rose with
pain in her eyes.


Theodore all but melted as he scooped up his little
sister, “Yes, but not for several weeks yet.  Don't you worry.”


“I'm not worried.  I just like having the pretty girls
around,” smiled Rose.


Theodore laughed, “Me, too!”  He grinned as he looked at
his family and friends.  Yep, midterm and interterms were going to be back
home, even if it was a hassle...


“Enough of the giddy blubbering or you’re gonna' make my
brother and I go all teary eyed,” lamented Maurice mirthfully.


“Into town!  Food!” finished Marcel.  “I need a beer,” he
got out roughly in the Old Tongue to the amusement of all.


 


 


Theodore grinned broadly as they sat and ate in the posh
dining room attached to the Ashwood's pub.  He'd eaten in the pub before, many
times.  But the last time he'd been in the private dining room was when Emily
had married in, fourteen years ago!  It was a decorative and elegant affair. 
With no small amount of pride, he pointed out to the twins that the two murals
at each end of the room had been painted by his mothers.  They had been paid
well for those two paintings.  Now days their skill would have commanded an
even greater price.  The marketing of Fiona’s and Charlotte's talents had been
one of Emily's first pet projects.  That and teaching Theodore the common trade
tongue!  He smiled as he watched and listened to Rose talking with the
twins in the trade languages; she was quite good for her age and upbringing. 
It's not like they traveled!


“Are you two going to marry into one family?” asked Rose
to the twins.


Theodore laughed as for the first time ever, the
d'Elevston twins seemed without a witty reply.   “Well?” grinned Theodore.


“Her grammar and vocabulary are spot on,” began Maurice.


“But we're not sure what she means,” finished Marcel. 


Rose laughed, “They are alternating like real twins!”


“As opposed to fake twins?” asked Anna, confused as
well.


Emily grinned, “It is not uncommon for twin girls to speak
as a block, alternating back and forth who is talking or talking in near
unison.”  She laughed, “Twin girls... First off you have to understand male
twins are unheard of in the Highlands.  And almost all twins are identical, or
mirrored identical.  But to address what little Rose was asking, we'll need a
quick lecture on Highland culture.”


“We're all ears, ma'am,” grinned the twins in unison.


“As you have no doubt heard from Theodore, and now
witnessed firsthand, a household is made up of several mothers and one father.”


“Four to one,”


“Girls to boys,”


“That is what Theodore said,” the twins replied.


“Correct!” grinned Emily.  “Thus three to five mothers in
a house is normal.  The order at which they enter has some social precedence. 
First Mothers are head of the house and run the family business while Third and
later mothers support the business.  Second Mothers primary concern is raising
and educating the children.  Twins are often viewed as good luck, and one of
the humorous side effects of that is twins quite often marry into a family at
the same time and take the same number.  Thus, one might have two First
Mothers, if they are twins.”


“Ah,” observed Marcel.  “So, Rose was curious if we would
both marry the same woman.”


The twins glanced at each other and quickly answered,
“No!”


Rose just giggled at the reply and how it was delivered.


“If you don't mind my curiosity, ma'am, how did you come
to speak so many languages?” asked Maurice.


Emily grinned, “My family ran a full service book shop. 
We arranged for printing down in the Lowlands, repaired books and sold books
both wholesale and retail.  Between having books of all languages around and my
Third Mother coordinating purchases and printings in the lowlands, I picked up
a few languages pretty quickly.  Theodore learned Gamehra just by proxy from
me, but we had to work right quick on the human trade tongue for his trip to
the university.”


“And quite well you did!” remarked Marcel with honest
admiration. 


“Though some classes are actually in Gamehra as well,”
replied Theodore.  “If you want impressive, you should ask how long Anna had
being studying the Old Tongue before she arrived here.”


“Six weeks,” blushed Anna to the question hanging in the
air.  “It helped that my mother knew it pretty well and she worked with me a
lot!”


“Pretty well?  No, your mother speaks the language
flawlessly,” corrected Emily with a grin.  “She lacks the flair of the local
dialect, but so did you... for all of three days!”  She laughed and
smiled at Anna, “You have a very sharp ear!”


Anna blushed a little harder only to have Theodore lean
over and kiss her sending her into a laughing fit.  He grinned at Meagan and
shifted languages, “Sorry if we've been leaving you out of the conversation, so
how would you like one, too?”  He didn't wait for her response; he reached over
and kissed Meagan as well leaving both of them giddy as school girls.


Rose's eyes went wide with realization as she shifted to
the Old Tongue, “Sorry, First Momma!  I forgot...”


Fiona just laughed as she reached across the table and
beeped Rose on the nose.  “It's okay dear!  We're just tickled pink watching
you practice your language skills!”


“And the food is excellent!” grinned Charlotte.


“And I don't have to help clean!” added Aidden.
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“Get a new letter from your parents?” asked Emily as she
watched Anna intently reading on the living room couch.


Anna flashed Emily and Theodore both a grin as she looked
up, “Well, my mother at least.  Apparently Dad is still mad!” Anna giggled,
“But at least he's back in the house.  Just being all mopey.”


“Ah!  Teenagers' revenge,” grinned Theodore.


“Yeah, but when I was all mopey around the house, I
didn't have an audience.”


“I'm just glad your mother and father are back together
again,” replied Emily honestly.


Anna blew a raspberry.  “He ought to be glad that my mom
let him back home!”  She laughed hard.


Theodore smiled; it was good that Anna was rolling so well
with an obviously tense situation.


“Mom wants to know what is normal and appropriate for
wedding gifts: dishes, housewares, furniture or what.”


“We're going to need a new roof almost immediately,”
observed Theodore.


Ah, Emily's turn with the raspberry!  “Oh heavens, you
want something nice around the house from your parents, not something as
impersonal as a new roof!  Furniture, dishes, rugs or carpets, any of those
things!  She does know that Meagan is marrying in at the same time, yes?”


Anna smiled and nodded, “Yes!  The trick with my mother is
not having her come up with two sets of things for each of us gals, but
rather make sure she doesn't come up with a dozen things!”


“You're her only child, let her splurge!” grinned Emily.


Anna grinned, “It won't make the Rose family uncomfortable
if my mom gets silly?”


“Quite honestly, we won't be able to do as much as
we'd like, so by all means, if you can fill the house, do so!  The Roses are
fairly well to do also; I think that Meagan is their first daughter to be
married.  Their boy, Ross, married, oh! three years ago I believe.  Now if you
want something painted...” grinned Emily.


Anna's eyes went wide, “Oh, would I!  The attic is
fantastic!”


“Something in frames this time, that way you can take it
with you if you move to a larger house later,” smiled Emily happy that the
ladies talents were so well appreciated.  “Hopefully, we'll be able to provide
a little better when it is little Rose and Abby's turn,” she offered
apologetically.


“Mom, you are doing wonderfully for us!  Don't worry!”
offered Theodore.  Emily seemed unconsoled so he moved over and kissed her on
the cheek.  That did better!


“Speaking of the little ones, is Charlotte's morning
sickness doing better?” asked Anna.


Emily grinned as she thought of the new child coming into
the house, “One moves out just as the next comes in...” she laughed before
replying.  “Actually she has not really had morning sickness, more of just very
early morning munchies... a lot!”


“Weird question,” asked Anna suddenly.  “Are the Roses
originally from a different region?  Their family name is different in
structure compared to most.”


“Yes, well I guess Rosefield or Silverrose would be more
common around here.  Actually the family line is from offworld.  Their First
Mother married into the Highlands.”


“Her name had been Sylva, she was adopted into a new family
right before she married,” added Theodore.  “First and Second Mother
both are from offworld.” 


Emily just grinned at him, “I did not know that!”


They were interrupted by a knock at the door.  They turned
to find Chief Constable Sean Coldwell at the door.


“Is there a problem?” asked Emily suddenly concerned.


“Not at all,” he grinned.  “May I?”


“Oh yes!  Please come in!”


Sean smiled as he entered and turned to Theodore, “Two
pieces of business for you.  The Trakvell government sent this by courier and I
was supposed to hand deliver it to you.”  He handed Theodore a official looking
envelope before continuing, “And, by way of the Altshea government, I'm
supposed to give you this!”  He grinned broadly as he handed Theodore a heavy
satchel that jingled brightly as he passed it over.


Theodore looked in the satchel first and his eyes went
wide, “I don't think I've ever seen that much money in one place before...”


“Would have been a wee bit more if you hadn't put an arrow
through that guy’s pistol.  But I am not complaining!” laughed Sean.


“And that is how you pay for your new roof,”
grinned Anna.  “But what of the letter?”


Theodore nodded as he opened the letter with some
trepidation.  “It's from Agent Telmark!” he grinned.  “On behalf of the
Provincial and Federal Police as well as the President of the Phillips-Grauer
University, I am encouraged to return for the next academic term!”


“Finally!” beamed Anna.


“Finally, indeed!” grinned Emily.


 


 Theodore's eyes went wide as he sat with Anna and counted
the money from the satchel on the kitchen table.  “Wow!  With the first bag
added to this we have almost thirteen thousand.  Um... and that is after
taking two thousand out for old lady Deidre's place.”


Anna smiled but there was something odd in her expression.


“What's wrong Anna?”


“Um...  This money came to us under desperate
situations...”


“At my expense!  So much the more reason to make
good of it.”  Her face still seemed pained.  “Okay girl, what is it?”


Anna frowned, “I don't know what to say.  I'm kinda
embarrassed...”


“Usually when you are embarrassed you blush.  What is it?”


“Um, I have money at home.  Savings for a car and other
things...”


“Very practical of you.  What's the problem then?”


“After the exchange rate it boils down to almost
twelve-thousand.”


Theodore laughed, “What's wrong with that?”


“Well.  It just doesn't seem right.  I mean you were
worried about getting two thousand together and I could have covered it no
problem but I didn't say anything.  It's just that... well... I mean, I just
didn't want to embarrass you...”


“You wouldn't have embarrassed me,” laughed Theodore.  “I
think I see your problem.  If I understand the 'world view' that you grew up
with, the traditional role model for the male is 'the provider.'  Is that
correct?”


Anna laughed, “Yeah.  And hey, you used my two least
favorite words without making me flinch.”


“'World view?'” grinned Theodore.


“That's the two!” laughed Anna.


“What planet are we on?”


“Um, Afon...”


“Where on Afon?”


“The Highlands!” laughed Anna slightly confused.


“And who is head of the household?”


“Um, Fiona.”


Theodore laughed, “No, in general terms.”


“The First Mother,” grinned Anna.


“Last time we talked about it, Meagan was coming in as
Second Mother.  That means you are coming in...”


“As First Mother!” laughed Anna.  “Okay, I get your
point.  Rather than be embarrassed for you I should be proud for what I
can bring to the family.”


“Exactly!” grinned Theodore as he reached across the table
and kissed  Anna.


Anna savored the mood before launching into a giggling
fit.  “I'm not used to being the responsible one...”


“I think the phrase is, 'welcome to adulthood.'”


Anna grinned, “Something like that.  Okay, after paying
Deidre, we, we, will have around twenty-five thousand.  We know we'll
need to reroof, replace windows and things.  What else will need to be done?”


“I don't know.  How about we go over and visit her and
check out the place?”


Anna laughed, “There you go being practical!  Is it okay?”


“Why wouldn't it be?”


“She's deaf... Is that going to be a problem with visiting
her?”


“She can lip read so-so, and when she goes to market she
carries a slate and chalk.  She's fairly practical about her situation”


“Then let's!”


 


Anna's eyes went wide as they threaded through the woods
and finally came to the clearing that was Deidre's abode: it was gorgeous!  A
proud and stately house with timberframe upper floors and elegant stonework for
the ground floor.  The path to the house was pea sized river gravel with
larger stone edging which was then flanked by long rows of flowers.  The proud
old lady was visible as they approached as she worked diligently in her herb
garden on the side of the house.


“It's darling!” grinned Anna.  “And... it's huge!”


“Nah, my parent's place is just tiny.  My dad estimated
it's about four thousand square feet.”


“What's that in square meters,” asked Anna somewhat
embarrassed.


“About 370 or so.”


“My parent's place is 250 square meters...” she
laughed.


“Yeah, but they had all sorts of amenities.”


“Heat and running water--that's all we need!  Glad to lose
the phone and computers and it's not like we need a car!” beamed Anna.


“Remember, we are starting off with three people in
the house.  Average is four mothers and six kids.  That is eleven people under
one roof.  Ten years from now you may find the place a little small...”


“But in the meantime it is palatial!” laughed Anna.


Deidre caught sight of the couple approaching and waved as
she set down her herb basket and tools.  She grinned broadly and was soon on
top of them.  She moved pretty fast for her age!  Her ears may not serve her
well, but her knees were good!  “Hello, dears!” she beamed as she hugged them
both.  “Come to see the house, I take it!”


“If it is not an imposition, ma'am,” grinned Anna.


“Only caught part of that, deary,” Deidre laughed.  “Let's
just try a 'yes' or 'no.'”


“Yes!  Please!”


Deidre grinned broadly, “That's better.  Just help
yourselves and go on in.  Look anywhere you want; I'm going to try and finish
my gardening.  Oh, the door in front of the stairs is stiff, you may have to
put your shoulder into it.  You'll want to open some windows upstairs, it's all
closed up and stuffy.  I've just been living on the ground floor.  Go on!  Go! 
Have a good look-see!”


Anna laughed and hugged Deidre.  That was well received
and the friendly old lady just laughed, “Oh, you two are so precious.  Next
time you come, you bring darling Meagan, too!”


“Yes, ma'am!” beamed Anna.


“Shoo!  Go explore!  I've got plants calling to me.”


 The pair both giggled as they explored the ground floor;
it was an elegant house but showing some minor signs of its age.  A few
windowsills showed a bit of water damage and the walls could use fresh paint,
but it was a solid house that had, like its present owner, aged gracefully.  


“Very large kitchen.  Um, no dining room?”


“There is a dining room,” grinned Theodore.  “It's just
that the lady of the house is currently using it for a bedroom.”


Anna laughed at the realization.  “Well, practical if
living alone.  Whoa!  The pantry is almost big enough for a bedroom!”


“Root cellar,” observed Theodore as he pointed to a trap
door in the floor.  They quickly looked down into the space below and Anna
broke out laughing.


“Um, no.  It isn't a root cellar.  It's a wine cellar!”


“I hear you complaining, too!” grinned Theodore.


They quickly started to explore the upstairs as well.  The
door that the kind lady had warned them about, was stiff, not quite stuck. 
Nothing three drops of oil couldn't fix.  The air upstairs was stale, as she
had warned, so they quickly opened a series of windows to air the place out.  


“Master bedroom and bath, library, sitting room and what
I'm guessing is the nursery.  Furniture goes with her, of course,” observed
Theodore.  “You know what Meagan's first question is going to be?” he grinned.


Anna just grinned as she shook her head.


“'Where are we going to put a piano?'” he grinned.


Anna laughed, “Not upstairs!  Oh, their whole family oozes
music.”


“Heck, their cousins and in-laws do, too!” grinned
Theodore.


“Did you see the rugs in the master bedroom?  Oh, wow! 
Umm... Your father wasn't kidding when he said we'd want to replace them even
if they stay.”


“Hideous, weren't they?” grinned Theodore.  “I'm sure we
can find a home for them somewhere.  Or have them shredded and turned into
felt.”


The third floor provided four more bedrooms and two more
baths.  A few more windows with minor damage but ultimately a very stout house
indeed!


“How much is this house actually worth?” whispered Anna as
the realization of what a wedding gift they were being given for only
few thousand talirs.  “I mean, there are like five windows that need repairs
and it needs a new roof.  Honestly I was expecting a little cottage in the
woods.  This is massive!”


Theodore swished his whiskers and thought a bit, “I'd have
guessed over a hundred thousand, even with the repairs.  Oops,  going to have
to replace a few faucets!” he observed as he played with the sink.  It gurgled
a bit and took a moment for the water to run clean, but the pressure was good
and the hot water ran just the same.  If only they didn't leak...


“Five bedrooms plus nursery, three baths...” began Anna.


“Four and a half baths: there was one and a half baths on
the ground floor,” corrected Theodore. 


Anna suddenly seemed distant, “You'll be nineteen, Meagan
and I will be eighteen.  I'll still be training with the Firemeadows and we are
being given a five bedroom, gorgeous house to start our new lives off
with.” Anna sat on the stairs and started crying.


Theodore was horribly confused and sat next to her trying
to console her.  “Hey!  What's wrong?”Anna continued bawling as she hugged
Theodore.  He quickly, firmly and warmly returned the embrace.  Worried more
than before.


“How could my father ever think ill of you people?  How
could I ever feel like an outsider?  Everyone has been so wonderful!  I mean
even the village jerk stood up for me!”


“Welcome to the Highlands.  We're happy to have you here,”
grinned Theodore.


“But we are going to have to leave for a while...”


“The time will fly by!” promised Theodore.  “Things will
be just right!”
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Theodore sighed as he watched the Highlands fade into the
distance.  Just a week before he had to say goodbye to Anna as she returned
home for school.  Now it was his turn.  Previous semesters had started with
giddy anticipation, but this semester seemed more like a chore.  As the
dropship effortlessly docked with the starliner in orbit, he was on autopilot
as he moved to the new ship with his simple pack.  He'd be on board a single
night, it was a direct flight after all.  He was heading to one of the academic
centers of the human colonies; there were many others heading there as well. 
The ship didn't have its own gate-drive, but rather used a series of gates
carefully arranged across this arm of the galaxy along the standard trade
routes.


As he moved to his simple but comfortable cabin and
sprawled on the small bed, a simple thought went through his mind: what was he
doing?  Oh, he wasn't concerned about his relationships, those, while
nontraditional, were at least well received at home.  Why was he going to
college off world?  He already had squared away the start of a wonderful family. 
Was he ever going to use his new education?  Second Mother had always said it
was all about keeping his options open, but now that he had started to make
choices, was it really important?  Would it have been better to stay home so he
could help with the new child in the house?  See more of Meagan?  Start on the
repairs to the house? 


Anna was gone for one last year of public school.  He
grinned at the thought of her finally being able to spend some quality
time with her mother.  He was looking forward to having Janice meet his
Mothers.  He was certain there was going to be a great and fascinating interest
in Janice meeting the Firemeadows.  He permitted himself a small laugh at that
thought.  Janice was a marvelous lady!  Dedicated to her work, but when asked,
and it didn't take much asking Anna had said, was willing to drop half her work
to be with her daughter.  


Thomas Westmore.  Her father.  Would he come around and at
least show up to the wedding?  He had seemed like such a nice man. 
Friendly, helpful, devoted to his work.  Apparently he drew the line at their
engagement... Theodore looked down at his fur with confusion.  It was just fur! 
Why should that make such a stupid difference?  Her father didn't initially
come across as petty or narrow minded.  Had opened his house up to Theodore and
his sisters without thinking...  Theodore sighed, Thomas Westmore was what he
was...


 With practiced form he fed his hand written essays for
school into the room’s computer along with his own storage card.  He spent the
next hour double checking the conversion.  It was all but flawless; the data
card already had stored countless examples of his own writing and style and the
computer was good enough to highlight areas of confusion rather than making
rash, and often comical, guesses.  With that squared away he looked to the
books the d'Elevston twins had loaned him.  He was pretty confident about that
class, but the whole question of why he was going back to school came
clawing back into his head.


He sighed as he tried to think what he had learned at
college beyond the simple coursework.  Well... he had met a lot of people. 
Mostly human, but a fair amount of Taik and otherwise.  He had been exposed to
an insane variety of cultures and personalities.  His social science, history
and government classes had been real eye openers!  He had become the de
facto public relations ambassador for the Highlands of Afon there at the
university.  There had been certain amusement as a sociology professor had
spent a great amount of time asking him questions.  And then there was
the physics department!  Oh! they had a love-hate relationship with his Live
Steel, fascinated by it but annoyed that it seemed to perplex so many of their
laboratory experiments and tests.  There was some comfort from his math
classes: math is math!  While he started behind his peers in classes such as
calculus, he easily held his own in set-theory and other more abstract classes. 
Gotten a paper published even; that had been a feather in his teeth!  


Theodore finally smiled as he started to appreciate that
the greatest thing the university had taught him was how vast, and unimaginably
varied the galaxy, the universe was.  There was so much out there to know and
understand.  So much to learn...  He laughed as he could already envision
himself sitting with gentle Meagan and helping teach the newest members of the
family the multitude of things he had learned.


His brain lurched, Meagan: art, music, dance, theater. 
His first two years at school had all been technical and socio-politcal.  While
he had studied cultures from their governments and history, he knew nothing
of various people's true culture, their arts.  That was what he
was going to explore this semester!  He laughed again as he thought of Anna! 
He knew only the basics of biology, maybe he should add anatomy and physiology
as well!  Not that he wanted to do any of the things Anna was doing, but
knowing what was going on and why things were or were not important or
dangerous would go a long ways to help him understand the challenges she was
facing.  Yep!  It was going to be a very different semester this year.  Well,
different save for fencing!
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“Art History and Appreciation I, Survey of Polyethnic
Dance I,  Theory of Music I...”


“Anatomy I, Introduction to Emergency Medicine—taught from
the military science school, and oh! look at this: Competitive Fencing.  That
one was a complete surprise.”


The d'Evelston twins grinned at Theodore.


“Seems someone made some serious changes after his
summer off,” grinned Maurice.


“Can't fault the dance class.  Took it myself.  Two-thirds
girls, not a bad class!” grinned Marcel.


“Two-thirds?  Oh, the poor lad is gonna feel all awkward
with so few girls around,” teased Maurice.


“Eh, 'bout right.  He has two lined up.  Just needs
another pair to add on.”


“Your math mentor would throw a fit seeing this; poor sot
didn't make it though...”


Theodore was suddenly taken aback, “Dr. Barvelt got
fired?”


Marcel grimaced, “Oh, thought we'd told him when we
visited.”


“Nope,” replied Marcel.  “We kept things all sunshine. 
Didn't want to add gray clouds...”


“Killed.  Nasty wreck on the monorail.”


“Yeoch!” grimaced Theodore.  He had liked the man as a
friend as well as a teacher.  “Do they know what caused it?”


“Not sure 'bout the finals of it.  Maintenance worker
messed up.”


“Found some nasty drugs in his system.  Not pretty for
'im.”


“Well, thank you for not bringing it up when you
visited.  We needed all the positive things we could get,” replied Theodore.


“Not go well 'fore we got there?”


“That's it, he had four girls.  Something went
wrong and he was down to two...”


Theodore laughed, “No, more that there had been fifteen
people show up with intent of killing me.”


The twins nodded seriously at that.  “That'd do it!” the
agreed in unison.


“All clear 'n carefree now, yes?”


“That's what they said.  I'm supposed to meet Agent
Telmark tomorrow for a partial debrief.”


“Well, get the wind at your back and your head in the
game: fencing team needs you!”


 


 


Theodore laughed at Marcel's recollection of the dance
class; it was, in fact, about two-thirds girls, but Marcel had neglected
to mention the instructor was a Lowland Taik from the Altshea Confederation.  Well,
a good choice for mixed styles compared to the masses of humans!  She was a
nice enough lady in her early sixties and still had a good sparkle in her
eyes.  Much to his surprise it was soon deduced that the instructor had been
the dance choreographer for Tatiana Rose, Second Mother of Meagan.  That had
been some years ago!


Music theory class was going to take some work!  Theodore
came in a blank on that class: what musical notation he had been exposed to
growing up was radically different than what was covered in the class.  His
only saving grace was the mathematical concepts of note, tone and frequency,
the bane of the other students, easily fit to his sensibilities.  It was soon
obvious he had a well-tuned ear, one very much used to a twelve semi-tone
octave.  There was no small amount of amusement to the rest class as they got
to watch his fur crawl and spike when demonstrations of seventeen and nineteen
semi-tone scales were first introduced.


Theodore was tickled pink that the anatomy class was more of
a “comparative” class and the subject matter was going to span four species. 
It was going to take a lot of study and brute force memorization, but at least
the subject matter was interesting.  Likewise the art class was interesting but
going to require a lot of study and memorization.  It was a good thing he had a
sharp memory!


There was going to have to be at least three hours
between his “Emergency Medicine” class and the next meal.  It was a fascinating
class, and he was grateful that taking anatomy was concurrent requirement as a
lot of the terms and descriptions obviously overlapped.  But from the first
day, the instructor made it clear that the class was going to be very graphic. 
Suddenly bolting and running from the room was perfectly acceptable so long as
you were back inside of ten minutes, he had said.  That statement had caused a
bit of mirth when first offered.  By the end of the first period, however,
three of his classmates had seized on the offer.  The class was quite serious,
and gross...


Much to his surprise, the fencing class was turning into a
lot of work.  It was a blast, that was a given, but the new assistant coach was
awesome both at fencing and at visualizing the fight in front of him. 
He was quickly able to pick Theodore's style apart and instruct his other
sparring partners to take advantage of it.  Theodore was soon having to work
for his points and that was a rewarding experience!  He hadn't had to work
that much or learn that much since sparring with his father many years ago. 
When the tournament season started after the midterms, things were going to get
exciting!


 Letters from the two girls as well as his parents were
frequent.  Both of the girls were delighted and flattered at his choice of
school work for the semester.  He was surprised and delighted to get a letter
from Anna's mother, Janice, as well.  Janice's letter was warm and a joy to
read, totally devoid of any hint that there might have ever been a problem at
home.  She had dozens of delightful questions of the polite ins and outs of a
Highland marriage and she had already arranged to be off an entire month around
the big day.


And then another letter arrived: one from the Federal
Police.  With butterflies in his stomach, he opened the official letter.  He'd
been promised a debrief earlier, but the busy schedule of the special agents
involved always had gotten that delayed.  Well, it seems that delay had come to
an end!  Saturday, 10:00am at one of the federal buildings downtown.  At
least it wasn't going to interfere with classwork...
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Theodore sighed as he boarded the monorail.  His sigh was
quickly tempered with mild fear as he snapped around making sure his tail was
clear of the door!  Oh! these human contraptions didn't have proper safeties
for people with long tails!  The various train cars on the Altshea lands had
air jets on the door edges that would tickle your tail, warning you to pull it
clear.  Here, not so much!  Theodore laughed to himself, he was tense and it
was showing: he hadn't had a close call with his tail getting caught in a door
since the first year at school!


He quickly found himself a seat and tried to enjoy the
view.  The seats weren't very comfortable, a common problem with human seating:
where to put your tail?  At least the ride was free.  All public transportation
on the planet was free; that put far fewer individual cars on the road than on
Anna's home planet.  That was odd.  Theodore had never thought of it: did Anna
consider her present planet her home world?  She had been born off world after
all.  He laughed to himself, in a year's time she'd probably declare that Afon
was her home world without swishing her tail... Theodore laughed at himself,
she had no tail to swish!  Well, that wasn't quite true he grinned.


The monorail to the downtown area was always a rush, it
climbed more than a hundred meters into the sky.  Industrial structures
dominated the lower levels while commercial and residential complexes balanced
on top.  It made for a compact city and a light and almost ethereal view. 
Pocket gardens and parks graced the tops of the industrial buildings that
didn't have subsequent structures and it made for a parade of green islands,
floating in space. 


Sudden screams from the front of the cab caught his
attention and he sprang from his chair and ran to the front of the car.  There
in the distance was another car on their same rail heading straight for them! 
That was not supposed to even be possible... Someone had already hit the
emergency brake cord, but nothing happened.  If anything they were actually
starting to accelerate!  A hundred meters above the urban canyons and their car
was doing easily 150 km/h and heading straight into another.


Panic would have gripped him, but his father's training
had taught him far too well.  This wasn't about surviving, this was about
saving people.  There were other people in the car, he knew he could help some
of them, but not all.  Rage washed over him as he had to decide who to
help.  Decide who was going to live and who was probably going to die a
horrible death.  He couldn't save them all, he knew that and it ached his heart
to the very core.  So he went on primeval instinct: there was a young family,
on a Saturday shopping outing most likely.  There were several children huddled
with their young mother.  The family group had already clustered as fear of the
inevitable gripped them.


“We're leaving now,” offered Theodore as he rushed to the
small family and strained to raise his Live Steel armor around them all.  With
a second flash of blue he cut a wide arc in the side of the car and dragged the
entire family out the new exit and sent them plummeting to the ground below. 
He felt his armor strain to hold the group together, but with an internal fire
he'd not felt since his bow shot earlier that summer, he held fast.  Held fast,
hard and long.


They clipped the edge of a building on the way down,
shattering glass and crumbling concrete as they bounced.  Theodore could feel
the ground approaching more than see it, but he could also feel the movement there
below and strained further to alter their arc so as to avoid landing on
anyone.  With a horrendous crash they smashed into the pavement below.  The
Live Steel armor could drag its inertial frame as it needed, as a result the
otherwise fatal deceleration for those inside the cocoon was avoided.  The
pavement, however, still had to soak the momentum and kinetic energy of the
family plummeting from a hundred meters overhead.


The young family looked up at Theodore in utter shock and
disbelief as he lowered his armor and helped them out of the crater he had
caused.  All heads suddenly turned and watched in horror as the two train cars,
that moments earlier they had been part of, began their dance with death toward
the ground below.


Theodore growled in rage as he watched the cars fall
knowing there was nothing more he could do.  Nothing but watch.  No... there might
be survivors... maybe... time to see if there was anything he could do for
those on the edge!  With the family safely out of the crater and blubbering
their confused thanks behind him, Theodore ran as fast as his legs would carry
him.  Those driving in the streets had all stopped as they had watched the
horrendous crash.  Normally he would have been angry at the people for gawking,
but he used the stillness on the streets to cross safely.


He was soon at the wreckage and desperately started
looking for any signs of life.  Fortunately, there were a few other pedestrians
who had taken to action rather than just be bystanders.  With the help of
strangers, they dug through the shattered remains of the cars looking for
anyone who might have the slightest chance... The twisted debris slowed their
work.  While Theodore was easily able to cut through pieces with his Live
Steel, he still needed the help of his fellow rescuers to move the heavy pieces
of twisted metal out of the way.


Screams!  Screams were good, that meant there was some
life left!  The desperate band moved to the source and found a lady twisted and
torn in the wreckage.  She looked horrible, but her eyes showed she had refused
to give up and that was good enough for Theodore!  The primitive
emergency training from the university was going to take too long.  Time to
handle things Highland style: Theodore concentrated hard for a moment and with
determination born of defying hateful death, he invoked a Live Steel blade and
ran it into the head of the wounded lady sending her into spot stasis.  The
looks of his fellow workers spoke volumes.  As wounded lady's body started to
shimmer blue and Theodore was able to start to pull her out through the
intervening twisted metal, they set aside their confusion and helped pull and
soon she was clear and carefully set clear of the debris field.


Three more were pulled from the wreckage with a chance
of living.  He dropped them all into spot stasis as they waited for help.  The
rest that they had found...  Theodore understood why the class back at college
had been so graphic: disasters in real life were gruesome, horrible things.  It
wasn't just a simple cut of the flesh or shattered limbs.  It was the chaos,
the blood, the screaming, the confusion.  Those with a faint heart or weak
stomach need not try...


Theodore rode with the four people they had pulled from
the wreckage as none of the locals had any idea how to deal with the Highlands’
version of a stasis field.  One by one, in the care of the trauma center
Theodore brought the crash victims out of stasis.  Things were a gory mess, but
the people there were professional.  Professionals at their finest.


He sat in the corner of the emergency room, shaking. 
Shaking with rage and fear.  Shaking from exhaustion, spot stasis was easier
than live stasis but still took its toll on him.  Live stasis!  His mind
lashed out as he thought back to watching his father and the Firemeadow ladies
perform such excellent work.  If only the locals knew how to do that!  But that
was all moot, he was far too tired to have held one, much less four patients in
live stasis.


The hospital staff got him a warm blanket and a large
glass of water as they moved him to the family lobby.  He was pretty close to
just going to sleep on the floor when he caught the refreshing sight of friends
from the university: the d'Evelston twins.


“You look like hell,” grimaced Marcel. He nodded to
Maurice and his brother set off for another blanket and more fluid.


“Good to see you, too,” Theodore tried to laugh.  “How'd
you find me?”


“The news, silly boy.  Between camera's catching your
first jump and then you and the others helping in the wreckage, you're all over
the place.  Crap, you look parched.  Drink more!”


Theodore had never seen either of the twins serious, but
he was grateful for the friendship none-the-less.  He did his best to drink
more water, but it just tasted... the whole place smelled like...


“Okay, onset of shock or just exhausted?” asked Marcel.


“Tired.... just so tired...”


“Good lad.  Let's get you back!”


Marcel and Maurice started a lively exchange, but Theodore
was just too tired to pay attention.  He was in autopilot...  What he thought
was mere moments later, but had to be closer to a half an hour, he found
himself being half carried back to his room at the university.  Sleep came soon
and long.  He needed it.  He hurt.  
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“Why the hell are you taking my class?” scoffed the
instructor for Theodore's emergency medicine class as he took his seat on
Monday.


“Um, because putting someone in spot stasis only prolongs
the inevitable.  At some point you still have to brush your fur, straighten
your tail and deal with their wounds.  I could keep them that way for a day,
max.  And the more people, the shorter the time.”


His instructor nodded, “Okay, I did not know about any of
the particulars of that.  Have you been back to the hospital?”


“No, sir.  It is a media madhouse there.”


“After this class we'll see about getting someone to fly
you there that way you can skip the vultures.  There are a lot of people that
want to shake your hand.”


“How many survived?”


“All four look like they may make it.  Several may need an
artificial limb or two, but are alive.  And that is all due to you.  Had they
had to wait for the ambulance and then to get back to the trauma center, none
would have made it.”


“I had help.  I had a lot of good people who helped
getting them out.  Digging through the wreckage and the blood...”


He laughed, “Several of those others there on the ground
would like to meet you, too!  You made a heck of an impression.  Especially on
that young family you jumped off the side with.”


Theodore sighed, “There were so many we didn't get out...”


“And now comes the hard part for you: the self-guilt for
those you didn't save even though you went above and beyond what anyone
could have expected.  The hard part for the young family: survivors guilt. 
Keeping the family together will help a lot with that.  If you ever need to
talk to any of our counselors, their doors are open.”


“I appreciate that.”


“Alright then, off to today's topic: burn victims.”


Ugh!  It was going to be a long class.


 


 


Theodore took the offered flight and flew downtown to
visit the hospital.  He didn't really want to be there, but friends and family
of the survivors desperately wanted to meet him.  He was pleased that hospital
security kept the media clear; he wasn't a rock star, he was a student just
trying to get by.  Crap!  He forgot completely about the meeting with the
Federal Police.  It was a given they knew why he didn't make it.  They'd just
have to reschedule and try again.  Hopefully someplace closer this time.


There was absolutely no concept of personal space as the
various family members descended upon Theodore, blubbering mightily.  He didn't
mind, he knew that they needed to blubber, get it out of their systems.  He
returned hugs when offered and did his best to be himself even as people tried
to put him up on a pedestal.  


After two emotionally grueling hours, Theodore had met all
of the families and friends of the wounded survivors and took a small break
room and tried to grab a bite to eat when he was suddenly mobbed by the young
family that he had taken along on that fateful plunge.  With the swarm of wide
eyed children around him he soon found himself on the floor at their level
laughing and crying with them all.


“Why did you save us?” asked the bright eyed human girl of
about four.  “You could have saved the pretty lady across from us...”


“I saved you because you all reminded me of my little
sisters.   I wanted to save them all, but...” it was his turn to start
blubbering.


The young mother of the children sat with Theodore and
held him tight as he finally vented his frustration of the entire
fiasco.  There had been more in the car.  If he had herded more of them
together, could he have saved more?  That self-guilt his instructor had warned
him about hours early washed over him like a tidal wave.  But there in those
cold waters of questioning and self-doubt were the bright faces of those
youngsters.  Wide-eyed and looking upon the world with a second chance of life,
he had a hard time feeling bad about the choices he made.


“Come on,” finally offered the young mother.  “He needs to
get back to his home and we need to get you home so you are still ready
for school tomorrow.”


Theodore shared one last hug with the family and they
finally departed.  He just sat there and was soaking it all in when a sinister
voice caught up with him.


“You are a truly remarkable young man.”
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“Excuse me?” fired Theodore over his shoulder to the voice
in the distance.


“Born under a lucky star?”


“One makes their own luck,” replied Theodore as he stood
and tried to get a better view of the person in question.  “My father taught me
that much.”


There was an honest laugh, “Your father taught you very
well!  But now it seems after all is said and done, I have a little
problem.”


Theodore could barely make the man, tall, in a dark trench
coat, smoking a cigar.  “Well, your first problem is you can't read.  This
whole building is a non-smoking area.”


A second laugh marched down the hall, “Oh you Taiks do
have sharp eyes.  A human would not have picked out so well in the dark.”


“I'd say humans have sharper eyes; we just see
better in the dark.  If the HVAC had been set the other direction, I would have
smelled you earlier yet.  But I don't think we're here to discuss comparative
anatomy.”


“No.  No, indeed.”  The man took a long drag on his cigar,
“Dr. Barvelt had the common decency to die when he was in a car wreck. 
But, oh no.  Not only do you survive, you had to go all noble and rescue a
family and bunch of crash victims on live news.”


“That wreck was staged?”  Theodore's blood started to
boil.


“Of course it was staged!  Do you know how many
safeties have to be off line to get two cars aimed at each other much less with
the emergency brakes disabled?  That took quite a bit of setup, but Telmark was
able to pull it off admirably.”


“Agent Telmark was involved?”  Theodore deflated.  Surely
this was some form of mind game.


“It was a simple quid pro quo really.  We ratted
out a large portion of our own competition, and he arranged for you to die in a
horrible accident.”  There was a tense pause as the man took another long
drag.  “Problem is, you survived.  Not only did you survive but you are now a
bit of a hero, too!  If something happens to people in the limelight then there
are a lot of questions.  Never good for subtlety.   Oh well, Telmark won't have
to worry about those anymore.”


“You killed him...”


“No, it was a suicide!” the man laughed.  “Upset that he
almost got you killed, he couldn't take it anymore and jumped from his
thirtieth floor flat.  He didn't land nearly as well as you did...”


“What is this even all about?”  Theodore was angry,
afraid, confused...


The man just laughed, “You never did know, did you?  Oh
well, that little bit can gnaw on you for the rest of your short life.  Kill
him, boy!”


Theodore had expected to suddenly find himself being raked
with machine-gun fire again.  But no, they had learned a bit at least.  He
cringed as he caught the sparkling blue flash out of the corner of his eye. 
They had brought someone along that knew how to play with Live Steel!


A Taik in his early twenties with a spotted sandy coat
moved into the open with his Live Steel long sword glinting in the artificial
light.  “This isn't for points, kid.  It's for real.  Know how to play for
keeps?”


Theodore's fur spiked as his mind raced: sword in his left
hand...south-western accent... they tended to be prone to close armor work and
grappling... that means... that means nothing!  Don't over analyze... Theodore
let out a slow breath and felt his fur start to relax.  “Is this something
political or purely about cash?”


The Taik laughed, “Cash and lots of it.”


“Aren't you afraid he'll stiff you?”


“Nah, I'm expecting he'll want me to come back for more. 
I offered to kill Anna for free.  Don't want her kind in the Highlands anyway!”


“And that,” replied Theodore as his Live Steel armor burst
around him.  “Was a stupid thing to say.”  He charged his opponent still bare
handed, much to his confusion.  Good, a break in his poise!  Theodore lunged
with his left hand invoking his weapon only at the last second. 


The Taik recoiled at the lunge but still took a nasty gash
to his left shoulder for the work.  He growled evilly as he raised his own
armor and squared off with Theodore.  The exchange was fast and furious and
both quickly broke to recenter themselves.  The Taik shifted his weapon to his
right hand and growled defiantly at Theodore, “Good thing I'm not really a
southpaw!”


They closed for two more quick exchanges, Theodore probing
and testing his speed before retreating out of range.  “Ever watch old human
movies?”


“Why?”


“I'm not left handed either!” grinned Theodore as he
invoked a second blade into his right hand and closed mercilessly.  The Taik
was good, but Theodore was better, far better.  This guy wouldn't have lasted a
day in his father's advanced class!  Theodore's blades effortlessly shifted
length, weight and form at his whim.  Long sword to glaive and then back again
to a pair of narrow rapiers all in an instant flash of blue sparks.


The Taik quickly realized he was outclassed, so he dipped
into the standard emergency reserve of all Taiks: swifting.  Human doctors
described it as five Shukuraes’ worth of adrenaline being shoved into the body
of a wee little Taik.  That failed to account for the secondary chemical
release in a Taik’s body that held the chemical equivalent to an oxygen reserve
as well.  Perfect oxygen transport to the muscles, excellent muscle activity
and hyper reflexes.  All good in a bar fight, but not so good here!  The one
fact that most Taiks forgot about swifting is it moved their brain into almost
primeval simplification: higher brain functions just weren't happening!


Theodore immediately recognized the signs of swifting and
shifted his game style.  He knew the man's reserves would run out in two to
three minutes and the current attack, while brutal and powerful, wasn't that
well placed or planned out.  Theodore fought defensively, taking only small
snipes to cause mild injury and further rage, as he minded his time and waited
for his opponent to collapse.


Barely two minutes in, the man collapsed to the ground as
expected.  Theodore desperately looked around for the cigar smoking human but
he was nowhere to be found.  A page on the hospital's intercom did, however,
quickly bring local security to the room.  They quickly bound the Taik before
looking to the many shallow cuts all over his arms and torso.  They were in a
hospital at least.


The head of the hospital security sat and talked with
Theodore as they waited for the police to arrive.  Several calls around
confirmed what the mysterious man had alluded to: Agent Telmark was, in fact,
dead. 
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Theodore sat in the office of the head of hospital
security while talking on a three way link with the sheriff's office and the
regional governor.  The Federal Police were being left out of the conversation.


“There ended up being over eighty arrests of various
organized crime figures this last summer.  And not one of them was from
the Bella-Shoana,” groused Governor Bradley.  “That does seem in line
with the story you were handed.  Years of one or two small fries, and then
whoosh!  A whole net full of mid to upper echelon players in two months time. 
With the local competition out of the way and the FPs turning a blind eye, the
Bella-Shoana were probably able to move in quite nicely.”


“Why did Telmark sell out?  He seemed like a devoted guy. 
If he was crooked he could have sold me out last Spring.”   Theodore's mind was
a blur.


“If I can offer a guess, and it is a guess only,” began
the governor.  “I think Agent Telmark may have been trying to cut his losses. 
Their office lost six people in the opening stages of the investigation.  Six
people he had known long and well.  I'm guessing that his heart broke and he
was willing to sell you out rather than attend more funerals.”


“Instead those six died for nothing,” growled the Deputy
Sheriff.  “Yeah, the people you work with become like family.  But family means
you are also proud of each other's work.  Proud what the team was able
to do.  To sell out short knowing that the  Bella-Shoana were still going to be
around, and now not held in check by their own sleazy counterparts... No, I'd
rather think that Agent Telmark sold out for money than to disgrace the work of
those that served beside him and fell in the line of duty.”


The governor sighed and nodded, “All of you in law
enforcement have a damn tough job...  Okay, have your people start a criminal
investigation into the accident.  I'll invoke my authority to keep the federals
out of your way for a couple weeks at least.  Current cover story is the Feds
knew things were being tampered with and were trying to catch the people red
handed, but things got out of control and the tampered cars accidentally made
it into the wild.  Is that close enough to true to work for now?”


The Deputy Sheriff nodded, “It gets the point across
without letting out too much.  It gives reasons to keep the FPs on the
sidelines, but as a horrible accident rather than as bad cops.  Bitter pill,
but if we stood up and accused Telmark of orchestrating mass murder, there
would be a lot of push back immediately.  We're going to have to get the FPs in
at some point...”


“We can see about getting a rotation from a different
province...”


“A good place to start.  That leaves us with two
problems.  Protecting Mr. Blackford here and furthering the investigation into
the Bella-Shoana beyond  the current accident.”


“I have a meeting set for less than thirty minutes from
now with the Deputy Director of the Federal Police.  The question is, are there
any people you trust implicitly and are comfortable to work alongside?  A
cooperative task force seems like the way to go.”


“Agent Tamilton and her team are my first and only
choice.”


“Oh, heavens!  Things are a disaster wherever they go!”


“Bigger or smaller than two train cars full of dead
people?”


“Point taken.  Point taken,” the governor sighed.  “Okay,
I'll request them by name.  What about additional security?”


“DSS?  The guy at the Foreign Office came through nicely
before.”


Theodore permitted himself a small grin as he listened to
the banter; the Secretary of the Foreign Office was a chair on the foundation
that provided his scholarship.  He was a good man to know.


“Will ask.  You don't mind DSS guys floating around while
you work?” asked the governor.


“They are creepy, but professional,” replied the Deputy
Sheriff.


“Mr. Foxdale-Blackford, my apologies for everything that
has happened,” began the governor.  “Last time we shepherded you along home,
and that may have opened up our throats to be cut.  This time I'm bound and
determined to run these... people to the ground!  Flush them out into the light
and pick them off like the rats they are.”


 


 


“Albert Francis Turpin,” remarked a stately human lady as
she poked her head into Theodore's dorm room.


“Uh, no ma'am.  Theodore Foxdale of Clan Blackford.”


She grinned as she handed Theodore a tablet with a series
of images of a gnarled and sinister looking human male.  Late fifties, favoring
dark wool trench coats, crumpled fedora and hand rolled cigars...


Theodore's face let up at once, “That looks an awful lot
like the man I saw.”


“Hit the boxes at the bottom.  They'll play some
recordings we have of his voice.”


Theodore did as instructed and his fur immediately started
to crawl.


The lady in the door laughed sharply, “Well, the reports
nailed you dead on.  Avoid poker son: you have a terrible tell!”


“I'm going to guess that you are Agent Tamilton?”


“In one!” she grinned as she offered her hand.  “Special
Agent Patricia Tamilton, Federal Police.  Feel free to call me Pat.”


He shook her hand and grinned, “What division?”


She grinned, “Hell raising.  Not an official department,
but the Deputy Director once used it on one of our reports.  We liked it!”


“Dare I ask how big is 'we'?”


“Eight of us in the field, three back home on comms and
the lab.  Come on, let's rest a spell at the canteen.  We both have questions.”


“The governor seemed hesitant about you and your unit, but
the Deputy Sheriff was quite insistent,” offered Theodore as he got up from his
desk and followed the lady down the hall.  “Do you have a history?”


“Eh, Deputy Sheriff John Eccleston, yeah... he is my
little brother...”


“That explains the level of trust.”


“Indeed!  But with regard to the governor, he just knows
our reputation: rude, surly, never inside budget and highly effective.  We seem
to eat and breathe harassment lawsuits...” she grinned.  “On the other hand,
we've never lost in court: criminal cases or lawsuits!  Doesn't mean we don't
cause some serious waves.”


“I have a distinct impression that your unit fares so well
in court because so few people make it that far.”


She flashed Theodore a sinister grin, “There is a certain
truth and utility to that...”


“Um, is what Mr. Turpin said about Agent Telmark true?” he
asked sheepishly.


She frowned as they continued out the building, “From what
we can tell, yes.  Stinks, but that's the flavor of it.”


 “Arguing with the rain just gets you wet...”


Pat laughed, “I do love some of those off world
expressions...  So have you thought about why the Bella-Shoana are after you?”


“Um, not since the initial attacks... just came up a
blank.”


“Oh, you're a sharp lad, think about the recent events and
conversations...”


Theodore noodled a bit and came up with the absurd, “My math
paper?  No way...”


Pat grinned, “It does explain why Dr. Barvelt was killed. 
With him gone the paper is languishing in publishing hell and the two of you
seemed to be the only ones to 'get it.'”


Theodore's mind raced, “It was amazing that the paper was
accepted in the first place.  It was more of a heuristic solution that would
provably converge.  But it wasn't elegant in the classical sense.”


“Math is not my forte; what made whatever you did
unique?”


“Um, well, it was computationally fast on every single
data set we tried.  We proved it converged to the correct solution for all
spaces over which it was defined.  Its worst case was still inside the bounds
for the classical solutions.”


“So it was fast.  Was it very fast?”


“Quite fast.  In some cases ridiculously fast...”


“Okay,” she grinned, “now what did it do? And use
small words!  My masters was in forensic pathology, a far cry from math!”


He laughed, “The simplest version would be it was
analyzing signals to detect nonrandom aspects buried in the noise.  That's a
gross simplification of course.”


“Of course!  So possibly used for data decryption?”


“We thought of that, analyzed some of the Foreign Office's
one time pads.  Came up blank on those.  Kinda expected, they work hard to make
sure those are truly random.”


“I thought there were no perfect algorithms for creating
truly random numbers.”


“Algorithms, not so much.  But methods, yes.  Mostly based
on radioactive or quantum noise, those are well plowed.  The biggest area when
we had unexpected fun was analyzing deep space signals for EM traffic.  We
could isolate a few planets about 400 light years away.  But using it for deep
space rescue is a little impractical: light is too slow.”


Patricia laughed at that, “Light is too slow... This is
why I was in biology.”


“Okay, light is fast, but space is bloody huge!” grinned
Theodore.


“I'll take that!  Would it work for gate-synced comms,
maybe military purposes where you are trying to receive a message through
jamming?”


“Looked at that.  We could show that there was an embedded
signal, but not recover it.”


“How about gambling?” asked a mountain of a man that
approached them as they started up the steps of the student union.


“Theodore, meet Jax,” began Pat.  “Do we have a lead?”


Jax quickly shook Theodore's hand and continued, “Maybe. 
One of the reviewers of his paper, a Dr. Felskoot.  Apparently he lost a
graduate student about seven months ago. Student's background was in
probability theory.  Moonlighted for the local gaming commission.”


“Here or offworld?”


“Blair VII.  Way out there...”


“But right in the middle of Bella-Shoana territory.”


“Exactly.”


“Grad student's death wasn't suspicious?”


“Auto-erotic asphyxiation mishap.  Was ruled an accident.”


“I think I lost something in translation,” interrupted
Theodore.  


“Nope.  Just like it sounds.  Kinda way out there in my
book, but far more common than you might think.”


Theodore cringed, “Okay, I don't want any grief from you
people over my dating habits.”


“Engaged, aren't you?” asked Pat.


“Yes, ma'am.  I've already warned Anna.”


“Anna Westmore,” replied Jax.


“That's the one.”


“Not worried about the other girl?  The Highlander...
Meagan?” asked Pat.


“No, ma'am!  Her father is an impressive man.  He served
with the Shukurae's 517th CSOG.”


“That is good to know... Okay, everyone!” grinned Pat as
they approached a full table in the middle of the canteen.  “Ones you haven't
met: Paul, Alicia, Toni, Everett, Mark and Alfonso.  If they aren't at this
table, we don't trust them.”


“Oughtn't we be doing this in a secure room?” asked
Theodore.


“I prefer wide open.  That way you can see who is coming
by to risk a peek.  Okay people, we have two tasks, protect this young man
until the DSS relieves us and find and destroy the Bella-Shoana on our fair
planet.   Theodore confirmed that it was indeed Albert Turpin in the hospital
yesterday.  Any quick questions before we get started?”


Theodore had a million questions but it was Toni who asked
the first one, “The Taik that attacked him that is now in the hospital, how do
we interrogate him?  He's sedated right now, and my understanding is if he
wakes up he's going to pull a Live Steel stunt on us.”


Eyes went to Theodore, “It is possible to break the
connection one has with Live Steel.  Normally I'd say ask one of the constables
back home.   But after everything I've been through, I think I might be able to
do that.  Either way, I'd love the chance to kick his ass again.”


Pat grinned, “Good attitude.”
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Theodore soon found himself in an empty parking garage in
the downtown of the city.  It had to be a heavy industry building for there to
be so many open levels in the garage.  It was a dank, dark, nasty place and
apparently it suited Agent Tamilton well.


“Wake him up,” she barked.


Jax nodded and carefully administered a small hypo to the
unconscious form before them.


Six of Pat Tamilton's team formed a large semi-circle
around their prey.  Far in the gloom in the direction of the open end of the
circle were two others of the team, waiting in the shadows.


Theodore stared at the form starting to squirm on the
ground.  He was angry, furious.  Especially at the quip about killing Anna, but
Theodore had a job to do.  A job he had never even tried before, but was
definitely willing to give it his best.


“Wakey, wakey,” grinned Theodore as the Taik started to
stir.


“Where... where am I?”


“The short answer is 'in deep trouble,'” replied Theodore
as he got right down in his face.  “Do you have a name?”


The Taik's eyes narrowed, “I remember you!”  A parade of
expletives followed as he staggered to his feet.  Threats of violence soon
laced the next round of verbal abuse.


“You couldn't take me before, what makes you think you can
take me now?” grinned Theodore, trying to be as sinister as possible. 
Sinister was new to him...


The Taik's eyes flared with rage and he invoked a Live
Steel sword and thrust it directly at Theodore.


Theodore was glad he was so easy to bait, with the mind
clouded by the cocktail of sedatives the man was sloppy, very sloppy!  With a
quick step he was clear of the lazy thrust and moved and kicked the man's legs
out from under him.  They both crashed to the floor and Theodore reached out with
his left hand and grabbed the man's sword just below his own grip.


Theodore's fur flared as he worked to rip the sword from
the Taik's hand, not by brute force, but by willpower alone.  The blade served
the man, but Live Steel could be made to serve anyone, anyone with the proper
control.  The blade lashed out at Theodore's mind, it already had a master! 
The blade seemed to burn in his hand and in his mind as he fought for control. 
Control of a Highlander's most precious weapon.  His mind turned a notch as he
challenged the Live Steel sword's notion of who was and wasn't a Highlander. 
Live Steel served the Highlands...  No... that wasn't quite true...  They
didn't serve a place... they served an ideal...  He would murder Anna with
you...  She's a human... She was taken in...  She's a human... She was taken
in: she is a Highlander...  Theodore strained as he kept fighting at the
blade, it didn't want to let go of its old master, but that just made him try
harder.


The Taik suddenly screamed as he realized his sword was
gone, ripped from his very hand and now serving another.


“Karl Blackoak of the Western Pines,” announced Theodore
as he casually stood and approached Patricia Tamilton.  “He murdered a man
there and then fled to the Altshea lands.  Four others have fallen because of
him, one more on Afon in the Altshea lands and the other three on the
Eglesteiner colonies.”


“His sword told you that?” grinned Tamilton.


“Pretty much.  Can't make out much more, unfortunately. 
It would have been a lot harder if he hadn't murdered someone back home.”


“It looked pretty tough on you as it was,” replied
Tamilton.


“That... that was the first time I'd ever had to do that. 
I'll be better for it next time...”


Karl screamed in rage and rushed Theodore only to have the
wind knocked out of him by a perfectly placed shot with a riot control round
from Jax.


“Can he raise his armor?” asked Agent Tamilton.


“No.  The sword acts as the keystone for the rest of the
Live Steel.  He's defenseless.  But don't be savages.  Stooping to his level is
beneath you.”


“Oh come, come!” grinned Tamilton.  “After what he has
done and threatened to do, I figure removing a few teeth might help his
attitude.”


“The blood in his mouth will make him hard to understand,”
offered Jax matter-of-factly.


“Declaw the kitty?”


Theodore's fur spiked, “That... That is sick and wrong.”


“Well, maybe he'd like to tell us where to find his
boss...”


A burst of obscenities came as a reply.


“That's a 'no,'” observed Jax with a sinister grin. 
“Shall I get the tools out of the car?”


“Please!  Oh, Theodore, you can do that spot stasis thing
if he starts to bleed out too much, right?”


Theodore was shocked, “Um, yes ma'am.  But we aren't going
there!”


“You may not be...”


“Be careful when hunting monsters...”


“Maybe I don't mind being a monster,” replied
Tamilton evenly.  


Theodore snarled at Agent Tamilton and turned to Karl, “I
think she's crazy enough to do it...”


“The bitch will never get away with it...”


“We're in a parking garage underground.  No one is around
and there are no cameras,” observed Theodore sympathetically.  “I... I'm not
really one to defend you after what you said about Anna.  But I'm not going to
be part of this crap, so I guess I'm just going to have to walk out and try to
find a taxi home...”  He turned and started to leave.


“You can't leave me with her!  She's an animal!”


Theodore cringed as he watched Jax carry a case back
towards Patricia Tamilton.  “And you are a murderer.  Maybe I should have just
killed you last night and saved us both the trouble... I'm going home... and
getting drunk...”


Screaming erupted as Jax approached Karl.  Horrible filth
laden screaming until at last he blurted out, “Rothworth's Casino... one of the
penthouses... I don't know which!”


Theodore turned and looked back.


Karl started blubbering at Jax's feet and finally Pat
waved him clear.  She walked forward and grinned, “Who's a good kitty!  Oh,
who's a good kitty!  Next time, try that without all the foul language and
we'll all be happier!”  She grinned as she looked over her shoulder, “Jax, open
the case.”


Karl screamed as Jax opened the case with sinister glee
and dumped out... nothing... the case was empty.  “Normally have my field
radios in that case,” grinned Pat.  “Not that you knew that.”


Theodore was dumbstruck, “The whole thing was an act?”


Pat grinned, “Sorry, I thought that was obvious.  I
usually get stuck playing 'good cop' and Jax gets to play 'bad cop.'”  She
giggled lightly, “It was fun reversing roles, but Jax is still much better at
it that I.  Hey, I'm mercenary and rude; I'm not a monster...”


   


Pat giggled and poked Theodore playfully as they drove
back to the federal transfer jail.  “You did perfectly, smile!”


Theodore's stomach was still in a knot, “Ma'am, it may
have been all an act, but it still tore up my stomach.  Don't do that to me
again.”


She nodded, “Fair enough.  All you signed up for was
disarming him.  Next time we have something like that, we'll remove you from
the loop.”


“Please!”


“You are a good and decent young man; I don't want my
nasty habits rubbing off on you,” she grinned.  “I hadn't planned on doing any
of that here... but after your 'savages' comment...”


Theodore shuddered, “Me and my big mouth...”
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“Hi!  Busy?” grinned Agent Patricia Tamilton as she poked
her head in Theodore's dorm room.


“This is becoming a habit, ma'am,” he murmured.  “I'm
finishing up homework, but it could wait.  It all depends...”


“Nothing that would insult your delicate sense of
propriety,” she grinned.


“You are smiling way too much,” observed Theodore. 
“Is this about Karl?”


“Nah, we're done with him and he's being deported to Afon
as we speak.”


“I thought deportations usually got tied up in courts for
weeks and things.”


“With his lawyer present, he claimed he came here to work
for the casino security.”


“Okay...”


“No work visa!”


“Surely it was more complicated than that!”


“Well yes... but it was a given that deportation was in
the cards.  The question was Afon or the Eglesteiner colonies.”


“The Altshea Confederation on Afon doesn't have a death
penalty...”


“And there you have it!”


“Is this something that is going to piss off the DSS?”


Pat shrugged, “Wouldn't know.  They still haven't reported
in yet...”


“You have someone stalling them...”


“Would I do that?” she asked as she batted her eyelashes.


Theodore just stared at her.  “Yes.  Yes, you would.  So,
what do you want?”


“Um, watching the video of the train cars and things, you
jumped off a hundred meter high rail, smashed into the ground and just walked
away...”


“Yes.  It's often referred to as an 'armor slam.'  Live
Steel drags around its own inertial coordinate frame.”


“Well, it would have to, if you invoked it on two
different planets, the relative motions would be insane.”


“Well, then, nice that I don't have to explain that...”


“Toni did,” she interrupted.


Theodore sighed and articulated slowly and carefully,
“What do you want?”


“I need a distraction.  A Highlander doing an armor slam
on someone's penthouse balcony would be both wonderful and ironic...”


“Someone's penthouse?” grinned Theodore.  “Mr. Turpin's?”


“Well, you never did get to say 'goodbye' properly...”


“I'm in!”


 


 


“I'm in,” he had said.  What in the world had he been
thinking?  It was ten at night, the sun long since gone and he was standing on
the edge of a repulsar news craft almost half a kilometer above the ground. 
The balcony in question was only a hundred and fifty meters below...
only!  There was a big difference between jumping from a monorail to avoid
certain doom and jumping off the side of a repulsar craft because some stupid
crazy lady had talked him into it.  “This isn't right.”  Well, his comments
were far more colorful and far less complementary that that...


“Expect machine-gun fire almost immediately; that and a
herd of stun grenades.  Keep your armor up!” came the bit of encouragement over
the com link.


Keep your armor up!  No kidding!  Theodore just
resigned himself to an ulcer as he slowed his breathing and prepared for the
jump.  Calm... stay calm...


“Go! Go! Go!” barked the ear bud.


 Theodore pushed off without thinking.  If he had
been thinking, he wouldn't have pushed off!  His Live Steel armor exploded
around him instantly.  He tucked and rolled in the air as he lined himself on
his target.  Dodge the swimming pool...  And don't land on anyone!  The
landing was far more graceful than he had expected.  Granted only days earlier
he had pulled off the same stunt with a human family along for the ride.  But
this time, it was all about presentation.  His landing cracked the balcony
deck, but it was a credit to the designers (and building codes) that it held
and didn't crumble.  All around Theodore people ran for cover, ran back deeper
into the apartment.  He was glad his armor was up because when the stun
grenades went off, there were a lot of them!  But the two goons still on the back
deck didn't catch enough of the crack or flash to be bothered.  They had their
eyes on Theodore!


As expected, they opened up on Theodore, submachine guns
blazing.  Not nearly as rough as the rifle caliber machine-guns he had stood
down at the space port half a year before.  They were more of a nuisance than
anything else; his Live Steel armor and adrenaline made sure of that.  What he
hadn't expected was a grenade launched round: it smacked into his armor, failed
to detonate and rolled into the swimming pool.  The annoyed look on grenadier's
face was cut short as one of Tamilton's troopers hit the man with an
electrified tangle grenade.  That was kind of uncool...


Theodore's eyes went wide as he saw a man step out of the
shadows with a handgun at the ready.  Stepped out right behind one in
Tamilton's group.  The pistol was all but at head level and Theodore had no
idea if he was getting ready to watch an execution or a hostage situation. 
Neither suited his tastes.   Delicate sense of propriety...  that was
what Patricia had said.  Theodore's sense of propriety ran rough, heavy of
violence as he lashed out at the gunman.  With the practice demonstrated at
that fateful night of summer dance, a Live Steel arrow crashed through the
offending weapon.  Pressing home, the arrow pinned the man's hand to his
shoulder as the arrow struck and held fast to the wall behind him.


Any confusion amongst the strike team was short lived as
the rest of the gunmen were quickly and expertly subdued.  The only immediate
consternation of Theodore's action was they found they could not break
the seemingly wooden arrow.  With a bit of a grin they just yanked the man off
the wall, pulling the arrow clean through his hand and shoulder.


“Toni!  Watch your damned six next time!” screamed Alicia
as she bound the wounded man's arms tightly.  Only after searching him for more
weapons did she start to address the man's wounds.


“Turpin bolted,” blurted Jax.  “He was in the elevator
coming up when we rushed the place.”


Patricia was beyond irate, “I was told the nest was full! 
Jax, you with me!”


“Cops say he's in the parking garage.”


Patricia screamed and ranted as she reversed and ran back
to the edge of the balcony and looked over the side.  “Don't fail me now little
brother...”  She pulled out her binoculars as she cued her com link, “John, we
need everything you got on that car!”


“Understood, we'll do what we can.  It's coming into the
clear:  Brixton V, black with silver trim.”


She snarled as they all watched the vehicle in question
appear from beneath them and pull out onto the road.  “Jax, can you get a shot
off?  Don't care if you wing him, just don't put the car into a crowd or
anything...”


Theodore didn't catch any of the rest of the conversation,
he was too far away.  And falling.  Fast.  He had never dropped his armor all
the way and that was a good thing.  He had been nervous about a hundred and
fifty meter drop just minutes earlier, and now here he was on a three hundred
and fifty meter plunge without a second thought in his mind.  There was one odd
thought: gravity was too slow.  He should have jumped earlier.  On the positive
side was the fact he'd land behind the fleeing car and not have to risk being
rammed on the heels of recovering from his fall.  


Theodore snarled as he looked up from the smashed
pavement.  The black luxury car was pulling away at high speed and was a
repulsar lift car: no wheels or tires to shoot out.  That didn't mean he didn't
have a clear shot at the man inside.  No, they needed to take him alive... time
to trash the repuslar coils.  


Three arrows in blindingly fast repetition struck  home
along the thin edge of the car on the left hand side.  The fields collapsed
almost immediately and the car lurched as the left side quickly struck the
ground.  The car pivoted and then flipped, crashing down on its roof, pinning
its occupant.


Theodore just stood in the street and growled, growled
something truly primeval and hateful as all around him the men and women of the
Sheriff’s department quickly closed and secured their prey.  “College student
to crazy lady, I need a lift back to the dorms.  I have class tomorrow,” barked
Theodore over the comlink.
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“Can't have enough of the news?”


“Nope, living in the lime light, he is.”


Theodore glared as he looked up from bed at the d'Evelston
twins.  “What are you two doing here?”


“Malice!  Malice in his voice, you hear that?”


“Malice indeed, and ‘ere we are trying to help the poor
lad...”


“Help?” asked Theodore honestly confused.


“Late for fencing class!”


“Never happens!  Not you, so the coach called us to check
on you.”


Theodore looked at his clock, “Crap!  I overslept the
alarm!  Thanks guys!”


“Now we get a thanks,” laughed Marcel as Theodore
bolted past and into the bathroom.


 


Theodore was still soaking wet from his shower as he ran
into his fencing class.  He struggled to put on his vest over his wet shirt and
fur as the coach came over and just laughed.


“Hey, you had a busy night out.  You can sit out today if
you need the rest.  I was just worried about you.  I didn't mean for you to get
bent out of sorts.”


Theodore nodded his thanks as he collapsed into a chair. 
“If I can give today a miss...”


His coach laughed again, “No problem!  Just make sure you
tail is all combed for your next classes.   'Tail combed,' that's a good use of
it?”


Theodore let loose a proper laugh, it was always nice when
people used Taik or Highland expressions around him.  “Yes, sir.  Need to comb
my tail and get ready for dance class!”


 


Theodore survived the rest of the day's classes without
any more problems and was actually looking forward to the weekend, maybe even
going to the canteen with the d'Evelston twins, and then Patricia showed back
up at his door.


“Oh crap!  I am so not interested in any of your
little plans!” barked Theodore as he caught her eyes.


She grinned at Theodore, “And you, young man, never
apologized for calling me 'crazy lady' last night.”


Theodore dramatically swished his tail in front of him
before deliberately grabbing it by hand and carefully biting his tail leaving a
long tuft sticking out the far side of his mouth.  He folded his arms across
his chest and just glared at her.


Patricia laughed, “I take it that is a Taik's way of
saying he isn't going to retract his words.  Oh... you are so fun to work
with.  Getting my cultural education!”


Theodore just glared and didn't budge.


“Okay, okay.  Maybe it was a good description.  Honestly
'crazy' was one of the nicer accolades I received this morning.”


Theodore finally spat out his tail, “Governor mad?”


Patricia cringed, “Governor, Home Office, Foreign Office,
the DSS... all sorts of people.  But hey! we got Turpin and we got all of his
computers from his suite.  Data completely intact and bound over by the
warrant.  All nice and tidy.”


Theodore glared again, “I didn't think to ask if you had a
warrant... next time I'll be sure to ask.”


“We petitioned the warrant and served it within thirty
seconds,” she grinned.  “Too many ears at the courthouses so we pulled a judge
downtown and got things squared away.”


“Courthouse bugged?”


“Oh definitely!  It's a sad joke how many they find every
day.  Between lawyers, news hounds and organized crime...  They get really
clever with them, too.  But enough of that:  Albert Francis Turpin is ours!  My
only concern is that someone doesn't bump him off.”


“They'd kill one of their own?  I figure he'd be a tough
nut to crack...”


“Very tough!  But he's also very screwed!  Enough of
him... Come on, I'm here to introduce you to the fine people of the DSS.  Seems
that my little paperwork was brushed aside and the Home Secretary took care of
things directly... Shall we then?  To the canteen?”


Theodore laughed; well, he was going to make it to the
canteen regardless.


“Well, not the normal DSS...” she grinned, “seems they
pulled a few strings for a combined unit...  That way they could work across
multiple planets if they needed to... You'll get one familiar face out of the
eight at least.”


Theodore's curiosity was instantly addressed as he stepped
out into the hall, “Cadet Burges?”


Bill Burges' face melted while the others with him let out
a short cruel laugh, “I graduated, you furball!  It's Lt. Burges now!”


 


 


 


Theodore grinned as he sat in the canteen with Burges and
the rest of the team, “And this is where it all went down about a half a year
ago...”


“And you drank lemonade then, too!” teased Bill.


“Hang around until nine and you may actually catch me
going a round with the d'Evelston twins.  It's been a long week!”


Bill grinned, “Then I think I may stick around, just for
that!  Tim is the lead for our unit; I'm just the young pup cross training with
them.  The group is cleared to operate across almost fifty systems.  I think I
just got brought along as a pretty face.”


Tim grinned, “And a very good shot, too!”  He politely
shook hands with Theodore, “Commander Tim Richardson.  Our ranks and titles are
all messed up: we span too many governments and agencies.  The plus side is all
of us have been working together for almost five months now.  Got the pleasure
of watching Bill in action many times: he holds his own on the team.”


Bill just grinned, “Tim also handles the PR for the group;
don't believe a word of it!”


They all laughed hard at that.  “We're an all volunteer
group and we work hard and we play hard.  As soon as you are taken care of,
we'll probably block in with a Shukurae unit for a rotation.”


Theodore let out a long sigh at that, “Um, you guys may be
stuck babysitting until I head back home come summer.”


Tim laughed, “We all saw your files as well as the
insanity last night.  I'm not sure if we are babysitting you, or protecting the
bad guys from you!”


Theodore let out a feeble laughed and then sighed,   “I
can't believe I let Patricia talk me into that...”


Tim nodded, “Agent Tamilton is quite the character.  One
of our jobs is to make sure she doesn't invite you along for anything else.”


Theodore let loose an honest laugh and it felt good, “You
won't hear me complaining.  I do hope they censored my dialogue before I jumped
from the news craft.”


They all laughed at that.  “Actually never heard any of
it, but I can guess,” grinned Tim.  “If we can be serious a moment, I want to
make sure I understand things as they are and then I have a few questions about
some various video clips.”


Theodore squared himself away in his chair; time to be
professional, “Go for it.”


Tim nodded, “Current speculation is the Bella-Shoana got
interested in you because some math paper you wrote could tell when casino
houses were fixing the tables...”


Theodore's tail swished, “Okay, that's not quite my
understanding... But it does sort of make sense...”


“That is why we call it 'speculation,'” Tim grinned.


Theodore grinned back, “Fair enough!”


“You are engaged to two girls, Anna Westmore, who was
plucked off the streets once before and the other is Meagan Rose whose father
is Edward Rose of clan Silverglade, formerly of the Shukurae 517th
CSOG.  Not so worried about Meagan...”


Theodore nodded, “Her father is quite the serious man.  I
understand her uncles are too.”


“You have no idea...”  Tim recentered himself, “Things are
going well with Anna's mother but not her father, but things with him have
seemed to have mellowed.  No other objections floating around?”


“Not a one.  Quite the opposite back home: very well
received.  Getting married this coming summer.”  Theodore grinned at Bill
Burges.


“Shut up!  I can hear it from here!” laughed Bill.


Tim grinned, “All-righty then!  We have questions about
last night and then the various fiascos last spring...”


“I have a quick question,” interrupted Theodore.  “The
grenade shot last night, was it just a dud?”


Bill fielded that one, “Actually, no.  Rifle grenades have
a minimum distance they go before they arm so the blast doesn't hit the user. 
He just fired way too close.”


“Oh!  Very practical!”


“Indeed,” began Tim.  “There on the balcony of the penthouse
you... you put an arrow through a guy’s weapon and then into a wall.  How does
that work?”


“Um, Live Steel... Well...”


“I know all about Live Steel swords and things,”
interrupted Tim.  “What's with the arrow thing?”


Theodore nodded, “First time I did that was last summer. 
Nocked an arrow and when I fired, I managed to push the arrow back over
the realm and it just appeared on target.  I was surprised I was able to do it
so easily last night.  Was kinda hard the first time...”


“Launching a Live Steel arrow from a Live Steel bow makes
sense... but...”


“But what?” Theodore was confused, the man seemed to get
all the basic points, how hard was it to connect the dots?


“Watch the video... you never invoked a bow!”


Theodore sat with the group and watched the video over and
over again.  There was never a bow to be seen.  Him in armor turning and then
an arrow sparkling into existence right where needed.  He was flabbergasted. 
No bow?


“I've been around Highland Taiks,” began Tim.  “But I've
never seen anything like that.”


“'Focus on the goal, not the method...'” mumbled Theodore
absentmindedly.


“Excuse me?” asked Tim.


Theodore just shook his head, “I don't know... something
my father always kept trying to teach me: focus on what you want to happen and
don't worry about the how.”


Tim nodded, “Well.  Apparently you made good study of your
father's instruction.  The shot on the balcony and then the three on the street
below: no bow.  Perfect shots, I mean perfect shots... but from what?”


“I... I don't know...  I mean Live Steel obviously but...
um...”  He was confused... very confused.  


“At the spaceport, your father raised a wall rather
than simple armor...”  Tim laughed to himself, “'Simple armor' I said!
Wheee!!!”


Theodore let a small smile escape, “My father is probably
the best at Live Steel in the village.  Probably for miles in any direction.”


“I've seen only one previous reference to a blue wall like
that from a Highlander and that was the aforementioned Edward
Rose-Silverglade.”


“That is so cool!  You mean my dad is actually up there
with Meagan's dad?  Dad never served off planet or anything!”


“I would not want to sell your old man short!”
grinned Tim.  “But this is kinda cool to watch...”  He fired up his tablet and
played back the moment when Aidden threw a hand ax that pierced a metal beam in
route to its target.


“Yeah, that was pretty wild to watch,” grinned Theodore
with pride.


“The interesting part is he invoked it and then
threw it,” observed Tim.


“As opposed to your arrows, that just showed up,” finished
Bill.


“Don't sell yourself short,” grinned Tim.  “I think
if pushed you may be better than your father!”


“Our job,” grinned Bill, “is to make sure you never have
to find out.”


Theodore laughed and enjoyed their enthusiasm, “So first
and foremost, stay away from Patricia!”
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Theodore grinned at his Monday morning 'shadow' Bill
Burges as he left his fencing class and headed towards his dance class.  “If
you ever want to go a round with the rapier again...”


Bill laughed, “You kicked my butt last time and it looks
like you are getting even better!  I think I can do without the humiliation,
thank you.”


“You could always join in on the dance class,” he teased.


“I can see why Maurice took the class, he does seem to do
well with the ladies,” laughed Bill.


“Actually I thought it was Marcel that took the class...” 
Theodore laughed, “easy to get those two confused!”


“So why are you taking dance?  You've already got a
couple girls lined up...”


“Ah!  But Meagan really likes to dance!  Last time
out I was tripping over my own tail trying to keep up with her.  This is all
about practicing timing and rhythm.  It's also good aerobic exercise!”


Bill just laughed, “I'm still trying to find one
girl much less trying to make two happy!  You've got your work cut out for you...
ah crap...”


Theodore's tail swished nervously, “Hmm?” 


“Campus security cameras are offline... odds of that just
being bad luck?” grinned Bill.


“Low,” frowned Theodore.  “What do we do?  If someone is
getting ready to come sweeping in with a machinegun, dance class is a crappy
place to be...”


“We continue on but we take the 'safest route,'” he
grinned back.


“By that you mean you think we'll be walking into an
ambush...”


“And Tim has our people in place to ambush the
ambushers...  come on... one way or the other...” 


Theodore nodded nervously as Bill directed him on a
protracted and serpentine path towards the next classroom.  Visibility was not
what he had expected, things were a lot more difficult to thread through, but
he finally started to get the point: it wasn't so much that the path was safe
for him, but rather fewer bystanders who might get mixed up in the firefight. 
It seemed that their efforts were going to go down as just another exercise in
paranoia when he ears cringed at the ever so faint tell-tale sound of Live
Steel being summoned.  The sound came from both in front and behind then at the
same time!


Theodore's own Live Steel armor burst around him, more out
of reflex than anything else.  But even with his armor out in the open, Bill
still shoved Theodore to the side interjecting himself between Theodore and the
attacker from behind.


In the ease of motion born of thousands of repetitions and
drills, Bill swung his weapons out from under his otherwise unassuming backpack
and fired off a pair of rounds, one at the front target, one at the rear
threat.  Tangle grenades, but unlike the electrified ones that Patricia's team
had used, these grenades suddenly started to ooze a sticky expanding foam along
the length of the entangling snares.


 The first target quickly became mired in the grenade, but
the second... oh! the second was a far more experienced felon!  Two quick
cycles of his own Live Steel armor and the sticky tentacles were nothing but a
pile of still expanding goo behind him.  With his sword glinting in the sun, he
was ready to close and take out Bill Burges!


Bill grinned; he had other ideas.  Dropping his spent riot
grenade launcher, he shouldered an almost comically small carbine and fired a
quick three round burst into the attacking Taik.


Theodore cringed as he watched Bill's body stress and flex
under the recoil of the weapon.  Bill was a big man, very big.  For him to be
under that much stress, that little carbine had to be a monster!


The Taik fell over backwards from the assault, but his
armor held fast.  Bill used the pause to spin back to the first attacker, still
fighting the foam and the lines, and fired a shot square into the ensnared
Taik's head.  The Taik's armor shimmered and faded from view as he fell over
backwards unconscious... now the foam was clinging to his fur not his armor....
shaving his fur may be in order...


The second attacker managed back to his feet as he
snarled, “Is that the best you can do, baldy human?”


“Maybe,” grinned Bill as he put a second three round burst
into his target.  Bill grinned defiantly as his target was once again bowled
over onto the ground.  “But it's a lot of fun in the meantime!”


The dance played out again, exactly as before.  The Taik
seemed more angry than injured...


“He's trying to run you out of bullets,” murmured
Theodore, quite impressed at how well the Taik was handling the brutal
onslaught.


“I'm just trying to get him to back up two more meters...”
grinned Bill as he took the baited shot and put three more rounds into the
Taik’s armor.  “Bingo!”


“Is that seriously the best you can do?  I'm going
to enjoy gutting you... slowly...”


Bill just grinned and waved sarcastically as the crash of
a sonic boom and then the thunderous roar of a truly high power weapon
was unleashed.  The boastful Tiak's armor shuddered under the assault and was
gone in a flash, sending its owner into a pain washed slumber.  “Nighty night!”
beamed Bill as he reloaded his weapon.


“What was that?” asked a truly impressed Theodore.


“That's what you get from a 30mm pulse rifle.  Half a kilo
of tungsten carbide at mach six.  Normally used for opening up lightly armored
vehicles.”


“That's what, a megajoule?”  Theodore asked flabbergasted
at the thought of someone firing such a weapon.  “And the recoil?”


“'Bout that, yeah.  Oh the recoil is thunderous; heck, the
entire weapon moves half a meter inside its mount...  Peter had it specially
made...” grinned Bill.  “Normally those things are mounted on repulsar
gunships.  Needless to say, our version doesn't fire twelve-hundred rounds a
minute.” 


“What were you firing?  That thing is small, but it
was obvious it kicked like an elk!”


Bill grinned, “Custom 10mm pulse rifle.  Horribly
inefficient and you have to throw away both stages of the barrel after about
three hundred rounds, but it puts a lot of firepower in a cute little package.”


“Silly me, when I think 'cute', girls come to mind...”


Bill laughed at Theodore and then turned his attention to
two of his teammates as they closed and inspected the unconscious Taiks while
he stood at the ready.  The more recent target had his arms put in a set of
binders that ran from mid hands all the way to his elbows.  Once in place, he
was administered a sedative.  The first target, all bound up in foam, became
the source of local amusement as they carefully tranquilized him too and
then started hosing his body with a putrid smelling chemical that quickly
dissolved the foam.  “Come on, let them finish their work, we have to get you
to class...”
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“You made the news today...”


“Well, of course he made the news.  More that all the
hounds should just announce when poor Theodore has had a dull day.”


Theodore looked up from his homework and grinned at the
twins.  “It's not my fault!  I was a bystander this time!”


“Seems the other students took a bit of offense to things
'appening at the U.”


“Started a bit of a campaign.  Raising money and all.”


Theodore grimaced, “They trying to buy out my scholarship
and get me booted?”  He had been afraid something like that might happen.  He
was putting them at risk by proxy...


“Nothing like that,” beamed Marcel.


“Gathering reward money for those that rat on these
people,” chimed in Maurice.


“You are kidding me?”


“Ask you to leave, after what you did saving that family
at the monorail?”


“And the people on the ground... don't forget them.”


“Oh, there are some xenophobic miscreants; that's a fact.”


“Two of them are now in student health center; also a
fact!”


“I'm used to the extreme xenophobes being big burly
idiots,” grinned Theodore.


“Ah yes, but the military science wing has their own round
of strapping lads.”


“Also helps that those lads are trained how to
fight.”


“It's all fun and games until these mobsters do something
really over the top,” sighed Theodore.  “If they are openly supporting me, they
may be the subject of reprisal.”


“Ah, but we 'ave a special word for wide-eyed screaming
idealists, certain they can fix the world.”


“We call them 'students.'”


“Okay,” laughed Theodore.  “Anything else, or did you two
just show up to brag on your fellow students?”


“Ulterior motives?  My brother and I?”


“Give the lad his due; he's known us for three years now.”


“Should have been obvious.”


“Very!”


The pair just stood their grinning at Theodore, which went
a long way to make him nervous.


“And?” Theodore prompted.


“Come, come, qualifiers for the traveling fencing team
were announced.”


“Big shock, you made it!”


“All the rest are at the canteen having a big to-do!”


“And they offered you two a free round if you went and
fetched me,” laughed Theodore.


“Precisely!”


“Shall we then?  Away?”


“Okay, I'm coming.  I just hope Bill and the rest like
crowds...”


“Hate them, I'm sure.”


“But that's their job!” 


 


 


Theodore flashed Bill a grin as they entered the canteen. 
“Don't mind the crowds?”


Bill shrugged and smiled, “It's what we are paid for. 
Cameras are tracking everyone that enters and running their face against the
student and employee rosters.”


“I figured you'd need a mountain of paperwork to get
access to those files.”


Bill grinned, “There are eight of us that pack heat. 
There are four more guys back in operations that just chase paperwork and
things on computers.  Besides, the Secretary of the Home Office is paying close
attention.  Makes some things easier.  Sort of.  Now go get your free lemonade
and schmooze.”


“What?  No beer for me?” teased Theodore.


“You?” scoffed Bill.  “Not on a school night.”


Theodore laughed: Bill was right of course.  Theodore got
his lemonade and made his polite 'hellos', grateful that the crowd was far less
rowdy than one of the after parties.  The entire feel of the crowd was
different; previous years he was the shy but thoroughly successful fencer that
competed in the more obscure and physically aggressive forms.  Now... now he
was one of them.  No longer the shy outsider, he was viewed as the brave
(crazy?) one whose actions spoke not only of his skill but also of his heart. 
It was a warm and pleasant feeling, one he imagined that Anna must have felt
when the whole village, jerk and all, had stood up for her at the summer dance.


Two of the windows smashing and a pair of Taiks swinging
into the room like extras from a bad pirate movie quickly broke Theodore's
peaceful spell.  The pair's brazen entrance was almost instantly met by a
torrential rain of beer mugs and bottles, some empty and some quite full and
one of the intruders soon made an undignified exit falling backwards out the
jagged window.  Bill quickly cut loose with a volley of rifle launched tangle
grenades, not at the attacker in the window, but rather at a series of people
coming up the stairs.  The outrageous and filth laden remarks by those in the
stairwell only clarified their felonious intentions.  But that didn't mean Bill
wasn't fast enough shooting from the hip to remind the earlier player that he
hadn't been forgotten, and was unloved... A three round burst from Bill's
slightly larger, and mercifully quieter, carbine sent the first falling out the
window to go commiserate with his friend.  As Bill spun back he fluidly
produced, primed, armed and tossed a large and quite sinister looking grenade
back down the stairwell.  It detonated with a thunderous roar and briefly Bill
Burges looked nervous, his eye shooting to look all around overhead.  “'Fraid
the sprinkler system was going to go off from that one,” Bill grinned.


“The evening is young,” countered a thoroughly shell
shocked Maurice.


“Marcel has a point,” grinned Bill as he tossed two more
grenades, quaint in size compared to the first, down the stairs.


“I'm Marcel, he's Maurice,” corrected an
equally rattled Marcel.


“Whichever!” grinned Bill as he spun back again and put a second
three round burst into the swashbuckling Taik as he tried to crawl back in
the window.  The Taik's armor failed on him as he fell back out the window. 
“Ouch, supposed to land and then lose the armor...  c'est la guerre!”


A vicious round of gunfire could be heard on the stairs as
Bill carefully shifted his focus back and forth between the two threats. 
Finally, Tim's voice could be heard from the base of the stairs, “Seven and
high and dry.  How goes the cat?”


“Our cat spilled his drink, that's all.  One of the window
crashers looked like he took a bad spill.”


“Peter has them both covered, locals are moving in.  Stay
awake!”


The occupants of the room slowly gathered their wits, and
as a testament to their character, quickly set about cleaning of the glass from
the broken windows as well as the parade of bottles and mugs.


“Breaks my heart to see so much beer spilt and gone to
waste,” pouted Marcel melodramatically.


“Best way to cure that heart is with another pint!”


“Fair enough!”


Bill just laughed, “I think those two are indestructible!”


    “We prefer the term 'hearty,'” grinned Maurice.


“I think 'beer powered' is more correct,” laughed a still
nervous Theodore.  That... that was a pretty brazen attack.  An attack that put
a lot of people at risk.  But even though it was well coordinated, it was a
testament to Bill's observational skills and training that the second threat
was subdued even before its teeth could be seen.  “You've been busy this
summer, haven't you?”  laughed Theodore feebly to Bill.


“Yeah, yeah, I have.  And no: I still do not want to try
fencing against you,” he grinned as he reloaded. 


“This... This is getting insane.”


“Nah, not yet.”
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Theodore had nightmares for the first time in ages.  As he
took a somber shower in the morning, visions of the firefight flashed back into
his head.  Each time they played out a different and far more gruesome
scenario.  His body language must have spoken for him as he left for his first
Tuesday morning class.


“Someone lick your fur backwards?” asked Bill as the pair
threaded their way across campus.


“Didn't sleep well.  How do you deal with it?  I mean the
threats to a crowd?  Getting attacked as we walked by ourselves is one thing,
but there in the canteen?  So many things could have gone wrong.”


“Yep, they went horribly wrong.  For the bad guys,”
grinned Bill.  His grin was poorly received so he tried again.  “Those two that
came through the windows, they weren't the type to hurt the crowd.  You could
see it in their faces.  For them it was a flash of greed.  I doubt either of
them had a background of consequence before yesterday.  Greedy punks being
stupid.”


“You 'doubt?'” scoffed Theodore.


“Okay bet:  if I'm wrong then I'll volunteer for an extra
at your dance class.  If I'm right, we bleach your fur.”


That actually forced a laugh from him, “That seems a
little one sided on the bet.  I guess I'll decline.” 


“Good thing or Anna and Meagan might kick my butt!”
grinned Bill.  He paused for a good breath of fresh autumn air before
continuing, “Those coming up the stairs were the only real threat to the crowd,
and we pinned them early in place where they couldn't get at anyone.  You saw
how quick Tim and Tammy were on them.  Things were much more tidy than they probably
seemed from your end.”


“And Peter was watching everything from outside...”


“Yep, him and his two favorite friends: Mr. KDR and Mr.
30mm.”


“Is this ever going to end?”


Bill grinned, “Hey, it just started getting exciting!”


Theodore flashed him his best dirty look.


“Sorry.  I know you are more worried about the people
around you than yourself.  I'm sure that's what makes you so appealing to the
girls!”


That eked out a small laugh.


Bill turned and grinned, “Being serious: from what I've
heard out and about, Pat Tamilton is making great headway and there's a darn
good chance that the hit on you is going to be withdrawn.


“Withdrawn!” scoffed Theodore.


“No one wants to risk tangoing with a Highlander when
there is no one left to pay!”  Bill grinned as he continued, “Hey, that one guy
out by the gardens the other morning was a far, far, tougher customer
than any of those last night...”


“I'm just fearful the mafia people will do something
desperate.”


“Well, your paper is being published as we speak.  The
president of the university released your paper in the name of Dr. Barvelt’s
legacy, so if they are trying to shut that down, they just lost.”


“Are the publishers afraid of retaliation?”


Bill's turn to scoff, “They have warlords and petty
dictators threatening them...”


“Yeah, but these guys have a budget!”


“Fat lot of good it's doing them too!  Every time they try
to spend money, they get whacked.”  Bill suddenly stopped walking and Theodore
could tell he was listening intently to the com traffic in his ear bud.   Bill
did his best to expand Theodore's vocabulary, some things Emily had just not
taught him... or not known... “Let's move it!  The practice fields south of the
big stadium!  Class is canceled for you!  Move, move, move...!”


Theodore got the message and took off running as
directed.  Every time Bill was neck and neck, Theodore turned on a little more
speed: he didn't want to out run Bill but he was doing his best to make sure he
was prompt!  He was desperately curious and worried at the same time, but knew
answers would only be forthcoming once Bill felt they were safe, and Bill...
apparently he was worried!


 “Cut this way a second,” Bill blurted with heavy breath.


Theodore just nodded and followed Bill over to a campus
police call box.  Much to his surprise, Bill scrambled up on top of it and
after some manipulation came back down with a locked case.  Bill barked
something to Tim over the comms and the case sprang open.  Bill quickly pulled
out a bandolier and two halves of a rifle that he expertly fit together.  With
a nod the pair were off racing again.


“Do you know how to shoot a pulse rifle?” asked Bill.


“In principal, yes.  But I've only put all of twenty-five
rounds down range in my entire life.”


“That arrow stunt is bloody cool, but a pulse rifle is
pretty cool in its own right.  Here carry this a second,” barked Bill as he
passed Theodore the full sized rifle.  Bill quickly pulled the carbine from his
backpack and swapped its barrel out for a far larger one.  “Trade back!”


Theodore quickly swapped weapons with Bill.  He was more
than a little impressed with Bill's coordination: they had slowed a little bit
while he fiddled with the carbine, but not much!


“Safety is at the thumb, push through.  Red means kick
theirs!”


“Charging handle on top?”


“You got it.  Reflex sights come on automatically when you
squeeze the grip safety.”


“This thing going to kick the fire out of me?” asked
Theodore with some concern.  He could still vividly recall Bill being pushed
around by the weapon a day earlier.


“No.  The system takes its power cues from the barrel
installed.  It should be a normal low powered carbine now.”


“What the heck is this all about?”


Bill grinned as they jumped the low wall outside the
practice fields, “Well, it's locals not Highland Taiks if that helps your
feelings.”


Theodore's fur rippled, “Someone with their own anti-tank
guns?”


“Squad anti-armor, not actually anti-tank.”


“If that was a joke, it fell flat...”


Bill waved him off as he tried to listen to the earbud.  


Theodore was quickly learning there was a lot of
vocabulary he had missed in his formal training.  Bill was exposing him to
quite a bit, and a lot of it didn't entirely make sense.  Some of the comments
brought to mind images of things that were both technically and anatomically
impossible for someone to actually perform... humans had an odd imagination.


“Stay low behind the shrubs.  We may have been spotted...”


“By whom or what?”


The whine and crack of a gatling pulse rifle raking the
field answered the question quite emphatically.  Theodore looked on in horror
as a light repulsar gunship started rearranging their world.


Bill grinned, a feature Theodore found totally
inappropriate, as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder, “Seems some guys stole
one from the reserve armory...  Don't shoot it, that'll just piss them off.”


“Then why am I carrying this stupid gun?”


“Because once they get knocked to the ground, we'll need
to take care of the crew.”


There was a brilliant flash as something struck the
side of the stolen craft.


“Crap.  That should have done more damage than that,”
frowned Bill.  “We may need...”


Theodore had stopped listening after Bill's first
meaningless intensive.  His eyes narrowed as he focused on the gunship.  He
could see where they had been struck.  Most likely by Peter and one of his
toys.  But the combination of magnetic and spaced armor protected the craft
admirably.  Drop the coils... but they were embedded and they ducted the air
that makes up the balance of buoyancy... Nope!  Stop the guns first! 
Theodore's armor sprang to life around him as he snarled and moved for a better
angle.  Gatling guns... spinning parts!  


The gunship caught sight of Theodore and rotated to bring
both chin mounted gatling guns to bear.  Two guns, each firing at over
seventy-two hundred rounds a minute worth of 25mm terror...


Theodore growled as the first arrow struck home, lodging
itself between a pair of the barrels.  A split second later those two barrels,
with a Live Steel arrow mocking their very existence, spun around and jammed in
the gun housing.  There was a horrendous sound of steel and titanium having a
shouting match as the gun tried to come to an instant stop.  Rotational
inertia said otherwise and instead the barrel assembly ripped itself free of
the rest of the gun.  Sparks flew as the twisted metal started tumbling to the
ground.


There was a hole now... Theodore could feel the
hole and he fired a second arrow up through the wounded craft and it struck
home.  The left belly gunner wasn't going to be moving again.


To Bill's credit he was very practical as he grinned and
shouted over the noise some random expletives before finishing off with “do
that again!”


Theodore would have loved to oblige but as a second wave
of calm washed over him, a calm his father had always stressed was his friend
in combat, he suddenly felt very sick to his stomach.  The color in the world
seemed to fade for a second or two... or three...  As he fought to get the
nausea under control he was able to scramble for cover just as the gunship made
a very rough emergency landing.


Bill took up position to eviscerate anyone exiting the
craft as the door opened.  His murderous glee was cut short when the door fell
open: his pulse rifle jammed on the first round.  “Electronics just barfed! 
Murphy is kicking my butt today.  Toss me your carbine!”


Theodore looked around but couldn't find it, “Um, I
dropped it?”


The exchange was cut short as one of the occupants of the
gunship bolted with his gun a blazing.  Well, would have been blazing; the
first round jammed, just like Bill's.


Bill wasted no time bringing his grenade gun into play. 
Firing only riot rounds, it would still go far to solving the standoff.  The
round fired and landed right next to its intended victim only to bounce and
roll away.  “EMP burst or something!” he groused as he pulled a handgun and
expertly struck down his target in the open.  Two more targets later and Bill's
handgun was empty.  As he desperately loaded his spare magazine he caught
Theodore's eyes.


Theodore grinned as he invoked a Live Steel rapier and
tossed it to Bill.  “Shall we finish this?” he asked as he invoked another set
for himself.


Bill grinned and they made a plan of it.  Using Bill's
meager handgun for covering fire the pair quickly closed on the downed gunship
and made short work of those left inside.


 


 


Theodore kicked back and tried to relax in the
field as the locals tried to sort out everything that had happened.  A pair of
gunships under proper management had landed beside the downed craft and
everyone was busy gawking at the carnage.


“His first shot took out the gun,” began Bill to the
others.  “It ripped itself apart with its own momentum.  He then fired a second
shot up the hole it made.”


“We had a multi-megajoule EMP burst shortly after that
second shot.  Did it hit something in the powercell and short it out?  Only
thing I can think of with that much power...  The gunship's power reserves are
completely flatlined.”


“Hey, that's up to you guys to figure out,” grinned Bill. 
“All I know was my pulse rifle wiffed out and the first round got lodged in the
barrel.  Fusing on the grenades went, too.  Good old chemical-kinetic handgun
still worked fine...”


Theodore tuned them out as he tried to put what had just
happened behind him.  The field was lovely, he didn't remember it being this
pretty before.  A long rolling field of gorgeous Violet Meadow March flowers. 
Just like back home...  
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“Why did you have us run into a field?” asked Theodore as
they sat in the canteen.  “Didn't offer cover at all!”


Tim nodded, “Well, the goal was to have you be seen
heading there, and then move you over to the large gardens further south.  It
seems you were spotted a bit earlier than we hoped.  We were trying to make
sure that if they opened up with the main guns that there wouldn't be a whole
lot of people about.”


Theodore could definitely get behind the last point.  A
brief mental image of the craft strafing the dorms sent shivers down his
spine.  “How did they spot us?  They have people watching?”


Tim frowned, “Yes.  Yes, unfortunately.  Four that we can
confirm.  All from the Earth Forever group.  Nasty hateful bunch.  Good
side of that is they were ratted out by some of their own.  It seems that when
xenophobia and mental images of someone saving a young family collide,
sometimes people make the better choice.”


“A further credit to those that turned in the group: they
declined the reward offered,” smiled Bill.


Theodore permitted himself a brief smile at that; it was
always good when people chose to finally look beyond their own bigotry.  “It
was tense out there, but Bill and I got by...”   


“I have not seen anything that cool since watching the
vids of Edward Rose stand down a 2x25mm Satyr Systems auto-cannon,” beamed
Tim.  “But that was about soaking the rounds, not fighting back!”


“Well, I didn't have to soak any of those, thank you very
much.  I just wanted them to go away,” replied Theodore as he nursed his
lemonade.  “I'm sure I'll get to hear all sorts of wild stories from him when I
marry Meagan,” Theodore laughed.  “Although quite honestly, the few times I've
met him, he's not much brought up those early years when he served alongside
the Shukurae.  He's much happier talking about all the wonderful livewires in
his house!”


“Mr. Rose was barely a year older than you when he did
that, and he was a Silver.  I now appreciate what your father said about
Silvers not being that special and anyone can become truly incredible with Live
Steel,” grinned Tim.


Theodore laughed and grinned, “I've trained long and hard
with my father.”


Bill's eyebrows furrowed, “Okay, I read that part of the
report: what is a Silver and what makes that different from a High Silver?”


Theodore grinned, “Silvers are the generic name for male
Taiks that can change the color of their fur.  They also tend to be fast learners
with Live Steel, hence my father's comments, and they can also do this weird
'growl' thing.  This growl... well... it's hard to explain but they can pass
concepts, whole conversations in one very creepy sounding roar.  It seems only
Silvers, Aurorans and Dawns can understand the growl.  Quite strange.”


“Ask one question, get two more,” grumbled Bill.  “And
what is an Auroran or Dawn?”


Theodore laughed, “Sorry, you are getting a whole lot of
obscure Highland culture all at once.  Aurorans are solid white female Taiks,
hair and fur both white.  Fairly rare.  They get their name from the first
solid white Taik about five hundred years ago, a girl called...” 


“Aurora?” grinned Bill.


“Exactly,” smiled Theodore.  “Dawns are screaming
rare; they've only showed up this last generation.  They are solid black
females.  Meagan has a sister who is a Dawn.  There are less than ten of them
known and all in the last thirty years or so.  They also...”  Theodore wasn't
sure how to put it politely, “they have wings.  Wings they can summon and
dismiss in a cloud of blue sparks just like Live Steel.”


“Compared to what I saw you do yesterday, wings are a
hiccup!” laughed Bill.  “So that leaves High Silvers.  I take it they can
change colors, too?”


Theodore let out a nervous laugh, “There's not a lot
really known about High Silvers... they just seem to sleep, eat, drink and
breathe Live Steel.  Rather than change colors, they just sort of fade out of
view... they... wow... In combat, there is this thing they can do called a 'Forest
Wall.'  Somehow they can harness the stress and strain caused by things moving
back and forth between realms with Live Steel and set off a shock-wave.  This
shock-wave creates an EMP like burst comparable to a small thermonuclear blast,
but the physical manifestation is far more bizarre.”


“It makes trees?” guessed Bill.


“Lots and lots of them!  A small forest just seems to
erupt out of the ground.  You have concrete roads and buildings?  Not for
long!  Grass, bushes and trees just tear the place up.  Walking down an
industrial street and then whoosh!  Five seconds later you are walking in a
forest with trees twenty meters over your head!”


“The best documented case of that you'll find is from the
Radimar government some twenty-odd years ago,” interjected Tim.


“That, I will have to look up!” remarked Bill with some
awe.


“You do realize, Theodore,” began Tim with a broad grin,
“That two of your uncle-in-laws, or however that is put, are High Silvers.”


Theodore's fur spiked, “No way!”


Tim nodded, “The other clan Silverglade boys, Penn
Merryfield and Llewellyn Stratford are both High Silvers.”


Theodore was blown away, “I've... well....” He finally
just laughed, “How about that!  There is nothing there to give them away.  They
are both just rather calm family men.”  He grinned as he looked at Tim, “You
find all this out researching my fiancées?”


Tim grinned, “Connecting the dots, yes.  But I served one
rotation with the Shukurae already.  Highlanders are a bit of a cult thing
among them and those two brothers stuck out well in their modern collective
psyche.”


Theodore just laughed, “Makes me glad I'm marrying a Rose
girl and not a Stratford or Merryfield girl!”


“'Glad I'm marrying,'” Bill shuddered.  “You won't hear
those words coming from me!”


 









44 


 


 


“Boredom getting to you?” teased Theodore.


Bill just shook his head, “Nope.  In my spare time, I get
to go down and glare at the Earth Forever bozos and try and figure out
who the actual threats are and who the hollow braggarts are.”  He just laughed,
“I think they like me less than you now.”


“Well, you are sticking up for me.  That must really put
their tail in a knot.  I do thank you, you and your whole team for what they
are doing,” replied Theodore earnestly.


“You're welcome,” grinned Bill.  “We do have one ulcer
coming up, of course.”


“Midterms?”


“Midterms and you going to visit Anna.”


“That big of a risk?”


“That much paperwork!  We're cleared to work in their
system, but that doesn't mean the locals aren't grumpy about us!”


Tim smiled as he sat down next to the two in the canteen,
“Ready for a real ulcer?”


Bill looked at him confused, “Petty complaints aside, I
thought things were pretty well squared away.”


“Meagan Rose is coming to visit Anna at the same time.”


“Well, that will be great fun!” brightened Theodore.  “I
didn't know they were going to be able to arrange that.”  He beamed, much to
the annoyance of Bill.  “It'll be great having them both around.  Oh!” 
Theodore gritted his teeth, “Is there some problem with Thomas Westmore?”


Tim shook his head and grinned, “Not that I'm aware of. 
I'm just worried about Meagan getting there safely.”


Theodore cringed at the obvious concern, “Um, is she
traveling with family by any chance?  Her father?”


“Not her father, but her older brother is showing up just
long enough to drop her off and pick her up.  You know anything about him? 
Ross, I think.”


Theodore nodded.  “Ross.  He's a big lad... okay, not as
big as Bill!” laughed Theodore.  “He's married now.  Um, my dad says he parries
wide when using his off hand but otherwise has very good things to say about
his martial skills.  Granted, that was three years ago... Um!  If you listen to
my Second Mother Emily, there is some gossip about the Second Mother in their
family marrying 'in a hurry!'”  


“So, do you think if push comes to shove that Ross can
protect Meagan?”


“Oh, definitely!  Maybe not with as much style or attitude
as if it was his own House, but he'd still make things horribly unpleasant in
order to protect his little sister.”


“Good, good.  The way things are scheduled now, we'll get
there half a day before Meagan.  That means we can meet them at the port and
change off custody.”


“It sounds like you have everything under control.”


Tim laughed, “Sounds that way, doesn't it?  Ask me again
in eight days!”
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Theodore's smile could probably be seen from orbit as he
scooped up Anna and spun her around.  She giggled delightfully as he playfully
nuzzled the top of her head.  They were making a bit of a scene going through
the customs checkpoint, but neither of them cared.  


“Nine whole weeks!” groused Anna.  “Seemed much longer
than that!” as she hugged him warmly.


Janice Westmore just beamed at the pair.  The only one
that seemed out of sorts was Bill Burges as he blushed horribly.  “Um, can that
wait you two?  We've got paperwork to finish.”


“Hey, you said you had it all taken care of,” grinned
Theodore.


“I didn't know you were going to make a scene of it...”
groused Bill.


“A young man and his fiancée?  Of course they were
going to make a scene!” laughed Tim.


“Why is this paperwork still not clearing?” groused Bill.


“Did you remove Peter from the list?  He arrived
yesterday...”


Tim left Bill to deal with the paperwork while he
approached the beaming form of Janice Westmore.  “Dr. Westmore,  Commander Tim
Richardson, 231st Open Escort of the Unified Treaty Diplomatic
Security Service.”


“Delighted to meet you,” she grinned as she shook his
hand.  “Do just call me Janice.  I do apologize for my husband not being here.”


“I understand, ma'am.  We'll do our best not to be... overbearing,
but when they are out and about, we will be in plain sight.”


“I understand and do greatly appreciate the effort and
risk you people are taking.”


“Part of our job, ma'am!”


“Did I understand correctly that things had drastically
calmed down at the university?”


“That is correct, the Federal Police made huge
progress under Agent Tamilton and we've not had an incident in over six weeks.”


“I understand that the last incident was quite dramatic!”


“Yes, oh yes!” laughed Tim.  “Our biggest concern now is
while the Bella-Shoana are crippled back there, they are still quite active
here.  Our hope is that with everything else that has happened that they
realize any other actions are just petty revenge and petty revenge is bad for
their bottom line.”


Janice grimaced, “Here is hoping that greed is stronger
than revenge.”


Tim nodded, “We aren't exactly dealing with humanity’s
finest...”


She grinned, “I understand, just do what you can for those
two!”


“Soon to be three.”


Janice's shocked look all but leapt off her face before
she broke out laughing, “Right!  Meagan!  Tomorrow!”  She turned a bright red
to the amusement of all.


 


 


 Theodore's biological clock was off by four hours, but
the thought of being 'stuck' eating lunch twice in one day was a footnote to an
otherwise happy reunion.  Anna was as bubbly as ever, almost as if there had
been no break at all!  Janice was delighted to be with them and was speaking
almost exclusively in the Highland Old Tongue to the amusement of Theodore. 
The DSS team escorted them down to transport hub and they were soon rocketing
across the city on a high speed monorail.  Anna had places to show Theodore and
their schedule was tight.


“Oughtn't we wait for Meagan before we set out on
sightseeing?” asked Theodore.


“Mom and I sorted out the places where we think Meagan
would have a better chance of enjoying things, bit of a language barrier.  The
city is huge; there is no way we could see everything in this one short
week anyway!”


Theodore just laughed and hugged Anna.  She had a plan and
he was happy to just ride along and enjoy her company no matter where they
went.  They were catching their fair share of looks and stares, but after
everything that had happened, Theodore just let it roll off his fur.  Theodore
had to laugh a little bit at poor Bill, he was catching almost as much
attention and the local language was not in his comfort zone.  Theodore looked
around and couldn't find any of the others in the unit.


Bill grinned as he watched Theodore looking around, “The
word you are looking for is 'incognito.'  As opposed to me, I'm the shining
distraction.”


“And quite the distraction!” grinned Anna.  “Have you been
following what those girls have been saying about you?”


Bill rolled his eyes, “Didn't catch a word of it...”


They stopped to eat lunch at a wonderful outdoor café
across from the largest print library Theodore had ever seen.


“Um, that building is insanely large,” offered Theodore as
he let Anna order lunch for him.


“Almost 4000 hectares of floor space,” grinned Janice over
her tea.


“It has its own weather patterns,” laughed Anna.


“That's bigger than the university campus,” he laughed. 
“Do you walk the floors or do they bring you books?”


“Either.  There are usually three copies of every book. 
One for archive that is stored off site.  One for reading and one available for
checkout.  Red spine for reading, blue spine for checkout.”


“So there's another off site branch, too?”


“Yes, indeed!”


Theodore laughed as his food arrived, “Deep fried and
covered in gravy!  That sounds familiar!”  He reached across the table and
kissed Anna much to the shock of the already curious café patrons.


“Let'm gawk!” grinned Anna.  “Do that again!”


Theodore obliged the grinning Anna while Janice just
laughed at the bright red form of Bill Burges.


The group made an afternoon of one tiny, tiny
section of the library and soon caught the monorail back across town towards
the Westmore residence.


“If Thomas says anything, anything at all, that offends
you, please let me know,” offered Janice.  “He's promised to be on his best
behavior, but...”


Theodore frowned, “I'm sorry for the stress I'm causing
your marriage, ma'am.”


Janice laughed and beeped him playfully on the nose, “No! 
You are not causing any problems.  He's the one causing
problems.  Besides, right now I have a different reason to be grumpy at you...”
she grinned broadly.


Theodore's mind raced, “Oh!  Sorry, Janice!”


“That's better,” she beamed.  


“You could call her 'Mom,'” teased Anna.


“Wait until summer, dear,” grinned Janice, “and then gladly!”


Tim swapped places with Bill as they exited the monorail
station and started the short walk home.  It was a pleasant evening, bright
with a fresh air to it.


“Is it Spring here?” asked Theodore.


Anna nodded and laughed, “Yep!”


“So you missed most of your winter term then?” 


“There are four academic terms.  You get to pick which
three.”


“That's kind of convenient.”


“Yeah,” frowned Anna.  “But you have to be careful or you
get out of sync with the rest of your friends.”


Theodore nodded but was mildly curious how many truly good
friends she had.  She had spent so much time previously volunteering for so
many things.  She had made friends very quickly back at his town at least... 
Suddenly his brain clicked, “Um, so when is your academic year over?”


“Right at Mid-Winters for you,” she grinned.


“So, what are you doing after that is over?” His brain was
in a twirl, it was only by luck that his normal schedule was aligned
with the university, there was no reason he should have expected that Anna's
would line up as well.


Anna pouted, “And now we have to let the secret out
early!”  With a quick laugh and kiss to Theodore, she continued, “Mom and I are
renting out the upper floor of Deidre's place for your Spring semester. 
Fiona and Emily's suggestion in fact!”


Theodore laughed and hugged Anna warmly before turning to
Janice, “Um, you will be gone from the University entirely?”


“I am a tenured professor in both departments and have
never taken sabbatical.  Heck, my leave time keeps rolling over at the maximum,
too!  Don't worry about it, we've already taken care of things!”


“Dare I ask what lady Deidre is charging for rent?”
laughed Theodore.


“I think we are cooking her meals,” grinned Anna.  “Mom
and I are going to be spending most of our time with the Firemeadows'.”


“Big surprise on the last part,” grinned Theodore.  He
paused and took a big breath as he realized they were now standing at the front
door of the Westmore's residence.  What of Thomas?


Anna took his hand and they entered the house and moved
upstairs leaving Tim outside.  Thomas Westmore was up there, sitting in a
chair.  To his credit he politely shook Theodore's hand before hugging his
daughter and wife.  “I'm not much of a cook,” he offered as a feeble joke, “so
I had things ordered out.  They should be here in half an hour.”


“Dad does a mean BBQ though,” offered Anna with a broad
grin.  “Maybe on a different trip.”


A small smile flashed across Thomas’ face.  That was going
to have to do.


Janice smiled as she pointed at Theodore's room and he
ditched his small backpack.  Megan's room was going to be down the hall, just
next to Anna's.  All nice and tidy.


The evening wasn't nearly as tense as any of them had
feared; Thomas, for the most part, kept to himself reading a book.
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Theodore soon found himself back at the spaceport with
Anna and Janice smiling at his side.  Bill had joined them again and was
looking worse for wear.


“Not sleep well?” asked Theodore.


Bill shook his head, “Slept fine.  Just dealing with the
local police is unpleasant.  They are all high and mighty about how wonderful
and secure their district is.  You casually point out that Anna was grabbed off
the street last year and it becomes excuse city...  Idiots...  If you have a
problem, you own up to it and fix it.”


“You've been around Theodore a lot,” kidded Anna.  “His
flaming optimism is wearing off on you.  There is no way they are going
to admit there was ever a problem with their tidy little world.”


“I fear the truth of your statement, ma'am.”


“Oh, don't you dare start 'ma'am-ing' me,” grinned Anna.


“Oh, you bet I am!  Don't want to make Theodore grumpy!”
Bill teased back.


There were already a parade of mixed looks from the local
security and customs officials as the small group approached.


“Sir, you can't have your weapon in this area,” barked the
security guard.


“Actually, yes, yes I can.  Before you risk violating
interstellar treaty, I highly recommend you contact the Home Office and the
Foreign Office both,” replied Bill with remarkable evenness.


“You don't understand, these things have to go through
procedures...”


“The paperwork was filed fifteen days ago.  A lead time of
forty-eight hours is all that is required by treaty.  Procedure has been met. 
I suggest you return to your station and continue with your regular duties, or
call the aforementioned Home Office.  Good day, sir!”  Bill's grin was quite
sinister.


The security agent carefully retreated to his station near
the customs office.


“Jerks,” muttered Bill under his breath.  “We went through
all of this yesterday...”


“Bureaucracy at its finest... that and petty fiefdoms,”
apologized Janice.  “Sorry about that, Bill.”


Bill shrugged, “It's part of the game.  Ah!  It looks like
the shuttle is disembarking.”


That was welcome news for all of them and they quickly
turned their attention to the new arrivals.  Anna hugged Theodore in giddy
anticipation as they watched the other passengers make their way through the
customs checkpoint.  It was quick at least, most aspects were automated, such
checkpoints were more out of inertia than real need.  Finally, the glowing form
of Meagan Rose and the towering form of her brother Ross made it through the
line.  Ross processed the paperwork for himself and his extremely bouncy
younger sister.  With the final stamp, Meagan came bounding over to Anna and
Theodore.


Theodore's grin was once again a sight to behold as he
spun Meagan around before passing her off to Anna.  Theodore just beamed as
Anna and Meagan hugged and instantly started blubbering.  Bill would have
rolled his eyes, but he was busy.


“I didn't think we had any plainclothes in this area,” he
nervously barked over his comlink.  The chatter on the comlink was soon made
superfluous...


 


Practiced form radiated from Bill as he instantly brought
his carbine to bear and interjected himself between the giddy trio and the four
people in the lobby as they suddenly sprouted submachine guns.  Theodore's
response... it was quite different.


Theodore's eyes went wide and his breathing and his heart
suddenly both slowed as a level of calm he had never felt before washed over
him.  His armor... his Live Steel armor exploded around them, floor to ceiling
in a flaming blue wall just like his father had done those eight long months
ago.  He had no fear for himself or the girls, his only objective was to make
sure Janice was safe.  He felt the wall expand almost another three meters out
to encompass her and she quickly moved in tight with the group.


Bill, for his first part, had already dropped the first
two with his precision shooting as he stepped back and found that he too was
now behind the blue wall of flame.  The sudden relaxation he felt from
Theodore's armor was short lived.  With a spin that said wonders for the fear
crawling in the back of his mind, he turned to face the security officer that
had given him grief before and found the man had drawn down on them!


Ross, however, was not standing by idly while his sister
and her friends were in danger.  His own Live Steel armor had quickly engulfed
him and it was he who brutally dispatched the turncoat security guard.


Bill made a mock curtsey at the two remaining gunmen as
their rounds were harmlessly absorbed by Theodore's own wall of armor.  “This
thing works one way!” growled Bill as he pointed his carbine at the two
befuddled attackers.  “Drop your weapons if you want to live!”  The pair
started to raise their weapons again and Tim, appearing from the corner,
instantly cut them both down.  “Look alive people!  We are still missing
something!”  barked Bill.


Theodore didn't argue the point with Bill, he knew something
was amiss and Bill had been spot on about everything else...


“You were late, Tim.”


“Someone deactivated my key lock; had to open a door the
hard way.”


“One of the locals was in on it, assume all security is
compromised!”


Tim nodded as they looked around and he suddenly yelled
and pointed out the window.


The window shattered under the onslaught of a 30mm pulse
rifle.  The sinister twin of Peter's toy all but bowled the two man team firing
it off their landing.  But the story was about the bullet, not the launch.   A
half kilo of tungsten carbide separated from its sabot and bore down on
Theodore and his wall.  His soon to be father-in-law had stood down multiple
rounds from its slightly smaller brother, but Theodore only had to worry about
one round... One round with slightly more than a megajoule of energy square
into the side of his armor.  It hurt, it hurt in a style of pain he had never
felt before, but he held fast.  His armor held fast.  He snarled as he looked
up, almost baiting them to do it again.


A second shot wasn't going to happen, Bill and Tim made
certain of that.  Their response was quick and thorough: the two people outside
the window would only be inconveniencing the janitors...
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Janice's heart was weak: all of her training her entire life
had been to save people yet the only people around her were people that had
tried to kill her and her daughter, much less poor Meagan and Theodore.  She
wanted to do something but there was nothing to do.  Bill, Tim and Ross
had been quite thorough.  Instead she just crashed to the floor crying,
cradling her daughter and future in-laws.  Theodore held her tight and tried to
apologize, but Janice would have nothing of it.  They all just sat there while
Bill stood watch and the rest of Tim's team arranged to evacuate them from the
building.  The local security was irate at the level of devastation.  Tim was
irate that one of the locals had sold out...  So much for relying on local
help.  Everything was going to go through the Foreign Office or not at all. 
The locals were trapped behind their own failures and the despicable behavior
of one of their own.


Only Ross seemed unfazed.  He grinned as he shook
Theodore's hand before departing, “Meagan's safe with you!”


Theodore's tail twitched, “His voice... it's familiar...”


Meagan tried to make light of things even though she was
still quite obviously stressed, “You've met him before.  I should image his
voice is familiar.”


Theodore noticed Eric and Lori, two others from Tim's DSS
team, were now up close and personal with the group.  Normally, they loitered
in the distance.  Changes were being made...  


“Make a hole!” barked Tim with eye blazing.  “We are
leaving now!”


The four of them, Theodore, Meagan, Anna and Janice, were
soon being shepherded through the building by the very irate DSS team.  Eric
was brandishing a rapid fire grenade launcher while Lori was leading the way
with a squad automatic rifle in plain view.  Theodore was briefly curious about
the practicality of Eric's grenade gun, his own experience had demonstrated
what could happen if fired at too close of a range.  Theodore’s curiosity faded
to mild horror as he caught a glimpse of the writing on the side of Eric's
spare ammunition: spray incendiary and flechette.  It wasn't a grenade
launcher, it was a fire hose of death!  


Saundra nodded to Tim as they left the building and moved
into the open courtyard.  Theodore blinked twice, he'd only ever met Saundra
once before, that first day at the canteen.  Apparently they were blowing a lot
of their cover in order to have a more open and brazen display of force. 
Blowing cover... and flag poles.  With a flip of a switch, Saundra set off a
series of charges that cut three massive flagpoles at their bases.  Any
etiquette associated with lowering of the colors was instantly out the door. 
Theodore briefly was curious about the wanton destruction, but only briefly. 
Two heartbeats later, a light repulsar gunship landed in the narrow courtyard. 



The team walked through the twisted metal of the flagpoles
and entered the gunship as if it were an everyday experience.  The loading ramp
started to close with them still on it: people were in a rush.  Just as the
door closed tight, the engines flared and they lurched into the sky.  Theodore
could feel periodic shaking as if they were firing some low power weapon as
they lifted straight into the morning sky.


Bill must have read Theodore's confused expression:  “Tear
gas and smoke.  Here in another thirty seconds they'll shift to chaff...”


“Blackout, blackout, blackout!” barked the intercom.


Bill started swatting his own equipment as he nodded to
the Westmores, “Any electronics, kill power or pop the battery!”


Janice and Anna both quickly disconnected the batteries
from their phones.  “Where are they taking us?”


“Safehouse.  Not sure where.  Things are a mess,” offered
Tim.


“Is this your gunship?” asked Theodore more than a
little shocked.


“No, it's on loan from the Foreign Office.  Right now, the
FO's internal security are the only people we are trusting on this rock.  The
Transportation Ministry and the Home Office are going to have a lot of
explaining to do...”


 


 


The four tried to relax as they sat in the penthouse of
some nameless building.  Things were comfortable enough, the frosted white
windows being the only overt difference between their current setting and a
posh hotel.  They were all shaken but it was Janice that spoke first.


“You raised a wall to protect the girls, just like your
father did,” smiled Janice.  “You are a strong strong man, Theodore!”


Theodore tried to smile at the complement, “I'm starting
to understand a lot of what my father has been trying to teach me as well as
others...”  If you wish to protect them, you must learn to not fear for
them. Theodore shuddered as those words from the woods washed over him.  He
had been calm, not a hint of fear for the girls... it had never entered
his mind...  Had that been his father in the woods playing with his mind?


“Are we going to have to cancel the trip?” asked Meagan.


Theodore sighed, “We'll have to wait and see.”


“If things turn into a complete tizzy, we'll just head to
Afon,” remarked Janice evenly.  “All else fails, we'll move in a few months
early and I'll home school Anna for her last quarter.”


Meagan's eyes lit up, “So does that mean Deidre is going
to rent you her house there in Marionsford?”


Theodore laughed, “So everyone knew about that but me!”


Anna sported a fake pout, “Well.  Well yes!  Had to let
the cat out of the bag...”  Anna just doubled over laughing turning bright bright
red.  “Um, okay.  That expression was horrible!”


Meagan and Theodore both just laughed at Anna and hugged
her warmly.  


Tim soon joined the group, and after a round of apologies
for not speaking the Highland Old Tongue, he filled them in:  “The Home Office
finally relented and is letting the Foreign Office provide additional assets.”


“Didn't they just do that with the gunship?” asked
Theodore.


Tim grinned, “We kinda did that without going through
channels.”


“Are there going to be negative repercussions for that?”
asked Janice.


“Undoubtedly, but if the Home Office and Foreign Office
want to go tit-for-tat, they are going to have to cover for the breakdowns at
the port.  The Transportation Ministry is going to instantly be in hot water
for the turncoat as well as the lapses in security.  The Home Office is
ultimately responsible for day to day police work and the fact that we had a
perfect repeat from eight months ago over at VerDemire as well as Anna's
earlier kidnapping with no arrests... No.  I think they will grump and
politely have to deal with us getting a lift from a gunship.”


Janice let out a long sigh, “Every day we hear about
organized crime, but everyone always assumes it happens someplace else... never
here.  Someone just needs to take those bastards down!”


Theodore hadn't seen Janice growl much, but peace loving,
volunteer doctor on the go was also a mother.  And someone had threatened her
child.  


Anna just hugged her mother and smiled, “Hey, we'll be
fine.”


“We may be fine,  but only because of Theodore's excellent
skills and the dedication of these few people.  The rank and file citizen on
the street has no protection from these animals!”


Tim smiled, “Maybe all the negative publicity and finger
pointing is going to convince the government to get off high-center and actually
do something about organized crime.  Once Agent Tamilton was able to get her
foot in the door with judges and prosecutors she could trust, she made real
progress.  The Bella-Shoana are pretty much used to being able to buy their way
out of trouble.  It just takes motivated and brave people to break the cycle.”


“Oh, no you don't!” barked Anna to her mother.  “I can
read your mind from here!  You are not going into politics or anything
crazy like that!  No rallies or anything!”


Janice finally managed a laugh as she hugged her daughter,
“Yes, dear.  May I rev up my students?”


“No...  Maybe twenty years from now...”


Janice laughed and hugged Anna.  “Not a day sooner.”
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“Do you still want to go to the art museum today?” grinned
Bill to the group.


They had been in the penthouse for almost four hours and
had made a pleasant time of it, but welcomed serious offers to get back onto
their schedule...


“If it's safe,” offered Theodore, glad for the change.


“I thought we were going to do the art museum on Friday,”
interjected Anna.


“Well, we are definitely rearranging your schedule...”


Anna quickly caught the wisdom of changing around their
plans.  “I guess we'll need to buy new tickets for everything!”


“Nah, the Home Office is going to cover for it,” grinned
Bill.  “So, shall we?  It won't be subtle, but it should still be a good day
out.”


Anna quickly explained things to Meagan and the parade of
smiling faces said it all: salvage the day!


Incognito was just not going to happen.  Two fur covered
Taiks walking hand in hand with a pair of humans, not common at all.  Same
group with a second quartet of grouchy humans loaded with enough firepower to
level a building, they were certain to make the news.  Add twenty plainclothes
agents who all took smiling lessons from a brick, the evening news.  Landing on
the roof of the museum in a heavy gunship?  Um, wow...


Bill tried to smile at the other patrons at the
museum but that just seemed to make them more nervous.


“Stop that,” teased Janice.  “You are scaring the
children.”


“Yes, ma'am.”


“The name is Janice.”


“Yes, ma'am.  It is,” grinned Bill.


Janice just rolled her eyes and did her best to enjoy the
pleasant company.  Meagan and Anna were finally able to relax and
chatter away as Anna did her best to show her around the massive art museum. 
The museum was not a calling so much for the planet, but for art as a whole. 
The collection spanned hundreds of planets and thousands of years.  A few works
of the old great masters from the human’s home world, on traveling display, rounded
out the exhaustive collection. 


As the afternoon rolled on, Meagan suddenly went giddy and
almost hysterical in the portrait gallery.  Theodore was confused at first, the
pictures were all of stuffed shirts, political bigwigs who were trying to immortalize
themselves.  What could silly Meagan find so funny?  Someone in the buff?  As
he approached, his own smile threatened to consume his face.     


“Your First Mother painted that one!” laughed
Meagan as she hugged Anna.


Theodore's smile was going to be hard to extinguish as he
carefully double checked the signature as well as the caption.  “We are how far
away from home?” he laughed as he hugged the girls.


Anna cut lose with a raspberry, “Just proves this place
has good taste!”


“Well of course this place has good taste,” grinned
Meagan.  “Anna is from here!”


Meagan and Theodore both had a good run of watching Anna
change various shades of red.


As the afternoon wore to a close, Anna had her revenge. 
For reasons none of them could fathom, a large number of school aged girls
wanted their pictures taken with Meagan.  Meagan wouldn't dream of
disappointing the younger girls, but she was just as quickly embarrassed by all
the attention.   


“She seems to be the darling of the museum,” grinned
Janice.


“We need to be going soon,” replied Bill, adding the only
gray cloud in hours.


They all nodded and knew what that meant: they'd been seen
in one place for long enough that... that unpleasant things might happen to the
locals.  Anna was still able to hold an honest smile, they had made a good run
of the museum and Meagan had become the local rock star, as it were.  A fun day
out, just shorter than planned.  


They expertly moved to the roof and the waiting gunship
for their short trip back to the safehouse.


“Thomas Westmore has been in contact,” began Tim to
Janice.  “Trying to coordinate dinner.  Back at the safehouse is best, we can
fly him out and back easily enough.”


Janice smiled, “Whatever works!  I'm just happy that he is
being big enough to show up.”


“Understood...”


   


Dinner was civil, bordering on actually fun.  Thomas was very
polite and friendly to Meagan and did his best to be civil to Theodore.  Smiles
graced the table as they ate.  The only overt problems were associated with
Thomas' language skills not being quite on par with his lovely wife's.  Long
smiles were had with the good food and then Thomas left for the night and the
press of the day soon bid them all to sleep.
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“So the late morning is going to be hitting the shopping
districts and we hit the aquarium in the afternoon?” asked Theodore.


Anna grinned, “I take it from your excellent poker
face that spending three hours shopping is not your idea of fun.”


“Why not leave the poor boy here and we girls will make a
morning of it,” grinned Meagan.


Theodore laughed at the mental image of Janice being “one
of the girls.”  That was good to see.  Very!


“Um,” began Janice hesitantly, “Thomas is coming by for
lunch.  You going to be okay if you are stuck alone with him for a bit?”


Theodore offered himself a small smile, “I'm sure some
things need to be said.  Might as well get those out of the way.”


Janice smiled as she straightened Theodore's shirt and
vest, not unlike Emily those months ago.  “You are a good lad.  Don't let anyone
tell you otherwise.”  She kissed him on the cheek and rejoined the rest of the
girls.  Anna and Meagan quickly bolted back to offer kisses of their own before
they headed out with their small army in tow.


Theodore smiled as the girls departed.  He knew that
things could quite easily get unpleasant with Thomas.  But he also knew he had
their strength and support and that made all the difference in the world.


 


“Dr. Thomas Westmore is here,” announced Lori.


“Good!  Send him in,” replied Theodore with his best
smile.  He checked the clock: there was easily a half hour before the girls
were due back.  And that assumed they didn't get distracted.  He laughed
briefly to himself, Bill wouldn't let them get too distracted.  Now... now was
time for him and Thomas alone.  He wasn't looking forward to a fight, but he
was hoping for... well... anything.


Thomas smiled as he entered the room and thanked Lori
politely at the door.  He stood across from Theodore, nervous in his manner and
presentation.


“Would you like a seat?” offered Theodore, his own
apprehension showing in his voice.


Thomas flashed a forced smile as he found a chair.  “You
seem to have found a wonderful girl there in Meagan Rose.”


Theodore smiled, “I'd say she found me, but yes, she is a
wonderful girl.  Quite dedicated and beaming at the thought of being a Second
Mother.  She and Anna get along splendidly”


Thomas shifted nervously in his seat as he fought for
words.


“We are alone, sir,” began Theodore.  “Just speak your
piece.”


Thomas sighed and held his tongue for a bit before he launched,
“What's with you Highlanders?  So greedy that you have to have four wives?”


Theodore sniffed, “They would have me.  The First Mother
sets the house, not the Father.  It isn't about greed, it's about what they
want.  Anna wants me.  Meagan wants in as a Second.  Anna and Meagan are best
of friends.  They want me in as a family.”


Thomas scoffed, “So you would let them speak for you?”


“I speak for myself.  But for the family?  Yes, First
Mother speaks for the family.”


“And you call yourself a man?”


“Yes,” sniffed Theodore, “and a Highlander.”


“And what is a Highlander?  What is so important about
your stupid land?  It's just a continental shelf and you people bask in it like
it's the cradle of civilization!”


“I look around the lands I've traveled and I see greed and
hatred, bigotry and fear.  The Bella-Shona are just one of many diseases that
infect your planet but you would brush them aside and let them hurt your fellow
countrymen and kin.  What do you know of civilization?  We have to
travel with an armed escort in your lands because you people are unwilling to
deal with the corruption that lives under your very noses!  The Highlands isn't
about a place; it's about an ideal!  The Highlands are anyplace that a
Highlander calls home!  What are Highlanders?  We are people that share that
common vision, that ideal of how people can live together and work together. 
To confront our fears, to confront demons around us and fix them rather than
sweep them under the rug.  Anna is a Highlander; everyone in our town will
proclaim that loudly and with both eyes looking back.  Even the town thug knows
that.  We aren't perfect.  We never claim to be, but we all share that common
ideal and we work to make it happen!  Are there bad people there?  Of course,
we aren't exempt!  But it's the attitude...”


“Anna will never be one of you.  She'll always be the
outsider that is politely tolerated...”


“What do you know of our people?  Of my town?  Have you
been there and talked with them?  Have you seen the warm glow in the eye of the
midwife?  Have you seen the broad grins of the other girls she calls friends?”


“But she'll never have children of her own...”


“Children?  Is that what you are so hung up on?  A
marriage is about a family!  The family first and foremost!  If we are graced
with children then so be it.  If you met a family that were both humans yet
they had no children, would you be giving them this much grief?”


“Well, no.  But...”


“But what?  Is this all about the fur coat then?  Would
you be content if I shaved it all off?  Would that suddenly make things all
better?”


“No, but two humans together is natural...”


“People who love each other, being together: that is
natural!  It doesn't matter the color of my hair or the length of my coat: Anna
and I love each other.  Why can't you seem to understand that?”


“You lust for each other, granted,” snarled Thomas.   


“You have put your daughter through hell and back as you
have lashed out against her and her choices.  We, Anna and I, have held fast
and strong beside the storm that you have created, beside the storm of hate and
greed of both you and the mafia.  You daughter loves you dearly, but she will
set you aside if she has to for the sake of our new family.  She doesn't want
to, she really wants you to embrace our new family and share the
warmth.  That isn't about lust; this is about caring and sharing.”


“None of the kids will ever look upon me as their real
grandfather...”


“Oh, crap, we're back to kids again!  If you were so
desperate for biological grandkids, why is Anna an only child?  Where is your
parade of children filling your house with a warm smile?  Your entire future
happiness is entirely on the shoulders of Anna?  Does she deserve that
emotional baggage?  And no! at this rate the kids will never call you
'grandfather'.  They will, however, call Janice 'grandmother.'” 
Theodore snarled, “You don't get Highland families.  Who is my biological
mother?”


Thomas blinked, “Um, Fiona.”


“Really, are you sure it isn't Emily or Charlotte?”


“Well, she is the First Mother.”


“First Mother is head of the family.  Why should she
necessarily be the first one to have a child?  Having a child gets in the way
of work, and the last thing a young family needs are financial hurdles as
well.”


“So, Emily then.”


Theodore laughed, “Have you talked with your wife about my
parents at all?  The odd little gossip points that I know Anna wrote
about in her letters...”


“Ok, well, Charlotte then!  What's the point?” snarled
Thomas.


Theodore grinned, “The point is, if you ask any of them,
they will say that they are my mother.  They all claim me, just like
they all claim my sisters Rose and Abby!  You know what?  I don't know who my
biological mother is, and I don't care!  I know it isn't Emily, but whether it
is Fiona or Charlotte, no clue.  And I have no need to know.  A family is all
about loving everyone who is in it.  It's not about partitioning or parceling
out love.  That's the beauty of love: the more you give, the more you have.”


“You and your delusional Pollyanna world...”


Theodore permitted himself a laugh, “Yes we are optimists,
and I'm probably the biggest optimist of all.  But we aren't delusional; we
know there are trials and tribulations out there.  But we, we Highlanders,
approach those as solvable problems.  You did volunteer work off world: were
you doing it out of some sense of self-guilt about how life had unfairly been
kind to you, or did you do it because you thought you could make a positive
benefit?”


“We were trying to help people!  How dare you imply
otherwise!”


“Then when did you give up?  Give up on people? 
Aren't you every bit as much of a Pollyanna as I?  How many of those desperate
situations you went into were natural, and how many were the side effect of
people exploiting others for political or monetary gain?”


“The worst were all man made...”


“Yet you kept going in and trying to make a
positive difference!  You are a good person, you've proven that.  So why, why
is my fur getting in the way?  If you let them, any and all the children
will call you 'grandfather'.  Just let them...”


Thomas paused; for once no snarl came back so Theodore
just held his breath.


“No... no, it just won't be the same,” finally blurted
Thomas.  “And... well... I guess it won't matter anyway.  You'll be dead soon
enough.”


Theodore's fur flared, “What did you do?”


Thomas tossed his phone to the floor.  “Got rid of an
unwanted suitor,” he snarled back evilly.


“It's being tracked,” mewed Theodore softly.


“Yes.  Yes, indeed!”


“They'll kill you too.”


Thomas laughed, “Nah, I'm too good to them.”  He turned and
headed to the door.


“You've sold out everything your wife and daughter ever
stood for.  And now you have created your own pit of hell...”


“So long as my daughter isn't in it!”
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What has Thomas done?  Theodore would have snarled,
but that would have been wasting time.  He sprang across the room and hit the
panic button: the entire team would instantly know there was trouble.  He
searched for what he knew had to be a comlink when it started
broadcasting on its own.  He scrambled across the room and found the comlink on
the coffee table.


“What happened?” came Bill’s voice with a tinge of fear.


“Thomas sold me out!  They were tracking his phone when he
arrived.”


Theodore would have expected a tirade of expletives from
Bill but instead he was clear and focused, “We're evacuating the ladies now. 
Local DSS is heading your way... I've no response from Lori... she's not
picking up.  Get the heck out of there!  Take the comlink and run!  Do that
armor slam thing or whatever, just get some distance between you and that
building!”


“Caught you the first time, out.”  Theodore tucked the
comlink in his pocket and ran to the nearest window.  What had happened to
Lori?  The frosted windows were thick!  Oh well, time to open them the fun
way.  Theodore invoked a small live steel blade and cut a hole in the winodw. 
Laminate of ceramic and plastic of some type, aluminum oxynitride or maybe just
good old alumina.  Either way the composite stack was thick and heavy.  He had
to dodge as the piece fell inward just short of his paws.  He knew they were
very high up from the trips in the repulsar gunship but never paid that much
attention to exactly how high or what the exterior of the building
looked like.  His first look outside, however, was interrupted.


High power machine-gun fire raked the opened window just
barely after its opening.  Theodore's armor burst around him, but it was more
his reflexes than the armor that had saved him as he quickly spun clear of his
supposed exit.  They were only heavy machine-gun rounds, probably only
15mm or so... Theodore wasn't worried about soaking one, rather it was the
torrential rain of rounds that made him nervous.  There was a brief pause,
probably to ensure that the barrel wasn't overheating, only to be replaced by
the dramatic burst of fire from a gatling pulse rifle.  The short bursts,
normally comical in their bathroom humor like sound, had lost any attempts at
mirth as 10mm 22 gram projectiles at mach six burst through the open window in
groups of two and three hundred.


So much for the window!  Theodore regrouped and bolted for
the security elevator.  As he touched the door his instincts flared and his fur
danced wildly.  He had no idea what was beyond, but “bad” was high on the
list.  Worse so than the window.  That meant... more windows and move faster! 
He sprinted across the penthouse as randomly as he could, carving holes in the
windows as he went.  Things weren't looking good: no matter which face of the
building he went to, there were gunshots there to greet him.  Time.  How long
before the DSS guys arrived?  What type of firefight were they going to have to
fight through?


He should have been moving, not thinking, as a squad of
heavily armed and armored men suddenly burst into the room.  With completely
environmentally enclosed helmets, Theodore knew instantly that this was a
different breed of cat... er person.


Spray rounds of thermite and white phosphorous soon
flooded the room.  They sprayed harmlessly off of his armor but were quickly
turning the room into an inferno.   Air!  They were quickly going to suffocate
him, and if he ran to the windows for air...


Step one: discourage repeat performances by clearing the
gene pool.  Theodore snarled as he charged the squad and invoked a Live Steel
glaive... more of a naginata from a Japanese tradition.  If there were any
surprised or confused looks, the helmets concealed them.  Theodore struck home
on the first target with full power and greater determination.  He kept his
focus on his target, and that was his target's undoing.  He could have guessed
that his opponent wore a smirk as Theodore struck home as he instantly sensed
contact with Live Steel armor.  The smirk certainly vanished as Theodore
followed through, bisecting his opponent, Live Steel armor or not! 


That seemed to have gotten their attention! 
Treasonous Highlanders in a crunchy new shell.  They quickly ditched their
conventional weapons and invoked their own Live Steel weapons. 


One down, seven to go...  Theodore closed into the middle
of them; every place he swung was a target!  With practiced form of a thousand
matches with his father, with every sense in his body flailing outward and
soaking in the world, he struck.  Parries meant he reversed the weapon,
seamlessly invoking it in the reversed form.  Stalls meant he shifted to sword
and closed before bringing the long bladed glaive back to dance.  It was a
dance... he started to understand that now.  He was the minstrel and minister
of dance as he spun and whirled in perfect form.  As calm rushed over him, he
could almost hear the music playing... playing while the blades danced. 
But soon he was without partners.  Oh well...


With a defiant calm he walked back out the way the squad
had rushed in.  Back out onto the landing zone for the gunships.  Out into
plain sight.  Two light repuslar craft were orbiting the top of the building
while sharpshooters with anti-armor weapons made the presence known as they
fired from nearby roof tops.


The world seemed to slow down and he could see it all,
almost as from a third person perspective.  The arcs of the high power
weapons:  he could sense their arcs back to their origin.  The repulsar craft:
he could all but feel the pilots’ nervous state as he stood in the open and
challenged them all. 


A sharp shot from a 30mm pulse rifle set the tone as
Theodore stepped into the shot and all but plucked the round from the air and
reoriented it back to its sender.   A gentle rain from the 10mm gatling pulse
rifle on the repulsar craft sprinkled lightly against his armor.  The source of
apprehension just moments before was now merely an optical distraction
splashing on his armor.  Like the afternoon back at the university, Theodore
launched an arrow at the offending gnat and it struck home in the craft's
engine, collapsing its lift coils and sending the craft into an emergency
landing to the streets below.


Streets below!  Suddenly Theodore was nervous, he
didn't want people on the streets below injured because of his actions.  With a
more practiced aim, his second arrow struck the remaining respuslar craft
through the cooling system.  The engine would start to suffer in moments but at
least they could land safely.


“Elegant,” commented a voice behind him.  “Now you get to
pray your father was right,” sneered a voice in the Highland Old Tongue.


Theodore spun to face off against probably the largest
Taik he had ever seen.  He was a mass of muscles, but muscles of form and
power, not of bulk.  It wasn't the muscles that caught his attention; it wasn't
really the wall of blue flame armor either.  The Taik's fur coat shimmered in
color cycling from a tawny and spotted coat to a charcoal gray that matched the
roof.  Theodore was now fighting a Silver!
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Silvers learn faster, but ultimately anyone can become
especially good with live steel.  That was what Theodore's father had told him
and others on a multitude of occasions.  Why are you fighting? Defending your
family?  No... this is about just the two of you...  Then why are you fighting?


Theodore grinned as his father's lessons washed over him.  Bill
said to run, and well, who was he to argue with Bill?  Theodore followed Bill's
lead from the space port and performed a mock curtsey.  He then bolted to the
edge of the building and jumped off without hesitation.  His armor was there,
his old friend as he executed an armor slam from a five hundred meter tall
building.  Three hundred, five hundred? eh, all the same: he hit terminal
velocity quickly with his armor being a sparking mass rather than an armored
ball like it had been when jumping from the monorail with the family those
weeks ago.  He hit the ground with a light slap, scarring the sidewalk, but far
from cratering it as he had done in his previous jumps.  That was a nice
change.


Theodore broke into a long sprint as he aimed for the
loading dock of an industrial building.  His pursuer was undoubtedly a big
burly man, but Theodore was light on his feet and had a light heart.  End this
on his terms, with as little loss of life as possible.  Don't get bogged down
in fights.  Fight only when he needed to or to protect those around him. 
Fighting wasn't about ego, it was life and death.  And Theodore?  He was a
college student and soon to be a husband to a simple family back home.  There
were men like Bill, heavy of violence, there to decide who lives and who dies. 
His family was safe, further fighting only favored his opponents.  He chuckled
to himself as he was sure his opponent was hurling all sorts of verbal abuse at
him, but he didn't care.


Subways!  They used subways to move heavy goods! 
Perfect!  Snagging a ride on a freight shipment, while gauche, was far less
obvious than taking public transportation: his fur coat just stood out a wee
little bit.  Theodore ran long and fast past a series of workers who were more
confused to see a Taik than about a lay person running in a hazardous work
environment.  Oh, yeah.  That was subtle.  If anyone asked they were certain
to know where he'd gone.  The trick, the goal was to move fast enough
through the maze of construction equipment that any pursuers would quickly
become lost as well.  Well, that and to make it to the lower levels.  He
cringed slightly as he invoked his Live Steel to cut a few locks to doors he
had no businesses being beyond.  He gritted his teeth; he'd have to get Tim and
the rest of the DSS to say their sorries for him.  And buy them a few dozen new
locks.


He threaded his way past the heavy equipment and down
below the ground into the belly of the building.  Rumbling!  There it was,
somewhere up ahead was a freight subway.  He twisted and turned going more by
sound and feel than any real plan and was soon rewarded: a freight subway on
the move.  Slow enough to jump onto, but quickly picking up speed!  He ran
alongside the accelerating cars and carefully leaped on board.  He wasn't worried
about landing on anything sharp so much as he was worried about losing his grip
and falling down onto the electrified rails!  This was a freight system, it
didn't have all the safeties that a public transport rail line had.


Theodore soon found himself relaxing in a train car full
of pig iron.  Not the most comfortable of cars, but it was moving at quite a
clip away from the old building.  He peered into the darkness as he felt
the wind blast past his face.  He wasn't going to get off with the car load, there
would be people around if he waited that long.  He wanted to be a far distance
away and then take something like a service tunnel out...  How long had he been
in motion?  He glanced down at his watch: it was dead.  He rolled his eyes and
pulled his pocket watch, a gift from his parents his first year to college.  It
was still working!  Ah the joy of mechanical parts and springs over wires and
batteries...


Fifteen minutes later at quite a clip Theodore poked his
head up again and started to look for his exit.  There were access
tunnels off to the side, he'd just have to jump and do an armor slam sideways. 
Weird but the orientation shouldn't make any difference.  With a relaxed heart
of practiced form, he jumped and bounced off the edge of the tunnel.  He
rattled around a bit as his Live Steel armor fought for a reference frame; it
was quite weird and silly from his perspective.  A few seconds later he stood
and dusted himself off as he started down the long access tunnel.  Its ever so
faint service lights were meant for humans.  Arguably so faint to be dangerous
for a human's trek, but his eyes were well used to the dark and quite superior
to a human's at night.


After ten minutes of walking he found an access hatch that
went up.  Up to where?  Well, he didn't know, but he had to hit the surface at
some point and it wasn't like his comlink was going to work down here.  Panic
suddenly washed over him: his watch was dead, was the comlink okay?  Theodore
had never been quite so happy to see a “no signal” light flash.  The comlink
was made of sterner stuff than his wrist watch!  His climb was greeted by a
series of doors upward and outward.  He tried to move carefully, not wanting to
attract attention, but he also knew that if he showed up on security cameras...
well heaven only knew if the local cops could be trusted...  He made his way up
into the service entrance of what appeared to be a mall of some type.  Well,
that meant his comlink would work: there would be repeaters indoors.  That also
meant an insane number of people around him.  People who could quickly
become casualties if shooting started again. 


Theodore gritted his teeth as he cued the comlink, “Bill? 
You read me?”


There was a long pause before Bill voice came online, “Oh,
crap, there you are!  We had a bunch of people here about ready to turn blue.”


Theodore was confused, “Paint themselves blue?”


Bill laughed, Theodore needed that, “No!  Sorry, face
turning blue from holding one's breath.  Not so obvious with a furry face, eh? 
You okay?  The house was a burning mess when the DSS got there.”


“I'm doing okay.  Had to fight my way out, it was a mess. 
First things first, can we get someone to come pick me up?”


“Bottom of the comlink is a little blue button, press it
for about two seconds.  You should here a short chirp.”


“That broadcasts my location?” asked Theodore as he
flipped it over and pressed the button as instructed.


“Yes, but only your location at that exact moment.”


The utility was obvious: if he had to bolt and they were
being bugged it wouldn't continue to give him away.  “Did it come through?”


Bill laughed, “Hey, we just came from that mall. 
If you wanted to go shopping with the ladies...”


“Okay,” grinned Theodore as the irony washed over him. 
“Now, how do we get me out of here?”


“I'm hopping a gunship and we'll be right there.  Which do
you think you can do more easily: get to the roof or make it to the front
entrance?”


“Without being seen?  Neither!”


“Okay, you sit tight.  When we are two minutes out, you
start running for the front door.  We'll meet you in the upper mezzanine.”


“Waiting on your word and then I'll run like the wind.”


Theodore sat and tried to stay calm.  Help was coming and
if they timed it right, no one else would get hurt.  Stay calm...  It felt like
half an hour had passed, but he was certain it was far less than that when he
comlink sprang to life with the simple command: “Go! Go! Go!”


Theodore bolted from his hiding spot in the maintenance
hall way and was quickly into the main hall of the mall.  It was huge!  And
quite pretty, too!  No time to gawk, time to run.  Past long grand halls and
countless surprised shoppers he bolted.  The mall was somewhat disorienting, it
was hard at times to find the front.  Probably a design feature: keep
the shoppers trapped longer so they'd loiter and spend more money.  It didn't
matter much to him, he only had about a twenty on him, not much to shop with
even if he had wanted to.  He kept his speed up and was soon rewarded as he
broke into sunlight.  Oh! that felt good on so many levels!  His eyes darted to
the side and he quickly started up the stairs to the prescribed mezzanine.  He
was worried that he had run too fast: he really didn't want to be
loitering while waiting for Bill.  His worries quickly vanished as he heard the
sound of repulsar gunship on rapid descent.


His eyes strained as he looked for any sign of Bill
Burges: he said he was going to be on the craft.  What he did see first
quite thoroughly surprised him: Shukurae!  And lots of them!  They quickly
disembarked fanning out in a wide perimeter.  Their 15mm pulse rifles were handguns
for them.  He knew they were only three meters tall, but seeing grumpy
Shukurae made them seem at least another meter taller!


Suddenly, his eyes caught the sight of Bill Burges waving
him forward.  Theodore needed no further encouragement and quickly closed the
gap and ran up the loading ramp into the craft.  Quickly on his heels were the
Shukurae that had briefly formed the perimeter and the whole craft burst back
into the sky.  Theodore grinned broadly at Bill, “What?  No JATO bottles?”


Bill laughed back, “Didn't have time!  There is one on
standby being fitted as we speak.  For someone that just escaped from the top
of a hundred and twenty story burning building, you've got your wits and
humor about you.”


“You forgot to mention fighting past eight Highlanders
with flamethrowers.  And then there was this giant of a Taik Silver.  I
declined his offers to be social and ran at that point.”


Bill grinned, “Hey!  I told you to run from the word go! 
Good thing you didn't try the elevator, it was packed with enough explosives to
put you into low orbit with or without your cool armor.”


“It felt wrong so I didn't try.”


“Score one for instincts.  Let's get you back to a safe
spot and the nice ladies.”


“Oh, you hear me arguing, now don't you?” laughed
Theodore.
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Theodore had expected to find himself on the roof of
another tall building with whited out windows.  Instead he found himself on a
small island far off shore from the main continental mass.  It had beautiful
blue skies and the freshest air he'd felt since landing on the planet!  Quite
the change and he was sure it was at quite the cost.  “So where are we?”


Bill grinned, “Didn't catch the entire description myself,
but apparently this is where politicians come when they want to be discrete.”


“That sounds...”  Theodore fought for the right world.


“Sleazy!” beamed Bill with a laugh.  “On the plus side, it
is lavish and easy to defend.  Very hard to sneak up on an island like this. 
On the down side, it's quite a way back to the mainland.”


“Not sure that's a downside...”


Bill laughed at that, “There is a certain truth to that! 
Come on, the ladies need to see you and then we all need to talk.”


 


 


Janice sat in silence next to Anna and Meagan as Theodore
relayed his conversation with Thomas to Tim and the rest of the team.  When it
was over Janice was in tears but had only one question, “Did Lori make it?”


Tim shook his head, “Struck down by a sniper from what we
can tell.”


“Have you recovered his body?”


“Um, whose body?”


“Thomas’s,” Janice snarled.


“No, ma'am.  We've not found any trace of him.  The house
is under surveillance, but we doubt he'd go back there.”


“If he thinks his associates were successful in
killing Theodore, then he might.  'I'm too good to them.'  Is that exactly what
he said?” asked Janice.


“Yes, ma'am,” replied Theodore evenly.


Janice started blubbering, “Don't you dare start
with the 'ma'am' after all this.  It is Janice or Mother.  And yes, I
know earlier I said you were supposed to wait before calling me that.  I
changed my mind!  Mothers do that!”


“Yes, Mom.  I'll try and be more careful,” offered
Theodore with a feeble smile.


“Much better!”  Janice tried to compose herself
before returning her attention to Tim and his group.  “What could he have meant
by that?  Was he prescribing them medications off label?”


Tim shook his head, “We have no idea, ma'am.”  A quick
glare later he added, “Janice.”  He paused to think, “It could be anything from
fraudulent prescriptions or moving out of date meds to covert medical aid.”


“Covert medical aid?” asked Theodore.  “Um, at what point
is it covert and what point is it just being helpful to people in need?”


“When it includes things like gunshots and drug
overdoses.  Both are likely when dealing with these sorts of people.”


“Animals more like it,” snarled Janice.


“Animals are at least good for meat and fur,” offered
Theodore.  “Don't insult the animals!”


Janice laughed in spite of herself and it was obvious to
everyone that she needed that.  “Come here you!” she stood and hugged Theodore
warmly.  “Come sit with us!”


The girls giggled and rearranged so Theodore was sitting
between them.  Janice sat at the end next to Anna, holding her hand.  “So now
what?”


“I think the trip is over,” began Theodore.  “I don't want
any more people injured or killed because of me.  And I sure as heck don't want
to be put into a situation where I have to kill someone again.”


“You're a family man,” grinned Tim.  “Just like your
father.  No shame in that.  A far cry from Bill,” he teased.


“Thank you very much!” grinned Bill.  


“With all the insanity, we can probably arrange a charter
flight back to the Highlands.  That would give you at least three days on the
ground before you went back to school.  You are going back to the university?”


Theodore nodded, “Between your team and Tamilton's work,
the university was quite tame.”


“Good, good!  I'd hate to think the Bella-Shoana were
going to mess up everything.  And what of you, ma'am... Janice?  I heard talk
that you might turn a trip to the Highlands into a several month affair.”


Janice flashed a smile to Anna, “Yes, I think I'll be
pulling Anna from her regular classes and homeschool her for the last eight
weeks of her classes.”


Tim nodded, “Okay, we'll wait a few hours and have someone
drop by your house and pull any personal effects you want.”


“Several changes of clothes would be nice,” laughed
Janice.  “We'll worry about disposing of the property later...”


“Um, what about Ross?” asked Theodore suddenly.


“He's being notified and should join us this evening,”
replied Tim.


“You guys have your fur clean and straightened!”


Tim sighed, “Not as much as we would have liked...”


 


 


As dinner came so did more news from Tim, “The agents at
your house found all of Thomas's effects had already been removed.  Car is
missing, too.  They were able to pull your clothes, jewelry, photos.  They've
already scanned everything twice looking for bugs.  Found a few in the clothes;
they don't think they damaged the clothes too much removing them.”


“I know a place that can do wonders with repairs and
alterations,” beamed Anna.


“In other news,” grinned Tim.  “Ross is here!”


 


“So, you elected not to fight the Silver,” began Ross to
Theodore.


They were outside, away from the girls.  Theodore wasn't
sure if he was supposed to be defensive or just matter-of-fact about the whole
exchange.  It was Ross's little sister, but it wasn't like she was in danger at
the time.  “I was tired of killing and I had an out.  Staying and fighting
would have only encouraged more of same.”


“If you had dropped him, they probably would have opened
up on you with a barrage of 90mm thermobaric and anti armor rockets.  They
found a stash of rockets on one of the roof tops.  Quite an arsenal.”


“You think it was good that I left?”  asked Theodore,
still unsure of what Ross was expecting of him.


“By all means, yes.  They were bringing more firepower to
bear faster than the DSS could get there.  Loved your armor slam on the way
out.  Very controlled.  You are getting better quickly!”


Theodore relaxed a bit, relieved that Ross was being so
understanding.


Ross must have been reading Theodore as he broke out
laughing, “Hey!  My sister wants to marry you, not a crispy corpse!  I'm quite
certain if she had been there, you would have shown them all what a Highlander
can really do...”


“You think I was holding back?  You've got to be kidding
me!”


“I know you were holding back!  Not a doubt in my mind! 
Don't get me wrong, I hope you never have to cut loose.  No one wants you in
that situation.  I'm just glad to know that Meagan and Anna will be safe.”


“I'm glad you think I was holding back!”


“Really big guy was he?”


“Yeah, biggest Taik I've ever meet.  I'm sure the
situation made him seem even bigger.”


“Pretty sure it was Edwin Blackford.  That or his brother
Colm...   Both are cousins of yours in fact.  Bad sort.”


“Oh, crap!  You know him?”  


“Know of him. He... He won't be missed back in the
Highlands.” 


“He won't try to follow us back to the Highlands will he?”


“Oh, heavens no!” laughed Ross.  “The queue to thrash his
furry butt is quite long.”


“Can the locals handle him?”


“Not my problem.  If they had tried harder when you were
last here, this would have all been moot.  They need to clean their own fur
before we worry about our trash adding to the forest floor.”


“I've so missed that.  Not the trash; the forest
floor!” grinned Theodore.


“I understand that!” grinned Ross.
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Theodore grinned sheepishly, this was becoming habit...
“Hi Emily!” he called from the bridge in the middle of Marrionsford.  “We're
back a little early!”


Emily laughed lightly as she carried Abby up and hugged
him warmly.  Rose had wasted no time running straight into Anna's outstretched
arms.  


“Second Mother,” began Theodore formally, “I'd like you to
meet Anna's mother, Dr. Janice Westmore.”


“Delighted to meet you again!” beamed Janice.


“And you, too!  So, um, were there problems again?”


Theodore rolled his eyes, “Yes, lots...”


“Save it for when we get home,” laughed Emily.  “You are
all here and safe, that is the most important thing.”


 


 


The introductions were repeated at the house and a quick
synopsis of the first half of the week was quickly retold.  


“If that was Edwin Blackford, he won't show his face
around here,” groused Aidden. “He... he... nope.  Not going to say it in mixed
company.”


“Is your friend Bill Burges here?” asked Fiona.


Theodore laughed, “No, he's back on the ship.  Tim is
trying to coordinate things for my trip back to school and Bill is stuck
dealing with the red tape.”


“Poor Bill,” laughed Emily.  “Didn't I see Ross in town? 
He should join us!”


“I think he's trying to not  rumple Theodore's
fur,” grinned Meagan.


They all had a good laugh at that.


“I'm going to go ahead over to lady Deidre's place and
help arrange things for your stay.  You are staying until Spring, aren't
you?”


“Yes indeed,” smiled Janice.  “I'll have to go back in a
few weeks to take care of a few legal things, but outside of that, we're here
until spring.  That's not fair, I'm here until spring.   I think Anna
plans on staying a wee bit longer.”


Anna grinned and laughed as she hugged Theodore and Meagan
both, “Yep, a whole lot longer!”


“Oh,” grinned Janice, “in lighter news, you might like to
know that Meagan recognized a portrait you had done that was on display back on
our home world.”


Fiona and Charlotte both had a good laugh at that.  


Theodore smiled as he watched Charlotte laugh: she all but
glowed.  Her child was due in less than a month.  He'd have a new sibling by
winter break!


“Oh, Mom!  Come upstairs!  You have to see what they did to
the attic!”


The two painters laughed again as eager Anna dragged
Janice up to the attic to show off their handy work.  


Anna just shrieked as she made it up the landing while
Fiona giggled, “Um... we added a bit since you left...”


 


 


Theodore was about ready to comb his fur backwards as the
family geared up for dinner with the guests.  Emily looked at him and then had
no end of laughing, “What's the problem, Theodore?”


“Um, Janice... she normally... well...”


“Doesn't eat meat,” finished Emily with a grin.  “We knew
that, silly dear.  That is why I ran back into town to the store.  Anna is
helping me prepare dinner, we'll all be fine.  Cramped maybe!”


“We could set up the tables outside,” he offered.


“That sounds fine,” Emily grinned back.  “Whatever you and
your father decide, we'll make do.”


 Theodore quickly excused himself and joined his father in
moving table and chairs outside.  It was a nice enough evening, with just a
hint of chill in the air.  A few more weeks and they would have been worrying
about snow!  Janice soon caught Theodore outside and pinned him off to the
side.


“If something happens and word comes back about Thomas,
you don't risk hair one to do anything for him.  Anna may get all teary
eyed, but your job is to worry about her, not Thomas.  If she gets mad about
that, blame me.”


“Okay, Mom,” replied Theodore, more than surprised by
Janice's assertion.  “I'm a Pollyanna, granted, but Anna and Meagan come
first.  Always.”


She hugged him warmly, “Good lad!  Oh, part of me hopes
he's fine.  Part of me is going to laugh at him rotting in jail.  It's all a
mess for me.  Just keep you youngsters out of it!”


“Hey, Mom!  I already said I would,” grinned Theodore.


She just grinned back, “And I do like the sound of you
saying 'Mom!'”  She laughed lightly.  “Come, come, it's all but dinner time. 
Now I get to find out how well Anna did with those stir fried mushrooms!”
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“Semester is almost over; curious how many planets he'll
visit?”


“I understand midterms was a bit of a lark.”


“Most of us just visit one planet.  But no, he up and
visited two!”


“Go and ask Bill how much fun it was,” offered Theodore as
he looked up at the twins from his desk in his dorm room.  


“Poor sot, he's taken to drinking now...”


“He drank before we left,” laughed Theodore.  “What can I
do for you two fine, upstanding men?”


“Sarcasm!  You hear that in his voice?”


“My dear brother, maybe he has finally just seen us for
who we are.”


“Can't be, he didn't slam the door in our faces!”


“What?  We have a reputation?”


“Yes,” laughed Theodore, “you do have a
reputation.  What can a third year do to help a pair of upper classmates?”


“Liked the other intro better, spoilt it...”


“Yes you did.  Had a might nice intro and...”


Theodore laughed, “Okay, already!  What's up?”


“My dear brother Maurice finds himself in a bit of a
pickle.”


“Not pickle, just awkward sort of way.”


“Awkward... very... His date for the dance at the
semester's end is all into formal stuff.”


“And I, who mocked my dear brother earlier for his class
choices, have two left feet.”


“So, you want me to try and teach you how to dance
by this weekend?” laughed Theodore.


“Actually two weeks!”


“Well, week and a half, really.”


“High on my list of people that can do the impossible...”


“Well, that and people that make a habit of the impossible...”


“Is you, dear Theodore,” they finished in unison.


Theodore grinned, “In Ballroom 3, the one with the low
ceiling there at the student union, they have practice three nights a week. 
They are always short of guys to dance with.  That is where we'll start... Oh! 
They should be opening up that room in less than thirty minutes.  Come on, both
of you.”


“Both of us?” scoffed Marcel.


“Yes, both!  Odds are you are both going to get sucked
into the mess.  Might as well make both of you presentable.”


“But really!  In the public ballroom?  What if I'm seen!”


“Then your date will know how dedicated you are... that
you were willing to risk public humiliation to stand proudly by her side...”


“She's cute, but I'm not sure she's that cute!”


“Move your butts!  Both of you!  I'll help coach, but I
draw the line at dance partner.  Thirty minutes, gentlemen.  I expect you to be
there!”


 


 


Bill grinned as he watched the twins squirm on the dance
floor.  “Either they aren't that bad, or you are a really good dance teacher.”


Theodore laughed, “They aren't that bad, really.  And it
really, really helps that their partners are both very good and very
patient!  So, who is Emma?”


Bill suddenly turned pale, “You... You...”


“Ah, eloquent!” teased Theodore.  “Don't worry, your time
will come soon enough.”


“Back!  Back you evil cat!” groused Bill.  


“Maybe you should slow down and smell the violets.  We
won't live forever.”


Bill nodded, “Yeah, Lori getting killed really drove that
home.  But I'm not slowing down until they find that bastard Thomas.”


“There will always be a next target.  You go after
Thomas, someone else will get hurt.  Revenge is a petty cycle.”


“I never said I was going after Thomas.  They are
supposed to get him.”


“If their past history is anything to go on, that will be
a long time...”


Bill shook his head, “Those people are living in a fools’
paradise.  They don't do anything to spill their wine because bad things always
happen to other people.  One morning they are going to wake up and
realize that they are it!”


Theodore laughed, “Seriously, how messed up was the planet
compared to most?”


“Average, unfortunately,” admitted Bill.  “How is it that
organized crime seems to be a human thing?  I mean you hear about Taiks
involved in robberies and murders and things, but you never hear about Taik
mafia!”


“I hear Taiks seem to gravitate toward motorcycle gangs,”
sniffed Theodore.  “If it helps your feelings any, I understand that Khazar
have a worse problem than humans do with organized crime.”


“Oh, there is a rallying cry!  At least we aren't as bad
as them!” groused Bill.


“Sorry...”


“No.  You were trying to offer a different point of view
and I made light of your effort.  Sorry.”


Theodore grinned, “It's okay.  So where were we?”


“Mocking the twins...”


“Oh... I thought we were discussing Emma...”


“You are an evil cat...”


Theodore grinned, “Just trying to help.”


“Is the dance floor open to anyone?” came a call from
entry.


“Sure/of course!” came the quick reply.


“I always did like a good dance,” grinned a sinister Taik
as he invoked a Live Steel sword.
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Bill's blood started to boil but Theodore quickly
intercepted him, “He came here for me.  Get the bystanders out of here and then
come back for me.”


“He's half a head taller than you!  He'll eat you alive!”


“He's still shorter than you, and I sent your furless butt
to the lockers...”  Theodore composed himself as he moved into the open.  “I'm
here, Colm.  I expected your brother Edwin actually.  Leave them alone; this is
about us.”


“Oh, so there is the brave Highlander.  Can't run
now, can you?”


“If you were alluding to my fight with your charming
brother, if he was so interested in a fair fight, then why were there enough
rockets aimed at me to level the entire building?”


Colm grinned as his armor exploded around him, floor to
ceiling in a wall of blue flames.  “Eh, his friends tend to be thorough.  Can't
blame them really.  Each time they seem to come up short a full set of
whiskers...”


“And so now they sent you... If you wanted to make this a
proper affair, we could always do it back in the Highlands...” replied Theodore
as his own armor suddenly started swimming around him.


“Nah!  This will be more fun!”


“What happened to Thomas?”


“How would I know and why should I care?” Colm laughed. 
“But I do know that my brother Edwin stopped in to say 'hi' to a certain
Dr. Janice Westmore as she dropped by the courthouse to do some
paperwork...”


“Now you are just trying to get a rise out of me,”
Theodore hoped Colm was bluffing.


“You wish!” Colm laughed.


Theodore just stood in front of Colm, “Please surrender. 
More blood won't solve anything...”


“Depends on whose blood it is!” he snarled as his fur
cycled in color and he pointed his Live Steel sword at Theodore.


Great, he’s a Silver too.  Ross and Dad left off that
part...  “I’m tired of all the killing...”


“That's funny, I was just getting used to it!”  


Colm charged and their two sets of ethereal armor screamed
and shed a waterfall of blue sparks where they collided.  Both sets of armor
compressed as both parties fought for control.  Theodore's own sword sprang
into being in order to parry Colm's savage blow where the armor seemed
unwilling or unable to stop him.  The strikes kept coming...  


 


 


“Oww!” protested Theodore as a Live Steel blade in practice
struck his exposed forearm.


“Stop trying to over analyze me.  Slow down and relax. 
The calmer you are, the better you will be doing,” grinned Aidden.


Theodore was suddenly horribly confused... He was standing
in their front yard back on Afon with his father and he felt... weird.  That
and his dad was tall!  His father hadn't towered over him like that since he
was twelve!  He looked down at the size of his ever so familiar long sword in
his hand.  Maybe he was twelve.  Had he been having a bad dream?  Some
bizarre hallucination caused by the pain of his father's Live Steel sword even
in practice form.


“Calm down, relax.  Don’t think about it, just let it
happen.  Concentrate on the result, not the method.”


Theodore grinned, “You say that a million times, it
doesn't make it any easier.”


Aidden laughed, “At some point it will sink in.  Maybe at
a million and one!  It's not a sword fight that you should be thinking about;
it's a contest of wills.  Are you a mean and savage person?”


Theodore laughed lightly, “No.  Far from it.”


“Then why are you trying to be mean and savage? 
Relax and let it all wash over you.”


“If I relax too much, I'll pass out.  Shave me and paint
me blue!  Won't do a lot of good then!”


Aidden laughed, “No.  No good at all.  When you truly
relax and can feel the music of life around you, then everything will take care
of itself....”


 


 


Music.  That was what he had forgotten.  There on the roof
top he had finally felt the music flow and he danced with his opponents... 
Relax...  Why was he afraid of Colm?  Just because he was a Silver?  He was
nothing compared to his brother...


A savage blow sent Theodore to the floor.  Unharmed, just
out of form.  He rolled backward and hopped back onto his feet.  Calm.  I
need to be calm.  His breathing slowed as did his heart rate and he could feel
his armor swell, taking strength from his inner fire.  A fire burns
brightest and strongest from a steady breeze, not erratic gusts. 


Colm, for his part, was not interested in Theodore being
calm.  Well save for the eternal version... dead calm.  Colm closed again
rapidly shifting from sword to pole ax and back again.  But Theodore held his
ground expertly.  Their savage blows produced miniature whirlwinds of blue
sparks, twirling across the dance floor.  But Theodore held fast.


Relax.  Focus on the goal, not the method.  Those
words echoed back into his head as he recalled those times where he had invoked
Live Steel arrows without ever needing the bow.  Results.  What did he want? 
Did he want him dead?  No... like the summer dance, he just wanted the man to
stop and no longer be a threat.  His heartbeat seemed to thunder in his head as
it grew slower and slower, suddenly nausea threatened to overtake him and he
fought back a level.  Too calm!  Colm must have sensed something was wrong as
he chose that moment to close with another savage volley.


Theodore fought off the exchange, not as well as the first
time, but well enough.  He had lost his place in the dance and needed to find
his rhythm again.  Well, he knew how calm too calm was at least!  Something
flittered in his mind as he recalled the fight against the gunship in the field
just a few months ago.  Nausea had threatened to consume him then too, but what
had he been doing...  Arrow launch...


Suddenly a grin flashed across Theodore's face as he snuck
a quick glance across the hall.  Empty!  Bill had been able to evacuate
the room.  Bill, oh there!  by the door, with his carbine at the ready. 
Carbine.  That day in the field, Theodore had been carrying Bill's carbine.  He
laughed to himself as he realized the obvious truth: he hadn't dropped the
carbine, he had absorbed it!  And if he could produce an arrow...  In a flash
of blue sparks, Bill's errant carbine appeared in Theodore's hands.  A quick
flick of the charging handle and a push of the safety and he emptied it into
Colm.


Colm's armor held fast under the onslaught, but it was
clear he hadn't been expecting it.  His own grin quickly flashed, “Oops, out of
ammo!”


“Telling that to live steel?” retorted Theodore with a
grin and with a quick flash of blue, the magazine had been replaced and
Theodore emptied it again... and again.  By the fourth magazine the carbine had
faded from view and it was just the results that counted: pulse rifle
rounds going down range.  Gun or no!


Colm was snarling, able to handle the pounding against his
armor but not able to lash out against it.


Theodore's smile was complete as Bill opened up with his
carbine and they both hammered at Colm's shell.  Against Theodore alone,
Colm was barely holding even.  With Bill helping, however, Colm's armor was
quickly starting to buckle.  There was a brief pause as Colm tried to
lash back while Bill changed his barrel, but Theodore held his own and quickly
Tim and Saundra had joined the party and Colm?  The boastful Silver suddenly
felt his armor crack and peel off of him, sending him unconscious to the
floor.  A series of late bursts tore into Colm causing real damage.


“Sedate him!  Quickly!” barked Tim.  “Then worry
about the wounds!”


That was almost a superfluous command as both Bill and
Saundra were quick with the hypos making sure Colm wasn't getting up again
anytime soon.  Saundra started a pair of tourniquets on the unconscious Taik. 
It was unclear if she was happy with taking a prisoner.


“If we ODed him, I'll send my apologies,” snarled Saundra.


Bill grinned at Theodore, “You sneaky cat!  You stole my
carbine!  Now I owe Tim a fifty!”


Theodore let out a small laugh, “I figured the carbine
cost more than that...”


“Way more,” grinned Bill.  “The fifty was a bet.”


“Never bet against a Highlander's arsenal,” grinned Tim. 
“When the carbine came up missing, I guessed you had borrowed it by accident or
design.  You should be proud, Theodore, we took him down without killing him.”


 Theodore smiled honestly at that, “Just barely, but yeah!” 
His smile suddenly melted, “Was he telling the truth about Mom?  I mean
Janice?” 
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Theodore sat with Bill and the twins in the canteen while
they waited for news of Janice Westmore.  Theodore was in no mood to be social,
but he was in less of a mood to be left alone.


“Well, going to a dance with Theodore does seem to be
exciting,” grinned Maurice.


“Can't say it was ever that exciting when I took
it,” replied Marcel.


“Wrong semester maybe?”


“Could be!”


Theodore tried to roll with the twins, but the
waiting was killing him.  He just let out a small meow and rested his head on
the table.


“Drink your lemonade.  You are dehydrated,” mothered Bill.


“Not interested...”


“I don't care if you are interested,” groused Bill.  “You
need fluids.  Now drink up or I'll have Saundra put an IV in you.”


“She did make a mess of Colm,” offered Theodore with a
feeble grin.  He poked at his drink and gave it a quick taste.  Maybe something
stronger instead...


“I can hear those gears turning from here.  Alcohol will
just make the dehydration worse.”


“And would put a damper on his keen personality,” added
one of the twins.  Theodore was too tired to care which one...


All eyes went to Tim as he walked in with a practiced
blank face.  “He finish his second lemonade yet?”


“He hasn't finished his first,” replied Bill.


Tim walked over to the counter and came back with a glass
of water and set it in front of Theodore.  “Drink one or the other.”


“Tell me what you found out first.”


“No.  You drink first.  You agreed to be a good boy when
we dropped you off here.  And it seems you haven't.”


Theodore growled and slammed the water.  The lemonade
tasted better but water went down faster and didn't get his fur sticky...


“The Home Office had no comment about the condition or
whereabouts of Dr. Janice Westmore.  They did not even confirm if she was on or
off planet,” began Tim with a practiced meter.  “When we inquired with the
Foreign Office, they revoked our standing paperwork without comment and refused
to talk with us.”


“Neither is a good sign.  So is it true then?”


“I know a quick way to find out.  Bill, you game for doing
a rotation with the Shukurae's 319th  CSOG?”


“Not until this is over!” replied Bill somewhat shocked.


“He is trying to end it,” observed Marcel.


“We do double-talk well,” replied Maurice.


Tim grinned, “There is a certain truth to those two...”


“Um, so is the 319th rotating in planet?” asked
Bill suddenly catching on.


“Not exactly, the Ambassador-at-Large for the Highlands
has asked for 'help' and the 319th has offered their assistance.”


“Hell, yes, I'm in!” fired back Bill.


“Load up, we move out in half an hour.  You coming too,
Theodore?”


“What Bill said!”


 


 


“Um, so if the ambassador for the Highlands is in the loop
then I guess you do know,” prodded Theodore as they waited for the drop
ship.


Tim frowned, “Don't try to bluff the college kids, they
actually pay attention... Yes, she has been in the loop for longer than you
might imagine.”


“I take it she was brought in when you were assigned to
babysit.”


Tim grinned, “Actually, no.  Your name was in the mix when
you first started college here.  A minor going to school offworld... Your name
went to the top of the watch list when there was that targeted attack
against you last year.”


“Um... wow?  I didn't know I was causing so many
problems.”


That got a proper laugh out of Tim, “That is her job! 
It helps that there aren't a whole heck of a lot of Highlanders out there.  If
it wasn't the social respect the Highlands have amongst the other Taiks, you
guys would probably be lost in the paperwork from a hundred years ago, you guys
are so darn tiny.  That's not true... The Shukurae would have kept you out
front and center even if the other Taiks hadn't.”


“Um, the Shukurae need to give it a rest,” laughed
Theodore.  “We helped them with their civil war over two hundred years ago!”


Tim frowned, “I don't think you appreciate how much
Highlanders have done for the Shukurae in the intervening years.  Two hundred
years ago was just the start of a bizarre but militarily effective
relationship.”


Theodore just shook his head, “Hey, my parents are
artists.  Heck my father even turned down work for the constables because he
wanted to be around my mothers.  I guess I missed out on hearing all the
stories.  Such things just seemed to make my dad squeamish.”


“Your father is the second most amazing Highlander I've
ever met that didn't have a military tradition,” observed Tim.


Theodore laughed, “I think he'd get a good laugh out of
hearing that.  So, who's the first.”


“His son: Theodore Blackford.”


Theodore felt is fur start to spike, “Um, that's me...” 


“Yep!  Yes, indeed.  And your fur still stands on
end at the slightest provocation...”  Tim turned and looked Theodore square in
the eyes, “Things are going to get a lot worse before they get better.  We know
Edwin will make sure of that.  But promise me one thing: listen and remember
your father's words...”


“Well, of course...”


“No,” interrupted Tim.  “There is still fear in your
eyes.  You are going to have to let that go and trust your father.  Trust what
he has taught you no matter how weird or unpleasant it may seem.  Trust him. 
Completely.”


“I have!  I mean look at what happened with Colm!”


“No... there was still hesitation and fear in your
eyes...”


“This sounds kinda weird coming from a human...”


Tim laughed, “I've served alongside enough Highlanders to
recognize a really special one.  Besides, if it is the truth, it
shouldn't matter if it comes from an insane person.”


“Like you for example...”


Tim got a good belly laugh from that, “I'm not crazy, I
just have a low tolerance for boredom!”  He wiped his eyes and continued more
seriously, “Just trust your father.  Please.”


Theodore smiled, “I think I can do that.”
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Theodore sat in a large briefing room filled with over two
hundred serious looking Shukurae, two dozen Highland Taiks and easily fifty
humans.  Not counting Tim and his crew!  The Highlands Old Tongue was the de
facto language and the only people seeming to have an issue with that were
Bill, Paul and Saundra.  It was odd hearing Shukurae speak the Old Tongue. 
Heck, it was odd hearing them talk at all: they all spoke in a deep baritone in
a chord.  Two voices speaking at once separated by a perfect fourth.  Very
strange to listen to!


The head of the group was introduced as Line Centurion
Damesk, a rather stout lady with a broken tusk.  A scar she seemed to pay no
mind.  “We are going in under the auspices of the Unified Treaty Diplomatic
Security Service under the retainer of Ambassador Kathleen Rockford of the
Highland regions of Afon.  We will be causing problems.  That is up to
the various politicians to resolve.  There is going to be political fallout
regardless of what happens as Lady Rockford has already petitioned to have the
security status of this rock dropped to a '5'.  The happy people at the Grauer
Institute for International Policy support her, so it’s a rounded tusk it’s
going to happen.  Already travel warnings are being issued much to the chagrin
of these... people.  Terteska Prime, rather boring industrial/commercial
planet.  Base population is eight billion and is three nines five human.  We
will stick out.”


That earned a few laughs from the crowd.


“Only immediate point is its atmosphere is only nineteen
percent oxygen, but we will be operating near sea level so that is almost
rounding error.  Well less than the difference if we had been operating at 1km
up.  Our recovery target is a Dr. Janice Westmore, human.  You should all have
images of her in your files.  A known problem is going to be an expat Silver by
the name of Edwin Blackford, cousin to our charge in the back of the room,
Theodore Blackford.”  Her eyes fixed heavily on Theodore, “Is there going to be
bad blood if he goes down, Lord Theodore?”


Theodore blinked and cleared his throat, “There may be bad
blood back home if he is left standing.”


That caused a rather creepy round of snickering from the
Shukurae.


“Blood in the water,” grinned Tim.  “They are like sharks
that way...”


Theodore flinched.  He didn't really want anyone else hurt
or killed, but Edwin had to be stopped.  The baritone giggles from the
masses played havoc with his nerves.


“We have one agent in the field who may be able to flush
things, but ultimately we start with the interview of Dr. Thomas Westmore. 
Presently in protective custody by their Federal Police.”


“The fink turned himself in?” growled Theodore.


“Indeed.  It appears he did not approve of his estranged
wife  being involved.”


“At least he isn't a complete waste...”


“We have been granted a fifteen minute window to talk with
him.  Things to consider: we are unsure how much we trust any of these people
and they have no idea that Lord Theodore will be the one doing the
interview.”


“Me?  My relation with his daughter may sour the whole
situation.”


“So long as he is still breathing when you leave the room,
I have no concerns how you conduct your interview.”


“Ever play 'good cop-bad cop?'” asked Tim with a grin.


Theodore just sighed.  Not again... 


 


    


 


Five Shukurae heavy assault gunships descended on the
Federal Police's “safe house.”  It wasn't staying incognito very long.  A dozen
Shukurae and four Highlanders joined Theodore, Tim and Bill on the roof. 
Theodore grinned as he noticed all the gunships had already been equipped with
JATO bottles.  Leaving was going to happen in a hurry and wasn't going to be
quiet.


“You people have fifteen minutes with the suspect.  Don't
rough him up or...”


“Or what?” snarled Tim.  “Don't forget, he's still due for
extradition when you fine people are done with him.”


“Keep it professional, mister!” the man snapped
back.  His eyes suddenly went wide as he recognized Theodore, “He can't go in!”


“He is our designated representative, therefore he will
be going in,” replied a very gruff Shukurae.


“You don't understand...”


“We are going in and we are not asking for
permission,” grinned Tim.  “If our host doesn't open the lock, blow it.”


“Stand to for cutting charges,” came a call from the
back.   


“You'll pay for this!” snarled the man as he opened the
door and led them in.


“Good, start a tab.”


The man just glared as he led them downstairs and up to a
secure door.  “You have fifteen minutes.  Make them count, because I never want
to see any of you ever again.”


Tim smiled and nodded, “Thank you.”


The door opened to reveal a room with very spartan
furniture and the shackled form of Thomas Westmore shuffling about.  He snarled
as he made eye contact with Theodore, “You!  This is all your fault!”


“Hey!  He remembers you!” grinned Tim.


Tim, Bill and two of the largest Shukurae Theodore had
ever seen followed him into the room.  “You guys hang back; let me talk to
him.”


Thomas laughed as he plopped behind a small table.  “Have
a seat!  Grab a bottle of wine; we can pretend we like each other!”


Theodore sat in the offered chair across from Thomas, “This
isn't about either of us.  This is about Janice.  We both want to make sure
nothing happens to her.”


“So, how have she and Anna taken to your backwater pit? 
Starving and living on the good graces of others?”


“They are both doing quite well.  They recently helped
deliver my newest sister.  They named her Deidre after a nice lady who has
offered up her house for two whiskers at the wedding.  The whole town has taken
completely to Anna and Janice is having a field day visiting all the nearby
towns.  It appears her old calling of 'anthropologist' is mixing well with
'doctor.'”


“Anna will never fit in...”


“Says the person that hasn't even visited our town.  As
fun as it is to be chatty, the point at hand is Janice.  Do you know where they
are holding her?”


Thomas scoffed, “You think you have a chance in
hell of rescuing her?”


“I have friends.  I came with friends.  Twenty-five
Highlanders, sixty humans and two-hundred rough and ready Shukurae are all
ready to go toe to claw with these monsters.”


“Eh,” interrupted Tim with a grin, “only fifty nine
humans.”


“Thomas could volunteer,” countered Bill with a sinister
grin.  “That'd take it up to an even sixty.”


“You people are crazy, you know that?” snarled Thomas.


“Nah, they just get bored easily,” grinned Theodore before
taking a more serious tone, “We both know the local police aren't going to be
that helpful and I doubt you have enough money to buy her freedom.  That leaves
us as her best chance to get out alive.”


“They don't want money,” began Thomas with a grin.  “They
just want you!”


Theodore would have asked what Thomas had meant by that
but a series of linear shaped charges detonating in the floor interrupted his
thought process.  The floor around him exploded and he suddenly found himself
in free-fall down a disused elevator shaft.  
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Theodore spread out his arms in free-fall and tried to
orient himself as he plunged down the shaft.  It was wider than a normal
elevator, probably a service or freight elevator.  He could dimly make out
lights far at the bottom and nearby emergency service lights blinked in and out
as a blur as he fell past them.  His armor had served him well during the
explosion: it had come up so quickly that his hearing was fine.  A far cry from
that night in the canteen those many months ago.  He was pretty certain he
could deflect to the side and come grinding to a halt someplace early, but it
was a given he was expected down below: the explosion had expertly and
precisely cut a hole in the floor.  Had they strictly been trying to kill him,
it would have been a shaped charge of some type or a large charge loaded with
shrapnel.  No.  He was being invited to meet someone far below.


Edwin.  Theodore was certain of it.  The
Bella-Shoana had been very direct about wanting to simply kill him.  No, Edwin
wanted to stand him down in a direct fight.  He could only assume that Edwin
knew his brother Colm had already been defeated, otherwise Theodore wouldn't
even be there.


Theodore cringed as explosions ripped through various
floors as he passed by them.  Were they just trying to rattle him?  Why the
extra carnage?  Floor!  More important things to think about!  He relaxed and
was able to execute a landing light on his feet with none of the traditional
damage of an armor slam from such a height.  The pelt rain of debris from
overhead encouraged him forward in the obvious landing and he found what he had
been expecting: a challenge.


Take the subway as directed if you wish to see Janice
alive.  It was painted in half meter high letters in the Highland Old Tongue. 
Spray paint.  How tacky; why not use a brush, mind your strokes and form and
show a little more pride in your work?  Theodore laughed to himself as Fiona
and Charlotte's aesthetic chimed in the back of his head.


A rumbling in the distance alerted Theodore to the aforementioned
freight subway and he moved deeper into the basement.  The rest of the team was
certain to be following, but if he knew Edwin half as well as he feared, then
things would go poorly for Janice if he stalled for time and waited for
reinforcements.  In a repeat of the path just a few months earlier, he threaded
his way toward the subway tracks.  High overhead was a simple spray painted
arrow dictating the direction of travel.  There was already a train heading
that way at a miserly pace so he ran and jumped on the back of a freight car. 
The cargo subway soon picked up speed and barreled down the long tunnels while
Theodore strained for a sign or signal for when to exit.


The minutes rolled by and kilometers of the subterranean
foundation of the city scrolled by for his viewing.  Theodore was a little
concerned that Edwin may have marked his exit in an area and not properly
considered changes in lighting.  It was a given Edwin was going to leave
a mark after all this trouble, but he may not have thought things through...
His stomach rolled as he saw a crimson red arrow sprawled across the wall and a
decapitated body on the platform, the source of the gruesome coloring.  


Theodore jumped from the subway car and rolled onto the
landing taking extra care not to paint his fur with the floor's vile tint.  A
long dark hall greeted him and he casually but cautiously moved as directed. 
There were more arrows providing 'helpful' guidance as he moved deeper into a
truly mammoth structure.  The paths twisted, turned and forked almost at random
as he pressed on.  It was unclear if this was an offbeat path or if Edwin was
making sure Theodore was thoroughly confused as to his location.  Either that
or just making things take longer as some exotic mind game.  Both were at a
loss: Theodore's head was level and clear and his sense of navigation was
exceptional.  Many Highlanders when visiting big cities easily became confused
in the urban canyons, but Theodore, while not liking big cities, had at least
become used to their disorienting effects.


Theodore's fur started to crawl... it wasn't the maze of
tunnels: someone was behind him.  Someone expertly quiet was following some
distance behind, but Theodore could still pick him out in the long resounding
tunnels.  He doubted it was Edwin, he wanted some stupid face off.  No, this
was someone else, most likely someone to make sure Theodore went down even if
Edwin failed.  No... when Edwin failed.


Whoever it was had found their minimum safe distance and
wasn't getting any closer.  Theodore wanted to growl at his shadow but he knew
it wouldn't help.  No... this wasn't supposed to be easy.  That was Edwin's
point.  


A solid steel security door blocked his path.  No sign of
a passkey or anything of the sort.  Just a bare security door.  Theodore
relaxed and invoked a Live Steel sword and just barely touched its tip to the
door and felt.  He strained his senses listening to the blade itself. 
His greatest fear was Janice was immediately on the other side of the door and
if he cut through the door he might kill her by the cut, or by the press if the
steel door fell on her.  That was about what he expected from Edwin based on
the stories... He felt nothing of the sort but caution gave way as he
shallow cut the door at a hard angle so it fell backward toward him rather than
inward.


“Oh!  There you are!”
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Theodore took a deep breath as he entered into a large
chamber easily fifty meters across and twenty meters high.  There were crates
spread around the far end along with derelict machinery showing their age and
neglect.  But it was the Taik in the middle of the room that had Theodore's
attention.  Edwin Blackford, easily two meters tall and well over a
hundred kilos, he was a big big Taik and he had Theodore squarely in his
sights.


“So now we finish this,” sneered Edwin.


“No,” began Theodore calmly.  “Now you prove you even have
Janice and that she is even alive, or I run like a rabbit back the way I came. 
I can rabbit quite well, assuming your memory still serves you.”


Edwin laughed, “They said you'd say something like
that...” He turned and pointed to a window to the side.  With a flick of the
remote a light came on showing the bound form of Janice Westmore sitting in a
chair.


“I half expected the room to be sealed and slowly being
filled with water,” replied Theodore sarcastically.


That prompted a sinister laugh from Edwin, “I was thinking
piltch-rats, but my happy hosts wanted to keep her high and dry.  Her husband
wants her back intact... that is all their concern, mine is to flay you.”


“Colm didn't do such a good job...”


“You had help with Colm,” grinned Edwin.  “Here, I'm the
one with help.  'Bout two-thousand of their goons hang out in this
complex.”


“So now you are the one that needs help?” mocked
Theodore.


Edwin laughed, “Hey!  There you go!  Baiting!  That is much
more like it.  So should we practice our trash talk like a kiddie play in
spring or shall we skip to the main event?”


“Goodnight!  What type plays did they put on in spring
where you grew up?”


“Ask your father,” groused Edwin.  “He snuck off rather
than sticking up for the clan.”


“Sorry, whatever history Uncle has with my father is
beyond me.  And honestly I could care less: I'm here for Janice and you are in
my way!”


“There's the attitude!” grinned Edwin as his armor exploded
floor to ceiling in a wall of blue flame.


Here we go! thought Theodore as he tried to stay
calm.


Edwin was in no mood to let Theodore try to find his
center and he closed upon him in a blur.  Their armors fought each other in a
spray of sparks much like his clash with Colm.  It was clear here, however,
that Edwin was stronger and far more skilled than his brother, Colm.  A
whirlwind of attacks came: glaive to sword to mace and back again all in expert
form!


Theodore held his ground and held his own.  He had never
experienced such an exchange short of sparring with his father.  And it was
obvious that Edwin wasn't here for the practice, he was here for the kill. 
Parry after parry came from Theodore as he tried to press back the
assault and gain the initiative.  Dance! Theodore grinned as he thought
back to all those metaphors his father had used to explain a true fight. 
Edwin had picked the dance and the tempo, that didn't mean Theodore couldn't
out shine him at his own work and maybe cut in a time or two!


Edwin seemed to beam as Theodore stepped up the game and
the tempo.  Things were a dizzying blur and that suited Edwin quite well.


Endurance.  Did Theodore have the endurance to
outlast Edwin?  He knew he could out run him, but this was very different. 
Swifting?  Would that bring anything to the game?  No, control and form would
fail him even if speed was on his side.  Time for something different...


Pulse rifle fire erupted from Theodore.   Not from one
hand but from both and he relentlessly fired into Edwin.  Edwin's armor held
fast, easily soaking the assault. 


Edwin just smiled back, “Hey!  A new trick!  Here's mine!”


Theodore's mind raced with pain as Edwin invoked a plasma
lance that detonated on the surface of Theodore’s armor.  His armor was holding,
but his mind was clouded with pain.  Edwin flashed a brief smile as he put
another plasma lance into him and Theodore fought back hard, trying to simply
stay awake as every nerve in his body exploded with pain and seemed to want to
gnaw on his spinal cord.  There in the back of his mind came clawing out his
old foe, fear.  Theodore might be able to handle a third strike,
but a fourth?  Something had to change, he had to do something!


Relax! came the voice of his father in his head. 
With all the screaming going on in his mind, Theodore was amazed he could pick
out any of his father's words, much less something as trivial as “relax.”  But
it was the comfort of his father's voice more than anything that he used to try
to fight back the pain.  He had to regain the initiative!  Relax!  came
the voice again.  This was the time for action, not meditation!  Pain started
to wash over him again as the futility of the situation seemed to engulf him. 
Visions and faces seemed to fade from view as he started to lose the fight for
consciousness.  


 


“Hey Theodore,” grinned Tim casually.  “Just do me one
favor, listen to your father.”


“I tried...”


“There is still fear in your eyes and hesitation.  Just do
me a favor and trust your father.  No matter what...”


 


Relax. How could he relax when a murderous brute
was pummeling him with plasma lances?  Relax.  Well... there wasn't much
a choice left...  Theodore struggled through all the voices he heard in his
head and set them all aside as he listened for one thing: his heartbeat.  Slow
and steady... slow... must slow it down...  The fog of pain started to clear
from his head as he got his breathing under control and felt his heart slow.  A
third plasma lance struck and a new wave of pain hit as did a rolling sea of
nausea.  Too slow!  Too calm!  You can't be effective if you black out!  Fear
danced on his mind as the nausea seemed almost as bad as the pain.  Fear.  He
had fear.  If he still had fear he wasn't relaxed.  Relax further... let the
fear go...  If he blacked out at least he wouldn't be aware of it all when
Edwin struck him down... Slow... relax... Just trust Father... Theodore
collapsed to the floor from the nausea but just let it roll past him... the
fear... it was gone...


Theodore's eyes flashed as he looked up and saw the fourth
plasma lance.  It was hanging there in space, halfway through detonation... He
tried to make sense of what he saw: the lance hanging lazily in space, Edwin's
motionless form.  He laughed to himself at the obviousness of the situation: his
heart hadn't slowed down, his awareness had sped up.  There was no way
he could possibly be making sense of any of this: brain activity was a
chemically rate limited process.  Thinking harder didn't make the brain
actually work faster, and definitely not fast enough to see things like shaped
charges halfway through detonation.  He was sensing, feeling, from outside his
normal plane. 


Was he dead?  Was he a ghost watching all this from the
other side.  No.  He wasn't dead.  He laughed at the echo of the voice in the
woods from that summer.  Not a ghost, not yet.  A guardian, maybe, but not a
ghost!  He was on the other side, where Live Steel lived... all around him
he could see his Live Steel arsenal hanging in a ghostly blue glow.  His first
sword his father had given him, the one he had stripped from Karl, all the ones
he learned from his father, even Bill's 'lost' carbine was floating in space
around him.  He was walking in both realms.  He looked down and noticed his fur
was gone.  Not shaved, just not there.  Where ever his fur was he could see,
sense, straight through him...  He wasn't changing color like Edwin, like a
Silver... he was....


Time returned to normal as the fourth plasma lance
harmlessly detonated, doing little other than seriously scarring the floor. 
Edwin's eyes went wide.  “Your fur!  Only High Silvers can do that!”
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Theodore nodded to Edwin and offered a feeble smile, “I
guess that is what my friends had been trying to tell me for some time. 
Fighting doesn't get you there... that isn't how Live Steel works.  You have to
be willing to let it be part of you,” he laughed lightly.  “I guess the
Guardians are a little picky about who they will let do that.”


“No way!  No way in hell!” groused Edwin.


“Just step aside and let me retrieve Janice...”


“Retrieved,” grinned Ross as he stood next to Janice at
the far end of the room.  His fur coat danced with his voice, rendering him
transparent as he talked.


“You!  You were the... voice talking to me in the woods! 
And the one following me in the tunnel!  Why didn't you show earlier?” groused
Theodore.


“Hey, melodrama runs thick in the family.  Besides,
if you didn't stand down Edwin, I didn't think you'd ever step over.  Had to
make sure you could take care of little Meagan without me around.  Each time
you hit the boundary, you always stepped back.”


“There fighting the gunship and then fighting Colm,” mused
Theodore.  “You could have warned me, prepared me!”


“I did,” frowned Ross.  “If I had done much more, it may
not have taken.”


“And you'd risk my life and Janice's life to push me like
that!” snarled Theodore.


“I got Janice.  That just left you and Edwin.  I knew you
could do it.  We all did.”


“Everyone but me...” he laughed softly.  Theodore cleared
his throat.  “Edwin, stand down and no harm will come to you.”


That removed any shock from Edwin and transferred it into
pure hatred!  He snarled as his armor flared and he charged Theodore.


Theodore breathed softly as he reached across the realms
and yanked Edwin's Live Steel armor and then arsenal from him.  It had been the
source of much stress to disarm Karl that time in the parking lot.  This...
This was more like taking a toy from a spoiled child.  It was loud and
unpleasant to be around, but the result was the same: Edwin had nothing left to
play with.  Theodore invoked a Live Steel sword that had, moments earlier,
belonged to Edwin.


 “You wouldn't kill me,” gulped Edwin.


“No... no more killing.”  Theodore rammed the sword into
Edwin sending him to spot stasis on the floor.


“Disarmed and unconscious.  Good work!" grinned
Ross.  “The only problem now is getting out of here.  There are, like he said,
about two thousand very grumpy people with pulse rifles that are about thirty
seconds away from saying 'hi.'  You take the thousand on the left and I take
the thousand on the right?”


“Pulse rifles,” grinned Theodore.


“Pulse rifles,” grinned Ross. 


Theodore grinned.  “I've an idea:  I did it by accident
back at the university facing down the gunship.  I'd like to see what a Forest
Wall is like when done properly.”


“And no one has to get hurt,” grinned Ross.


 


Oh!  There you are, young one.  Are you coming home?


No. Not just yet.  I'm bringing home here...


That will be very nice then...


 


The sound felt wonderful as it echoed through his
skull and then beyond.  It was life itself; life in a barren and inhospitable
land.  Forest Wall...  Theodore could feel Ross beside him, feel Ross
calling out as well as the pair reached beyond the turbulent waters that were
the boundaries of the two realms and just let the energy flow... all that
wasted, bound up energy was free...


The entire building shook.  The foundation where they
stood shook the worst.  Overhead the building was collapsing in a most
unnatural way.  Well, at least highly atypical, way.  Upper levels gently
collapsed into each other, softly depositing their inhabitants on the next
lower level while steel and concrete became soft and malleable.  Trees, great
trees of ancient size rose up from the ground and carved holes letting in the
precious sunlight.  Bushes and ferns, long stretches of moss all quickly
supplanted the walls.  Rock, granite from the living planet replaced the
concrete there in the basement floor and soon a gentle brook was gurgling away.


When things finally came to a halt, Janice bolted over to
Theodore and hugged him warmly.  “You came back for me.  And you did it without
anyone else having to get hurt...”


“Hey!  Those plasma lances hurt a lot, thank you very
much...” grinned Theodore as he hugged his future mother-in-law.


She laughed lightly, “You know what I meant!  I'm very
proud of you.  Proud you took the harder way but the path that meant you didn't
compromise your beliefs.”


“I... I wouldn't have been 'me' otherwise...”


Janice cringed from the sound of gunshots overhead.


“Those are Shukurae firing,” grinned Ross.  “Don't worry,
they want to take prisoners if for no other reason than to embarrass the local
government.”


  “How did you find me?” Theodore asked Ross.


“Well, I was close... and it helped that Tim had put a bug
on you.  Once things went in motion, I just followed your trace on in.”


“I was bugged?” scoffed Theodore.


“Tim needed you to behave naturally so it seemed the best
method.  It was a given they were going to do something to separate you
from the group.  That happened a little sooner than I had imagined!”
laughed Ross.


“How did the Shukurae find us so quickly,” asked Janice
thoroughly amazed and honestly a little creeped-out.


“Um, the epicenter of a multi-gigajoule EMP burst or the
center of a forest with a hundred and fifty meter tall trees in the middle of
downtown... I wonder what was their first clue...” grinned Ross. 


Janice laughed at the obviousness of it all, “Um, in this
town, I'll go with the 'trees!'”


“Hey down there, need a lift?” came the booming voice of
Line Centurion Damesk.


“If it isn't too much of a bother,” laughed Theodore back
toward the top.  “Let's say we get out of here and get people back home.”  He
offered Janice a hand as they started to thread their way upward into the
sunlight beyond.


 


·        
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The bells on Anna's boots jingled and danced in the flame
light of the great braziers spread neatly across the dance floor.  Meagan had
been right, of course, the fluffy snow sparkled beautifully in the light,
adding a sense of life and hope easily overlooked on the longest night of the
year.  Meagan giggled (did she ever stop?) as the three of them made their way
to the side of the dance floor.


Hugs were aplenty and came fast as they hit the
sidelines.  Hot cider quickly made its rounds and then Anna, now warm on the
inside, quickly took to her mother’s offered fur hand muff.  With only her nose
left cold, she snuggled Theodore's cheek much to his amusement.


“Mrs. Westmore,” asked a doe eyed girl of maybe sixteen.


Anna and Meagan both launched into a giggling fit when
they realized it was Anna being addressed and not Janice.


“Call me Anna, please!” she laughed.  “What can I do for
you?”


“May my sister and I dance with your family on the next
set?  It's a line of four and there only seem to be two of you...”


Anna blushed quite thoroughly, there was no risk of her
ears becoming cold even if her nose was still nippy.   “Um, we aren't married
yet.  But sure, please!  If you’d like to join us, that would make for a
wonderful time.”


“Are you still worried about your daughter fitting in?”
asked Aidden with a grin.


Janice just smiled, “No, and I never was.”


 


  











Introduction to the races and cultures:


There are four major races in this family of stories: Human,
Taik, Shukurae and Gelkin.


 


Human:  It is assumed the reader is
well familiar with the human race. Their home world is located in the Orion-Cygnus
minor arm of the Milky Way and has subsequently spread far and wide, often
managing to colonize worlds others had left as “too harsh.”  The rapid
expansion of human planets and colonies has helped accelerate the decline of
the Gelkin Empire.  Humans are universally revered for their creativity and
tenacity alike.  The human realms are politically fractured and home to
thousands of languages and cultures.


 


Taik: Taiks are a felinoid race who have
spread across thousands of planets and colonies with the planet “Afon” being
their home world. Physically, they walk upright and average a height of 1.80m
(5’11”) and 80kg (176lbs) for the males, while the females average quite close
at 1.75m (5’9”) and 70kg (154lbs).  They have tails ranging from 80cm to 110cm
(31-43”).  There are four major super-political units: Kulpgurie Republic,
Altshea Confederation, Draeka Empire, and a fourth, fairly small group,
commonly just called the Highlanders.


 


Kulpgurie Republic: this realm is a large expansive
culture with a strong central government.  They are socially progressive and
tend to have more joint colonies with other races than the other Taik
governments.  They are a driven, active, motivated people who are always eager
to expand their knowledge and understanding.  Historically they consider
themselves the protectors of the Highlands, a thought that amuses most
Highlanders.


 


Altshea Confederation: this realm consists of
thousands of different cantons and colonies.  Each one operating independent of
the rest, but sharing a common base set of laws, open trade and free movement
amongst all the constituents.  Local realms may be democratic, theocratic,
feudal, socialist, free market, or any possible combination so long as the
basic laws are honored.  Some are male dominated societies, others are
dominated by females.  Others yet are gender neutral in governance.  The
cultural identity of the various inhabitants is that of “Altshea” first, and
local secondary.  As a result, it is quite normal for people to be born in one
canton, but choose to live and work in another realm.


 


Draeka Empire: this realm is a closed militaristic
society that has chosen to make themselves equal at all levels, most of this by
genetic engineering of their own people.  There is very little difference
between people’s physical builds and there is also very little outward
difference in their gender.  Their genetic tinkering combined with the nature
of their society make them prone to paranoia and emotional instability.  It is
unclear what their genetic alterations have done to their lifespan as most
people die from “accidents.”  Their Empire is very small and has been
self-limited due to internal conflict and total suspicion of all
outsiders.  They are the smallest of the three colonizing Taik governments, and
their total expanse is smaller than some Altshea cantons.  They have had
several border wars on the home world of Afon with the Highland regions.  Their
most recent war with the Highlands being almost 500 years earlier and resulted
in a humiliating defeat.


 


The Highlands of Afon: the Highlanders are unique
compared to most of the rest of the Taik on almost all levels.  Physically,
they are universally shorter: the males average 1.75m (5’9”) while the females,
shorter yet at 1.55m (5’1”).  They also tend to support longer tails than the
other Taik. While most Taik realms average a near even male-to-female ratio,
the Highlanders are once again unique with an average of only one male to every
four females.  As a result, most families are polygamous with between three and
five adult females being the norm.  Almost all politics are matriarchal with
policing and other functions left to the males.  The Lady Mayor speaks for the
town as a whole and while there do exist “barons,” this is a military title
given to the male leadership of the militia as there is no standing army.  The
head of any family is the First Mother and she is expected to run the family
business.  The Second Mother’s position is almost exclusively to raise and
educate the children of the household.  Third and Fourth Mothers usually
support the First Mother in the family business.  Twins are rare and always
female in the Highlands, and are considered good luck.  It is most common that
both twins would marry into the same house and are afforded the same position
as a pair. Thus one may have two Third Mothers, or even two First Mothers.  The
family name is referred to as the “House” name and comes from either the First
Mother’s line, or a mutually agreed upon name.  Males tend to have a second
name, a “Clan” name, that is used only among themselves. An unmarried, but
adult male will usually only use his Clan name rather than his old House name. 
Highlanders tend to a simple life, low on overt technology, choosing instead to
rely on an ancient system referred to simply as Live Steel for their protection
as well as the aid of the Guardians left by the Ancients.  Much is still not
understood about Live Steel, even less about the Guardians and the Ancients…


 


Shukurae: Shukurae are a mighty people with a
confused past.  They stand on average 2.75m (9’) with 3.00m (9’10”) tall being
not too uncommon.  They have tough leathery skin, pale iridescent eyes, a
plethora of narrow triangular shark-like teeth, minor horns on their heads and
great tusks jutting from their face.  The only overt difference between males
and females is the length of their torso, a feature that is easily lost under
clothing.  They speak in a deep baritone chord, two tones at once being either
a major fourth or fifth apart.  They were a warrior-slave race for over a
thousand years to the Gelkin and have lost most of their cultural identity. 
Two hundred years after the start of their rebellion against the Gelkin, they
are mostly a free race.  A race whose home world and culture is lost to the
past, they have a unique relationship with the Taiks of the Highlands of Afon. 
It was the Highlanders who first helped them in their rebellion, and they still
have a close military bond with their diminutive furry friends.  It is not
uncommon for Highland Taiks, off looking for adventure and to explore the
galaxy, to serve alongside the Shukurae.


 


Gelkin: The Gelkin are a short, squat race who
are roughly ursine (bear-like) in appearance.  Averaging only 1.60m (5’3”),
they are shorter than most other races. A point that didn’t use to bother them
when they held a tight grip on long arms of the galaxy.  They are a feudal
society with no appreciable gender bias.  With the major source of muscle, the
Shukurae, now long since gone from their control, their empire is in rapid
decline.  Nowhere is this more true than the edge of the frontier with the
human worlds.
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