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Part One: Bold Information Services, LunEx, and Orthan Destrk

Chapter 1
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Not quite fifteen minutes after Tony Waters had called the counter attendant at Bold Information Services Flight Operations building, he and Simon Bold approached the counter. 

Bold scowled. “So is my shuttle ready?”

The counter attendant nodded. “Yes sir, it is. But one final time, sir, if I may, the aliens did—”

Bold held up one hand, his palm out. “If you’re going to remind me yet again that our Stirchian friends banned all flights, don’t. Like my bodyguard here, you obviously know nothing of world-class business arrangements. People like me and Relagen Stawrl, our new Lord High Commander—”

Tony said, “That’s Lord High Governor, sir.”

Bold snapped his head around. “What? Oh, of course.” He looked at the attendant again. “People like me and the Lord High Governor move in circles you will never approach. The fact of the matter is, he and I have an agreement, and my reward for having made that agreement is waiting in Cuba. So if you don’t mind, I’m going to fly down there to collect it. And I’m going to fly down there now. Is that understood?”

The attendant shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

“Yes. Yes I am. How delightful of you to remember.” Then Bold glanced back and gestured. “Come on, Tony.”

But Waters didn’t move except to shake his head. “No sir. I mean, I’d really rather you would reconsider.”

Bold stopped and turned around. “Excuse me?”

“Sir, the Stirchians have grounded all flights. That is a fact. And even if they didn’t mean you, with everything that’s going on right now they might not remember. You should at least contact them and—”

“Nonsense!” His face growing redder, he tapped himself on the chest almost violently. “I’ll have you remember that I am their sole—” He stopped and glanced at the attendant, then gathered himself and looked at his bodyguard again. Calmly, he said, “Mr. Waters, you have been with me for what, six years now?”

“Yes sir. Actually, ten years with the company. Ten very good years. But yes sir, six years with you.”

“Oh that’s right. Six years. Good, good. And your service has been exceptional. I personally would like very much to continue that relationship, but I cannot tolerate disrespect. Now, either apologize and accompany me to the shuttle and from there on to Cuba, or I’m afraid I’ll have no recourse but to fire you.”

Waters didn’t hesitate. “Mr. Bold, sir, with all due respect, I wish you the best of luck on your flight.” He pivoted on the ball of his right foot and walked along the center of the wide hallway toward the entrance they’d come through together only moments earlier.

Mr. Bold could only gape, speechless, and watch him go.

Behind Mr. Bold, the counter attendant could only shake his head.

*

[image: ]


When he first walked away from Mr. Bold, Tony Waters wasn’t quite sure how to feel. At 36 years old, he had just quit his job, cold. No notice. Just “Good luck,” followed by a pivot and the first step into the rest of his life. He’d never done anything like that before, and it felt a little odd.

If information is power—and it is—Simon Bold was arguably the most powerful man on Earth. He was the CEO of Bold Information Services and the eldest son of Zebulon Bold, the real-life action figure from whom he’d inherited the company. Simon himself wasn’t a man of action at all, but he was an excellent administrator and he was devious as hell. He’d used those two traits to build BIS into the Earth’s premier intelligence service. 

Unfortunately, he was also stupid. Yesterday, with Bold’s advance knowledge and consent, an alien species had landed on Earth. Within an hour, they had introduced themselves with a 4-point general announcement and deposed the leaders of every multination on Earth. And as part of their first official statement, they had banned all air travel. They declared plainly that, if any aircraft lifted off at all, that act alone would constitute an act of aggression against them and the aircraft would be destroyed.  

Yet Simon Bold thought he had an in. He clearly didn’t understand the warrior mind. In any species, warriors are happy to use people like Bold—doing so makes things easier for them, and maybe even saves some of their comrades’ lives—but they also despise men like Bold and find them completely dispensable. Bold was a traitor, and to a warrior, nothing is lower.

But they wouldn’t want to kill him either. Not because they pitied him, but because they would want him to endure the personal torture of living with himself and what he’d done. After all, he was actually complicit in the invasion. He’d done a few things to help clear the way for them, and for that, they had basically promised him Cuba. He would have plantations there as well as a sea-going yacht and other benefits. It didn’t seem to bother him that he was the greatest traitor in human history. He rationalized his actions by telling himself and others if he didn’t do it, someone else would.

But that wasn’t necessarily true. Chances were, if he didn’t do it, nobody would. 

Probably he was frightened that if he had refused their request, they might have killed him, though they probably wouldn’t have. Killing him wouldn’t really serve a purpose. They wouldn’t kill him to silence him. Whom could he tell about their visit? Who would believe him? Besides, they might well find a man in his position of some use after they landed without his assistance.

Bold Information Services—the private-sector successor to the 21st century Central Intelligence Agency and the 22nd century International Intelligence Agency—and therefore CEO Simon Bold, had influence worldwide. Bold’s company was the expansion joint that kept the earth from buckling and breaking apart. BIS worked with all seven multinations on Earth while partnering with none, thereby maintaining a critical balance. It spied on everybody for everybody else.

That’s why the Stirchians had contacted him six months before the invasion. They wanted him to help smooth the way. The fewer humans they had to kill, the more they would retain in the work force to rebuild the planet as an outpost and trading partner in the Stirchian Kingdom. It was simple economics, and of course, Simon Bold had readily agreed. For a price. 

*
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As Tony exited the Bold Information Services Flight Ops building, as was his habit he quickly glanced about to assess the environment for threats. 

There was nobody on the street, really. Besides, he had nobody to protect. Still, it’s better to stay in practice. 

A window washer was suspended on a platform at around the 16th floor of a skyscraper a block and a half away to the south. On the roof of the same building, another person was moving about doing something. Tony shrugged. Whatever the guy was doing, he was moving around, not settling in behind a scoped rifle. So he wasn’t a threat.

A few cars were moving past on two different streets, but again, they were all at least several blocks’ distant outside the east and west perimeters of the Spaceport. Since the aliens had landed—was that really only yesterday?—and imposed a ban on all flights of any kind everywhere on Earth, only Mr. Bold had the audacity to have his driver drop off him and Tony directly in front of the BIS Flight Ops building, which was on the south end and directly adjacent to the Spaceport. The flight ban meant there were no other cars in the immediate vicinity. Bold had even told the chauffeur he wouldn’t need him to wait around. 

Which was fine. In fact, he wasn’t sure why they hadn’t just walked in the first place, except that Bold was paranoid. The stark black granite tower that served as the headquarters of Bold Information Services was only a half-mile to the southeast. Not quite that far, actually. 

At only 25 stories, the tower was dwarfed by some of the high-rises in downtown Houston, but none was more important or housed a corporation with more of a global reach. And of course, BIS wasn’t located downtown. Instead, it towered over the glut of luxury hotels with whom it shared the area near the Spaceport.

Zebulon Bold, the founder of the company, had foresight. He realized that he or his operatives might require quick trips to various locations on Earth and occasionally even to the Arzachel colony on Luna. To that end, the company kept its own small fleet of atmospheric and extra-atmospheric shuttles at BIS Flight Operations. 

BIS-FO was not part of the Spaceport but it might as well have been. It was directly adjacent to the south, and neither BIS nor the Spaceport authority had seen a reason to erect a fence between the two properties. BIS-FO was subject to Spaceport rules and regulations, however, and all flights were monitored by the Spaceport tower. So Bold constructed the company headquarters, complete with all the latest spying technology, nearby. The location was convenient, and it enabled him to monitor the comings and goings of other shuttles when he deemed surveillance was necessary.

Looking at the building in the distance, Tony grinned. Not a bad landmark either. 

He would go back to the headquarters first to gather his gear. He would drop what he gathered by his place, and then he planned to get good and snockered. Then tomorrow he’d go find another job. There were probably rich dudes clamoring for bodyguards since the arrival of the aliens.  

Good riddance to Bold anyway. He might be a good businessman and all that, but he was a traitor too. A traitor not only to his country, but to the planet. And now he was heading to Cuba to collect his prize for his treachery: a rich plantation, a sea-going yacht, and—

Behind Tony, a huge explosion ripped across the sky.

He crouched and spun to the left just before the shock wave hit. With the fingertips of his left hand he touched the sidewalk for balance, then raised that hand to his brow to shield his eyes. He’d also pulled his sidearm, a .45 caliber Kimber, and leveled it downrange. 

But there was no target. No threat. 

An orange and red fireball rapidly expanded, then collapsed into a flattened orange and black oval. A grey column of smoke rose quickly, then apparently hit a breeze aloft and turned east, quickly thinning as it went. Beneath the orange and black over, which was mostly black and grey now, charred wreckage rained to the ground.

And Tony realized what he was seeing. He shook his head. “Damn. The guy was a jerk, but nobody ought’a go like that.” He paused. “Then again, at least it was quick.”

He watched for another moment, then straightened and started toward the gleaming black tower again. In his job search, maybe tomorrow he’d hit the country club. Probably the gravity of the alien landing hadn’t shaken some of the truly big boys yet. And the sure way to show their lack of concern was to play a few rounds of golf as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Of course, privately, most of them would leap at the chance to hire him. 

Yes. That’s what he’d do. Bold had gotten him a membership a couple of years ago, mostly so Tony could protect him while he was there. Might as well get some mileage out of it. In fact, why wait until tomorrow? Maybe that’s where he’d go tonight to get drunk.

He thought of Simon Bold again and grinned. What sort of a man wants protection even at his country club anyway? But soon the grin faded. More than anything, he felt pity for his former boss. 

I sure don’t envy what that guy must’ve seen in the mirror every morning. Too bad he wasn’t more like Zeb. 

In addition to being the founder and CEO of Bold Information Services, Zeb was an action guy, the kind of man who should run a company like BIS. He understood his operatives because he and they were cut from the same cloth. Probably that was the same reason he had taken a chance on Tony and selected him from among the security ranks as his bodyguard. Knowing what another man was thinking by simply looking him in the eyes went a long way in this business. 

When it came time to select a new CEO, he hoped the board would consider finding a man like Zebulon Bold again. He’d left one hell of a legacy. He glanced at the gleaming black tower of Bold Information Services again and—

Stopped. Stared.

He and Bold had gone to BIS-FO alone. Other than the counter attendant, nobody overheard their conversation or his subsequent firing. Quietly, as if there was anyone around to overhear, he said, “Oh my god. That’s it!”

A grin spread across his face as he started toward the building again.
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Chapter 2
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At her desk on the 25th floor of the sleek, black-granite Bold Information Services headquarters, Melanie Jenkins sat at her desk, listening to music on her earplugs, which in turn were plugged into a small entertainment pod. Mr. Bold didn’t like her listening to music at work, but at the moment, he wasn’t here. And besides, it wasn’t like she couldn’t take out the earplugs when she saw someone come in. 

As a bonus, Bold wouldn’t be back today, and probably not for a few more days. He was off to Cuba or somewhere, and he seemed excited about the trip. Not half as excited as she was though. For a few precious days, she wouldn’t have to find ways to avoid him. 

Her mama had tried to teach her not to be “ugly,” by which she meant not to put other people down, but when it came to Mr. Bold she couldn’t help it. He was such a gross, nasty slug of a man. Every time he looked at her, he ogled her, and she felt as if he could see right through her clothes. It was all she could do not to try to cover herself with her hands.

And he was always trying to suck-in his bulbous stomach when she was around. Even when he was sitting at his desk and she poked her head in to announce a visitor. Ugh. As if any amount of money could make her go for that. Maybe someday he’d suck it in too hard and his fat pink face would explode. 

She grinned at the thought, then glanced at the small crystal clock on her desk. 

It was almost 3 p.m., and for sure Mr. Bold wouldn’t be back today. 

Maybe I’ll go ahead and leave a little early. At least at home I can turn on the view screen and learn more about what’s going on with the aliens and the invasion and all that. I sure hope they don’t cancel the National Finals Rodeo. That event was slated for NRG Stadium in Houston in a little over a week. 

Wearing a flowing blue dress that hit an inch or two above her knees and white leather thong sandals, she moved across the rich, mottled-grey carpet and stepped into the small galley to empty and rinse out the coffee carafe and the grounds basket. Then she filled the carafe about half-full and carried it to the rubber tree in its terra cotta pot. Both tree and pot stood out against the pale-orange wall. The color was supposed to be calming, but for an inside wall? In an office? 

She watered the tree, then stepped back and looked at it. The top of the little tree was over four feet in diameter, and the top leaves were within a few inches of the grey, acoustic tile ceiling, which was 10 feet from the floor. 

As she looked at the ceiling, she touched her fingers to her chin. Now that grey, a lighter shade of that would look okay on the walls maybe. 

And maybe I should remind Mr. Bold to maybe have the plant removed and replaced with a smaller one before it gets much larger. Well, after he gets back, of course. And there’s absolutely no hurry about him getting back. She chuckled as she carried the carafe back to the galley. She turned it upside down in the small sink, then left the galley.

Mr. Bold wasn’t only gross, he was also fake as a three dollar bill. He constantly pretended to be what he wasn’t: an actual man. She chuckled at the image in her mind: him, always slicking back his hair and holding his head in that weird way so he’d look self-confident. He wouldn’t know self-confidence if it bit him on the butt. 

She opened the door to his office and went in. She checked his personal bathroom, set the toilet paper roll so a little hung over the edge so it was easy to grasp, then turned off the light. For some reason, Mr. Bold’s bodyguard, Tony Waters, crossed her mind. In the mental image, he was standing, as he always did, his feet about shoulder-width apart, his jacket hanging open, and his arms crossed loosely over his muscular chest. 

Now that Mr. Waters, he was a man, and one with a capital M. He wasn’t even an implied threat; he was a 24-carat promise. She grinned. 

Mr. Waters was all the things Mr. Bold thought he’d like to be. But if Bold were any of those things, he couldn’t handle it. He’d still be just another little chickenpoop with a bad attitude to boot. 

She put the fingers of one hand to her mouth as she laughed, but quietly. On her way out of Mr. Bold’s office, she turned out that light too, then went back to her station in the outer office. 

Thinking she might as well leave for the day, she slipped into her chair and silently inventoried the surface of her desk. Ah, some fairly sensitive papers. She picked those up, put them into a folder and then inserted it among others in the file drawer on the right side of her desk. Then, while she was thinking about it, she found her keys and locked the drawer. Better safe than sorry.

She straightened the other things on her desk. She liked having everything neat when she came in to work each day. Neatness bookended her day. She stood, then reached down to open the second drawer on the right side of her desk. That’s where she kept her purse. It will be nice to leave a little early for a chan—

And the door to the hallway opened. Having just opened her desk drawer, she stopped, looked up, and gaped. “Mr. Waters?” With the fingertips of her right hand, she closed the drawer, then sat down and looked up at him. “What are you doing here?”

Just inside the office, he stopped. Behind him, the door sighed shut. “Melanie, listen, I have some ba—” He frowned. “Hey, are you all right? You look a little pale.”

“I—sure. Yes sir, I’m fine.” She leaned to her right a little as if to look past him. “Is Mr. Bold with you?”

“No. No, he isn’t.”

Obviously relieved, she released an audible breath, then wagged one hand at him and smiled. “Oh. Well, to be perfectly honest, I was about to leave. I hope you won’t tell Mr. Bold. I mean, I know it’s early, but since Mr. Bold—well, and you—were supposed to be gone, and with the aliens here and everything—” She stopped and frowned. “Why are you here again? Shouldn’t you be with Mr. Bold?”

He only looked at her for a moment. “You didn’t hear the explosion?”

Her frown deepened. “What explosion?”

“Oh. Okay.” Tony started across the floor. “Actually, Mr. Bold changed his mind about me going. With his new interests in Cuba, he said he wants me to take care of things back here while he’s gone. He even named me the acting CEO. And then—”

“Acting CEO? So he’ll be gone awhile, then, is that right?” 

Tony muttered, “Longer than you might imagine.”

Melanie didn’t hear him. “I’m sorry?” But then she wagged one hand, grinned, leaned forward slightly and quieted her voice. “Oh never mind. It’s not like I’m complainin’, I promise. So anyway, how long will he be gone?”

Tony heard his own blunder and tried to clarify. “Well, what I mean, it takes a lot of time and effort to run a plantation and—” Then he realized Melanie hadn’t heard his snide comment. He smiled. “But as you say, never mind. Details don’t matter. The thing is, Mr. Bold isn’t coming back at all.”

Melanie’s eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open. “He isn’t? Well, why ever not? The plantation thing? I mean, he is the boss, but—”

Tony raised one hand. “No. No, after he told me to stay behind and walked out to get into the shuttle, I turned and left to come back here. You know, to settle into the office and all that. And when I was about a block away, the shuttle exploded. You really didn’t hear it?”

She gaped at him for a moment, then put both palms on her desk, as if grasping for something solid.  As if breathless and still looking at her desk, she said, “No. No, I didn’t hear it. I—I was listenin’ to music on my—” She stopped, looked up at him, and canted her head slightly. “But what did what now? Did you say the shuttle blew up? Mr. Bold’s shuttle? With him in it?”

Tony nodded. “I’m afraid so. I was already outside, and it happened behind me. I didn’t see it actually blow up, but I jerked my head around and saw the results. The shuttle apparently rose to about 500 feet off the ground, and then it just blew up. Probably the Stirchians hit it. I guess when they said nobody was allowed to fly, they meant nobody.”

Melanie just looked at him for a moment. 

Tony put up his hands. “But listen, it’s all right. Are you okay? I’ll get you a glass of water.” He started toward the galley.

She gestured. “Oh, you don’t have to do that. In fact, I could make a pot of coffee if you—”

From behind the partition that walled off the galley and over the sound of running water, he said, “No, it’s okay. Just stay there, okay? You might be in shock.” The water stopped running.

Melanie stared at the double doors. Mr. Bold would never walk through them again. Well, he often used the private entrance to his office, but still. And he wouldn’t use that one anymore either. “I just can’t believe it. Mr. Bold is dead?”

“Yes. Sorry.” Tony approached her desk with a clear rocks glass about half full of water and handed it to her. He grinned at first, then let it fade. “Seems like we should be sipping something a little stronger.” He paused. “To his memory, I mean.”

“Yes, sir. Of course. To his memory.” Her thin, graceful fingers closed around the glass of water. “Thank you.” She sipped at it, then set it on the blotter on her desk. 

“You’re welcome.” He crossed his arms, and after a moment, he said, “Listen, are you sure you’re all right? Should I maybe call somebody or...?”

“No. No, that’s all right.” She paused. “I’m fine, I think.” She turned her head to look up at him. “So—not to be crass, but am I out of a job? I mean, what do we do now?” 

He set his right hip on the corner of her desk and shrugged. “I guess we just keep going. He named me acting CEO, so until the next board meeting—” 

“Yes sir, but what about me?”

“Like I said, ‘we’ keep going. Unless you’d rather work somewhere else, I was hoping you’d stay on as my secretary. So same job, but with a different boss. And I’d be happy to give you a raise.”

She only looked at him. Was she dreaming? Was all of this really happening? “I—I mean, yes sir. I’d like that very much.”

“Okay, but let’s lose the ‘sir’ stuff. It’s just Tony, okay?” 

She nodded. 

He pointed toward Mr. Bold’s former office. “Well, I should go check out my new office. But listen, you can go ahead home whenever you want, and I’ll see you in the morning, okay? We’ll start fresh then.” He slipped off the corner of her desk and stepped aside so she could get by.

She stood. “Oh, yes.” She quickly crouched, tugged open the drawer and retrieved her purse. As she straightened again, she said, “Yes sir. I mean, Tony. Thank you. And goodnight.”

He smiled. “Goodnight.”

Melanie didn’t respond. She made her way across the office, opened door and went out into the hallway. She crossed the hall and stepped into the elevator, and as the doors closed, she grinned and emitted a little squeal. Then, solemnly, she said, “Mama, when I said maybe his stupid pink face would explode, I swear I didn’t mean it literally.”
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Chapter 3
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In the former office of Simon Bold, Tony Waters settled in at the massive mahogany desk. He rocked back in the chair for a moment. This would be a unique opportunity to turn the firm back to what Zebulon Bold had originally envisioned. One thing was certain: if Zeb had been at the helm when the Stirchians came calling, he’d have told them to go pound sand. 

Given the opportunity, Tony Waters would have told them the same thing. But now that they were here and becoming more firmly entrenched hour by hour, he’d have to handle it a little differently.

He looked at the phone. Probably, he should call all the directors and operatives around the globe to let them know he was now the acting CEO. “But first,” he said and grinned. Then he dialed the number for KRAQ, the major news affiliate in Houston. “This is Anthony Waters, acting CEO of Bold Information Services. I have a statement for you for immediate release. It’s regarding the explosion at the Spaceport an hour or so ago. Ready?”

A stunned apprentice on the city desk said, “Uh, yes sir. Please go ahead.” 

“Quote—Roughly one hour ago, Simon Bold chose to test the Stirchians’ flight ban. The Stirchians used the opportunity to illustrate that they were serious. Mr. Bold’s shuttle, himself and his pilot were blown apart approximately 500 feet above the Spaceport. 

“Even though Mr. Bold was our CEO, Bold Information Services supports this event. Regrettable though the outcome was, Mr. Bold’s actions were even more regrettable and not in keeping with the spirit of Bold Information Services. It is up to all of us to show the Stirchians we mean them no harm. End quote.” He paused. “Okay, got that?”

The apprentice said, “Y-yes sir. Thank you, sir.”

Tony smiled. “Please be sure that goes out verbatim.” And he hung up.  

*
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In the president’s office of The Central House in Houston, General Orthan Destrk—Envoy of the King Prophet of the Stirchian Kingdom, second in command to Lord High Governor Relagen Stawrl, and most recently appointed President General of the area known as United North America—looked at his new human assistant, Agent Martin Groelsch. “Thad was gone well, I thing. You things was gone hokay?” 

Agent Groelsch looked at the golden man. He had no visible hair. His forehead was broad and tall, and the wrinkles there seemed to change with his mood. His grimace, too, seemed more to radiate humor than disgust. Likewise the lines that occasionally emanated from the corners of his eyes.

His ears lay almost flat to his head, and his nose was broad but flat, almost splayed across the center third of his face.

His eyes, though. They were easily three times the size of human eyes, even relative to the size of his face, which was oval in shape and angling downward from their apex on either side of his nose to the top of his cheekbones in front of his ears. A line drawn through the center of either eye along its longest angle would be at about 40 degrees. 

And where Martin’s eyes were white, the golden man’s eyes were dark, maybe black. Where Martin’s eyes were blue, the golden man’s eyes were—well, golden. He also apparently had two sets of eyelids: a mostly transparent inner set, maybe to keep his eyes moistened without shutting out all light, and an outer pair that he probably closed when he went to sleep.

And the guy was lanky at best. Overall, his body looked as if it had been designed to put away and stored somewhere.

His width was proportionally commensurate with his height. His neck and head were the same width, one-half the width of his torso. His shoulders were the same width as his hips, and his torso was narrower than those by the exact thickness of his arms. His arms had two elbows each, or what would be elbows on a human arm. 

He had only three fingers and a thumb-like appendage on each hand, but each finger was at least twice as long as Martin’s. And each finger and thumb seemed to have twice as many knuckles. His hands, with three long, slender fingers and an opposable thumb on each, naturally hung to a few inches above his knees. 

The length of his legs was twice the width of his hips, and the thickness of his ankles and feet were one-half the width of his leg just below the hip. At the leading edge of his feet were a great toe that aligned with the inside of his ankle. There the similarity to human feet ended. 

Quietly, fixing the agent in his gaze, Destrk said, “Are two thinks only you can no tell by the first see of a Stirchian. The thinks are—”

“Oh, I didn’t mean any harm. It’s just I’ve never seen anyone like—”

Destrk raised one hand to quiet him. “Iss hokay. Whanning to know iss gud, iss nad’ral. We haf been seen you for years. Two thinks only you can no tell from see: one think, I can make this fingers,” and he held up his left hand and wriggled his fingers, “shorter or same. And think two, when walking on a flat place, my foot fingers stay, but when go up or down a stip ankle, they can fold under to gif more grips.”

Groelsch could think of nothing to say, so he only nodded. As an afterthought, he said, “Thank you.” 

Destrk nodded, then said, “And now, I say I things thad was gone well. Do you things too it was gone hokay?”

They had just returned to the office from having made an announcement to all of United North America. Although there was no live audience, they had filmed the statement outside on the lawn so The Central House would be in the background. Agent Groelsch had served as the new president general’s spokesman.

Even in his dark suit and even as his conservatively cut brown hair was greying at the temples, the agent looked as if he could lift one corner of the building. He listened for an extra second as he mentally translated. “Oh, yes sir. I think it went fine.” 

President General Destrk bared his teeth in an approximation of a grimace and deep lines radiated away from the corners of his golden eyes. Slowly, Destrk repeated, “I thing—think—it wen-ta—went—fine. Iss that rights?”

Groelsch nodded, but he was studying the transformation of Destrk’s face. He’d seen crow’s feet at the corner of people’s eyes before, of course, and he’d seen frowns, but he’d never actually watched them develop.

Destrk noticed. “First, as we talg—no, talk—more things, I will talk better your language. But in this now,” and he raised his thin, long, left index finger and pointed at the outer corner of his left eye, “this lines mins feelings.”

Groelsch frowned, then said, “Like emotion?”

Destrk only looked at him. 

The agent smiled broadly and pointed at his own mouth. “Like happy?” Then he turned the corners of his mouth down and pointed again. “Sad?” He flattened his lips into a tight line, narrowed his eyes, and pointed again, then said, “Angry?”

Destrk nodded slowly. “Yes, like that one before. Hip-pie.” He pointed to the lines near his left eyes. “This mins hippie,” and he adjusted his finger to point at his mouth, “if this has tith.”

Tith? Groelsch grinned broadly. “I think you mean—”

Destrk pointed at Groelsch’s mouth. “That mins hippie?”

“Yes, this means happy. So I think I’ve got it. The lines at the corners of your eyes show happiness or joy if your teeth are showing. Is that right?”
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