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New Home

Six vans now out working and an additional two new families settling in ready for when the next van was ready to pick up. People working around the shop that Cal didn’t know the name of. He felt like a visitor in his own base. The women didn’t seem to bother, happy to gossip with everyone, and even Professor Frank was joining in as he explored his new home more fully. At least Agatha might have some interesting information he thought, as he made his way alone to the liner control room where her and her father were staring at screens.

“Back you being I seeing,” Mister Sline’s welcome cheering in a way. “New treasures you getting?”

“Only parts for the ship and a little information. Any changes I need to know?” Cal nodded toward Agatha.

“Landing site she renting. Time saving much now.”

“We’re getting the packing crew to send more packs out since the drivers have more time now,” Agatha said. “The extra will easily cover the land rent, so really we’ll lose nothing.”

“I’m struggling with the idea of us moving to another planet,” Cal said. “Is it really necessary?”

“I guess you were born here like I was.” Cal nodded. “My father wasn’t, and he has the experience to know, and I see your other people who weren’t born here aren’t keen to set up here fully either.” Cal had thought Orbis was waiting for The Professor to begin setting up the workshop, but as Agatha said, maybe he really didn’t want to stay here. Only those that had always lived here wanted to stay.

“Here good for business,” Mister Sline said. “But nice living you not doing here. Is truth. Only future plans...”

“We move before we get too settled here then? Find a new base away from the Imperial.”

“Every day we stay it becomes more difficult to move. Resettling fifty people is easier than a thousand.”

“The business?”

“We could keep the shop here. Swap staff when the ships come with the vans. The only difference is we live and make things somewhere else.”

“We’ll need another freighter for the vans,” Cal said.

“Or make do, or find another place to run the other six. Maybe another time zone so there’s no conflict.”

“That’s good thinking. Spread our risk too. Let me think on it some more.”

Away from the control room he looked to find Orbis to get his thoughts, but now, he knew he would say the same as Agatha. The proof was in the untouched freighters full of maintenance equipment. Orbis was in one of those freighters, looking for some pipe. “Still haven’t got the juice bar set up,” he mumbled, still bent looking into a carton of what looked like junk.

“Some true talking while we’re alone,” Cal said. “Moving to another planet. Your real thoughts?”

Orbis straightened and faced Cal. “The sooner the better is my true answer, even though you don’t want to hear it.”

“Part of me wants to stay, and part wants to go. Every time I find a reason to go, I find a way of staying. Move to be able to grow fruit. Stay and make a growing shed to grow here. Move to have more space. Stay and buy more cheap land here.”

“Your heart is in this planet, I see that lad. I was once the same. When I first moved away, all I could think about was getting back home. Two years I was like that. Then I came back home and I couldn’t wait to get away.”

“What changed?”

“I did. When I was away, my imagination had built my old home up into a paradise, and then when the truth was right before my eyes, all I could do was shake my head and decide that my true home was wherever I was. No one place was home. When that lesson fully sunk in, I was free. Free to explore the Galaxy and enjoy whatever things there were around me. But this planet here is not one that has much to enjoy. And that’s the truth lad.”

“Do we keep the business and shop here, or close everything?”

“Stay with business here as long as you can. You’ve done magic business here you know. Just look. In six weeks you have built a business employing twelve families, and you are already turning in a profit. Six weeks! Most businesses take years to get to that point. What will another six weeks bring?”

“Should we keep adding vans here if we plan to move?”

“Why not. Keep the credits coming while they’re there to get. No business ever went broke making profit.”

“And finding a new home?”

“It will come. With your luck, something will fall in your lap, and all you’ll need to do is run with it.”

By dinner, the juice bar was finally connected and well tested by every kid in the place, and later Cal stood to give a very edited report of their trip. Mainly, he was asking people’s ideas on moving, and he was surprised to find every single person was keen to try some new place, even the new families that had only just arrived.

Later, the family together in the ship, Cal had a suggestion. “I think those black crystals we have are only memory crystals, so I’m going to ask those crystals about places to make as our base and see what they suggest.”

He was surprised when Mia said, “We’ll need to say what we need exactly, so the database can choose.”

“We’ll get ready to write the answer,” Kira said, and Cal hadn’t even got ready to get the crystal box. When he did, again it was only one crystal that wanted to respond.

“It’s so pretty when it glows,” Kyra said.

“We’re looking for a planet to make as our base. Must have good soil and fresh water and a climate that is good for growing fruit and vegetables,” Cal said holding the crystal.

“Must be private and no Imperial people,” Kira said.

“And no monsters and dangerous things,” Kyra added.

“I think it wants the maps,” Cal said when nothing came into his head. “Move it around.”

As the map display moved, he felt some degree of guidance in his mind, enough to say up and down and left and right until a thought said to magnify. Then it was more movement and even more magnifying until only one system was on the screen, and the crystal almost hummed in Cal’s hand. “It likes that system.”

“Unnamed,” Mia said. “Only a catalogue number – Z911519. Seven planets, also unnamed. Try the Web.” The Twins had that screen and were searching while Mia said, “About fifteen minutes away in aether space.”

“Nothing on the Web,” Kira reported.

“As though it doesn’t exist,” Kyra added.

“Even the holo-map only has a blank sphere for the planets,” Mia said, the featureless worlds on the screen in front of them.

“Thank you,” Cal said to the crystal, putting it back into the box. “I think we’ve just been shown a hidden system.”

“Hidden by who?” Mia asked.

“We’ll have to find out tomorrow.”

- - -
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“WE SHOULD TAKE THE Professor,” Kyra said, Kira nodding.

“You know Orbis would like to see too,” Mia said.

“And Agatha suggested it,” Cal said. “We might as well take everyone.”

He hadn't meant it for real, but the women... At least it was only Professor Frank, Orbis and his new woman Lu, and Agatha. And then it was only planned as a half day trip, although when everyone was finally settled, a good part of that day was gone.

Mia set the third planet as her target, and The Sea Stallion was in orbit around that planet a little less than an hour from leaving base. First impressions were good. Blue water patches, the edges fringed with bands of deep green. Further inland the land was more brown and yellow, and both poles were white. From this distance, it looked good, but the maps still showed only a uniform surface, free of all details.

“Atmosphere readings good,” Kyra reported. “Safe to land.”

“I’ll go down low and we’ll look around the coast,” Mia said, beginning a descent, the others by the front window.

Hard for Cal to see through the heads, but the planet looked better and better the further down they went. There was a feeling of great happiness in his head, and he knew it wasn’t his. As he turned his heads toward where the two crystals were hidden, the feeling increased, but behind that feeling he had a thought of his own. I’m nothing but a puppet he thought. Have been all the time. Not that it’s brought me trouble, just the opposite, but my life hasn’t been mine for a time.

Now skimming over the ocean looking at lush vegetation on the beach, and not a sign of anyone or any sign of habitation of any sort. He knew now there would be none. He’d been given the perfect place for them to set up. “Show me inland over some of those barren places,” he said aloud.

“But we like the water,” Kira called out.

At least Mia followed his instructions, and after they passed quite a long area of slowly decreasing vegetation, they were skimming over bare dirt like Grand Bazaar.

“Land if you like,” Cal said.

They did like, the ship quickly to the ground and everyone keen to stand on the new land.

“We should name this land,” Kira said. “I call this land Kira-land.”

“Kyra-land,” Kyra yelled.

“What about me?” Mia said.

“Freedom Prime,” Cal said deliberately. Everyone heard. “Planet Freedom Prime. Third planet in the Stallion System.”

Silence. No arguments at all. They all knew what he was saying. The first and central planet of a Galaxy-wide empire.

Cal looked around, and Agatha was grinning. “I think you have it lad,” Orbis said. “No one can complain about a name like that.”

“Looking around, this land looks a little like home, with very little rain. The fertile land all near the water, meaning we have the best of all worlds.”

“We should slowly cover all this land with the scanners and look for anything that’s not natural,”  Mia said.

“We’ll have to find a place to set up our base,” Orbis said. “Somewhere with the best temperatures.”

“You need to set up a camp first. A few to live here and explore.” All eyes were on Agatha now. “We need to find out if there are any strange things that only come out over time.”

“Monsters,” Kira said excitedly. “We’d be best with that.”

“Plenty of time for that,” Cal said. “Let’s go and fly over more of Freedom Prime.”

An hour of skimming over uninhabited land, and another landing close to the water to check, then Cal called a fly over of planet two and four. Planet two was completely bare, like home. No water and a high, but bearable temperature. They didn’t bother landing. Planet four was better. Water and an amount of green too, but ice extending a long way from the poles, and the sensors showing cold winds on most of the surface. Their first pick was certainly the best.

“Back to Freedom Prime,” Cal said, a feeling in his mind that wouldn’t go away. “Orbit to try to divine the site for a base.”

“Like that mine,” Professor Frank said quietly. Cal nodded, but he wasn’t going to get the crystals out, only feel the amount of excitement they were sending to him.

Once in orbit he focused on the crystals and then the desire to find the best place for a base, and he felt his eyes being drawn. As he scanned the land in the front view-port he had to turn in certain ways. His head hurt a little if he turned away. “Manual control,” he called to Mia. “Left and slowly down.”

His guidance was not perfect, but the lower they got, the more precise he could be, until it was directly ahead. Close alongside the green belt, and flat and smooth and great for a spaceport and shop, and a small ridge beyond. “Right ahead. Our new home.”

Stopped, and all on the ground again, everyone looking with fresh eyes. “Good site lad,” Orbis said. “Bit of everything, and the water is close-by.”

“I’ll mark the co-ordinates on the map for next time,” Mia said.

“Time to go back home and plan our next move,” Cal said.
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A Handful of Power

It seemed the whole base was ready to move only half an hour after The Sea Stallion landed. Cal knew it was not so easy, but he let the excitement continue. At least Orbis had a sensible suggestion. “We take that freighter that we shifted before with the runabout in its hold. Gives us the runabout to explore and the freighter as a temporary base.”

“Who goes?”

“Geoff and me. We know how to pioneer new land.”

“Agreed. I better sort things out tonight before the whole base is disassembled.”

While he waited for things to settle, Cal looked around with an eye on moving. It was not easy now. While the liner could be flown right to the new home, the shop ship was different. To keep their sales here, they needed that ship left where it was, yet so many things they needed for the vans was in that ship. Really they’d need another shop ship at the new site. And another working freighter and crew would be good too. Then his musing was interrupted by a terminal message from an unfamiliar caller. Wanting to trade some blasting for goods. Of course he replied with a voice call and the man on the other end looked very much like a typical miner, but not one Cal recognised. “You did some blasting for friends and hoping you could do some for us too. Willing to trade...” the man’s voice trailed off.

“Maybe K02,” Cal said. The man nodded. “Send co-ords and I’ll call you back within two hours.” The man nodded again and the call was cut. Cal’s thought was to discuss that with Orbis.

“Great work if you can do it,” Orbis said. “Those blasting companies charge fifty thousand just to turn up, then at least ten thou a blast. Never known a job go lower than a hundred thou.”

“Looks like we’ve found a new job then,” Cal said. “I might even be allowed to press the button too. You be able to sort out this move while I’m away?”

“You know I can. You go and enjoy blasting things into dust. I’m sure it’s very therapeutic.”

“Exciting and satisfying, and no trouble getting the women interested either.”

“And credits for your new projects too.”

Then he found Mia and she checked her maps. “Three hours.”

“Leave in the morning. There by midday,” Cal said. “I’ll accept the job.”

Then Ginny returned with the vans, and there were more people to be told about their new home, so by dinner time, the dining room was filled with excited people all ready to leave tonight. As he called for attention, the Twins called out to speak, where they said everyone had checked and since those planets were not named, they had named all seven. As well as Freedom Prime, there was now, Kira Prime, Kyra Prime, Mia Prime, Ginny Prime, Agatha Prime and Carroll Prime.

“What about the men?” Cal asked.

“Women planet names are better.” That certainly caused a laugh.

“I suppose. But now to serious things. We have another blasting job and the payment should cover the new cooking things. We’re not planning on moving right away, some more details to be worked out first, including possibly another freighter and crew.”

“Crew no problem,” Ginny said. “Got several people who have asked me when we had more ships.”

“Great. Got to get the credits first, but with the new home, we’ll need more transport.”

The rest of the night was filled with talk of moving, but Cal managed to get Professor Frank alone and asked if he would go with them to the blasting job in case they needed help with the cannon. He certainly didn’t need to press the point.

- - -
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“N109116 in the window,” Mia said as they dropped out of aether drive and a drab brown planet was in sight. Cal called for landing details and sent it through to Mia’s screen. “Looks like all the other mining towns.”

It was too. Bare brown ground, raising a dust as The Sea Stallion settled, a battled old carryall out to welcome them, the occupant confidently striding toward the ship. Cal thinking that all the miners must get their clothes from the same place, and that place only stocked one colour and pattern. “Guide to mine site,” the guide said before he was through the hatch.

Cal waved the man through and guided him to the control room. “I’m Cal and my pilot is Mia. She’ll take your directions. You can sit if you like, just by our engineers, Kira and Kyra.” The girls nodding as their name was spoken.

“Problem in pit,” the man said, as though speaking was not something he did often, and when he did, he liked to save his words carefully.

Mia applied the thrusters and lifted the ship, then hovered waiting directions. “Which way?” Cal finally asked from behind. The guide pointed well off to the left, and Mia swung the ship around. The pointing hand was now ahead and Mia set off forward. Cal tried to see what was ahead, guessing that their guide would need more prompting to land, and he was certainly right there. Directly ahead was a group of machines, one of them a large high thing like the drill that was at the last mine site. “Is that the pit?” Cal prompted. Nothing. “Should we land near those machines?”

“Alongside.”

“Going down,” Mia said. “Trying to not stir up too much dust.”

Their guide was keen to get out, the rest of the crew following, Professor Frank alongside Cal as they walked toward the machines. “Difficult place,” he whispered.

“And workers,” Cal muttered.

“Thanks for coming,” a man called out from between two machines. “I see Olaf guided you here in one piece.”

“You need some blasting done.”

“Come and I’ll show you the problem we have. We’ve got a test pit open.”

This new man led the group forward toward the same style of drill machine Cal had seen before, though this time, rather than only a pipe going down into the ground, there was an actual hole dug. Not a big one, but one big enough so that drilling machine would be able to get into it and work. There was an access ramp and they were pointed to go down it.

“My shoes are not made for mining,” Mia said. “I’ll stay up on the surface and watch you.”

All but Mia made the journey down the ramp to the bottom of the excavation. Cal was yet to see the problem. The hole was neat and tidy, and the dark bottom was firm and good for machinery to work. The hole was deep enough so you were standing completely below ground level. It looked good to him. Only the Professor was not admiring the sides, rather he was stamping his boot hard on the bottom of the excavation.

“Form of wolframite,” the talkative guide said. “Harder than any other we’ve found.”

“Tungsten ore, isn’t it?” Professor Frank said.

“You a miner too?”

“Engineer, but know a little about metals.”

“Below this is the real treasure. We've been tracking a rich vain of neptunium, but it’s covered with this. We’ve done test drills, but even they blunt quickly, but we done enough to know what’s under.”

“Tungsten’s expensive. Wouldn’t this ore be worth mining too?”

“Can’t sell it. That Imperial lot only pay for power metals.” The man was shaking his head. “All they ever pay for is that. Never anything else.”

“So you want us to blast away this top tough layer to expose what’s below,” Cal said. The miner nodding.

“Go too deep and we blast the good stuff too,” the Professor said. “Not an easy job.”

“I was planning of staying close when you blast and reporting back how the drilling was going. If we can expose a line following the vein, we can tunnel under a little each side to get all of it.”

“Dangerous,” Cal said.

“Might be the only way,” The Professor was stroking his chin.

“We’ll have to be careful with our aiming,” Kyra said.

“Mia’s the best,” Kira added.

“While all this machinery is moved safely away, is there somewhere else where we can try blasting without damaging the good ore?”

“I’ll guide you,” the man offered. “I’ll get Alto to spot for results.”

“Well get ready to blast dirt,” Cal said loudly, getting the Twins turning and leading everyone out of the ramp.

The man guided Mia to a clear piece of land about a mile from the pit and the Twins prepared the plasma cannon for use. “Begin at level two,” Professor Frank ordered.

“Six works better,” Kira said, grinning back.

“Aim down a little,” The Professor said, maintaining a degree of professionalism. “Level two. Range one thousand.”

“That spot good?” Mia asked the man. He nodded.

“Blast when ready,” Cal called out. Mia did.

“Wow,” the man exclaimed. “That was powerful. What kind of laser is that.”

“Plasma cannon,” Cal said calmly, as though they did it every day.

“I’ll get Alto to go and check,” the man said, poking something in his terminal. “I thought only the Imperial military had plasma cannon.”

“So do they,” Cal said a little less loudly. “Still looks too shallow from here.”

The man was by the view-port looking hard too. Then there was a man on the edge of the small crater, and an image of the hole was on the terminal in the ship. “Down to the top of that hard layer.”

“Let’s try level four,” Professor Frank said.

Cal waited for the spotter to be well clear of the area and called, “Blast when ready.”

A much better blast. More colour and debris, and now the wait for the dust to reduce and the spotter to report.

“Nearly through,” the man reported. “Lovely clean hole. So easy to work with.”

“Level five,” The Professor said. “Aim to the side a little like we’re making a trench.”

Mia moved the ship a little while the Twins reset the cannon and Cal waited for the spotter to clear. “Blast when ready.”

A very satisfying burst of red and a great cloud of dust. “That’s better,” Kira called. “I said level six would be best.”

The images back from the hole, when they came, were great. A wide crater, clear of debris, and signs where the hard rock had been broken through. “I think that setting would be great,” the man said happily. “I’ll tell Alto we’re going to start on the real place next.”

As they hovered over the real work area, even Cal could see the marks on the ground that traced the ore-body the miners were aiming for. “You want me to start at one end and work to the other?” Mia said, the man nodding.

“Area seems clear. Blast when ready.”

Bam. Bam. Bam. The blasts came one after another as Mia slowly inched The Sea Stallion ahead, tracking the aiming cross on the line set out on the ground. Continuous red glow and a cloud of dust and debris hanging high in the air. It looked great. What a way to earn credits. Certainly better than moving pods. When they reached the end of the marked line, Mia turned the ship around and made to find a suitable spot to land.

A rush to get out and see the damage, a race that the Twins won. “What a hole!” Kyra yelled, standing close to the edge and looking down. Other miners were running to see too. To Cal’s sight it was a great thing, even though all signs of the original pit and ramp had been completely obliterated. Now there was a long, smooth-sided trench, fully excavated and much deeper than before. Surely the miners would be pleased with it.

Two of the miners were trying to clamber down the sides, the others looking on and offering advice. When the explorers got to the bottom, they yelled back, “Can see traces.”

“Completely through?”

“Looks like it.”

Cal felt the relief around those on the side of the new pit, and watched while some more prepared to climb down too. “How about we cut a new ramp,” someone yelled, and a few went off.

“Do you think we should widen the bottom with a smaller blast?” Professor Frank said to the miner who had been flying with them.

“Not worth the risk. If they can see ore now, better to leave it.”

They stood around a couple more hours while a new access ramp of sorts was made and a more thorough check of the site was carried out. Cal had the distinct feeling the miners had not expected them to cut in this way, and the hole they had left was not exactly what they wanted. Even so, the reports came that the ore they wanted was exposed all along the hole, so at least that was good. Their last guide eventually came to report. “We didn’t expect it dug like this, but there are certainly some benefits, the main being the entirely cleared hole. You saved us weeks of digging.”

“That’s one thing,” Cal said. “And the ore?”

“We’ll begin extracting it tomorrow, and processing the next day. Credits in the terminal much quicker than normal.”

“Problems?”

“Mainly getting used to the difference. Alto said he thought he saw good ore in the test hole too. We got weeks of good work now, so maybe we should go home and settle up the bill.”

“We honestly don’t know what to charge,” Cal said. “Maybe you just see what it’s worth to you.”

“K02 pellets?”

“Yeah. We have things we can trade with them.”

Five hundred tiny glowing power pellets, all armour-glass encased and packed twenty to a pack. The whole lot fitting in one large hand. “Rigel 12,” Cal said when they were set to leave the mine site. “Let’s get the cooking things.”

- - -
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PROFESSOR FRANK HAD never seen the warehouse on Rigel 12. In fact he didn’t even know it existed until they landed in the parking area and the Twins insisted they would show him where they bought the best fluffy monsters.

“Looking only,” Cal said. “Only buying that food preserving machine today.”

When they set off, Cal had five packs of K02 pellets in his pockets and a few credits on his terminal for emergencies, but they took the two empty freight pods with them. Inside the warehouse, the Twins took the lead, hand out to drag the Professor behind them. At least they were aiming directly for the food section, and found the correct stall that had the food preserving machine, but the salesman Cal had spoken to before was nowhere in sight, so Cal asked the current salesman when his partner would be back. “Two hours Sir.”

“That other place with the cube thing,” Cal said, and the Twins were off again.

“A busy place this,” The Professor said to Cal as they fought their way through the crowds.

“We should have had a rest before we came in.”

“And girls would let you wait?”

Better luck at the cube stall, Chen, the salesman they had spoken to before was there, and he even recognised Cal. “Come to order?”

“Come for my other engineer to see,” Cal said nodding to the Professor. “Still working on the payment.”

“I’ve been thinking on your order Sir. Some aspects are very interesting, and maybe we could work a mutually useful collaboration.” The salesman looked away, his gaze glancing left and right, then softly he continued, “That’s if you expect your business might extend all over the Galaxy.”

“I’m expecting that.”

“Maybe your own manufacturing facility would be a better long term option.”

“It would, but that would involve a large amount of additional work.”

“And skilled help,” Chen said looking Cal directly in the eye.

“How many families?”

The salesman looked both sides again, then said, “Twenty one at the moment.”

“We can only offer food and accommodation at the moment. No production machinery yet.”

“So anyone joining now would be in line to grow with your business Sir.” Chen smiling a little.

“Is it safe to talk here?”

“If Sir likes, we can go to the food bar and discuss the order there,” the salesman said loudly.

“We know the best one,” Kyra said.

“We’ll lead the way,” Kira added.

“I’ll get another to take over,” Chen said and slipped behind a doorway and soon returned with another man. “Free now.”

“You don’t know me,” Cal said as they followed behind the Twins.

“Researched you very thoroughly Sir. Pretending to be a freighter captain but really setting up an empire to challenge the Imperial Regime.”

“Very perceptive,” Professor Frank said.

“Research. Tracing ship movements and Imperial warnings. Studying terminal purchases and the many places that payment was not received. And the equipment you want to order from me. It all points to one thing only. A plan to build an empire big enough to rival the Imperial one.”

“And you worked that all out yourself?”

“It was easy once I’d seen you. Your eyes give it away.”

“And you still want to be part of that,” Cal said, thinking what was wrong with his eyes.

“Even if it fails, it will be better than being stuck here.”

“He’s not going to fail,” Professor Frank said.

“But if you could find that, who else could?”

“They have to have a reason to look first, and without seeing you, I can’t see you being looked at any time soon.”

“We’ll order,” Kira said.

“We know what’s best,” Kyra added as they all found seats in a very busy food shop.

“Maybe our guest might like to choose his own,” Cal said. “Just order anything you want.”

The man did order, and then the Twins actually asked everyone else for once, and while they ordered, the conversation continued. “What would we need to set up a factory for you?” Cal asked directly.

“The key is a molecular constructor. I don’t know where you can get them, the ones here are all controlled by the Imperial guards. We only get to modify programs and pickup the products.”

“Thought those machines were only in stories and films,” the Professor said.

“Only seen the final section, the actual constructor machine. Takes three different powders and gives out whatever part it is programmed to make. We use it to make everything. Circuit boards, parts, cases, control buttons. Even the packing box. I do know there are different sized machines depending on what they’re making. The one we’re allowed to use is quite small, but there are some big ones, big enough to make building parts and spaceship hulls.”

“Just one box produces everything you ask?”

“Yes. They even produce the thread to make garments, and then the machines to weave that thread into the finished item.”

“All the years I was a professor, and I’ve only thought a machine like that was a dream.” The Professor was shaking his head when the Twins came back to say the meals were on their way.

“I know there are bigger machines that make the three powders. One powder is called soft. It is made from plants, rubbish and bodies. The other two are hard white and hard dark. They both come from a single machine that is fed with scrap metal and ores of different types. On this planet, there is only one big plant that does that, and no one other than the Imperial Guards can get near there.”

“That must be the best kept secret of the Imperial regime,” Professor Frank said. “Keeping that from even us.” His head was shaking slowly from side to side.

“Well now we know what we’re looking for,” Cal said. “And you. Should we wait until we see if we can get those machines?”

“Part of me says no, but I will understand if you want to wait.”

“We’ll need a lot of those kits to take out their implants,” Mia said.

“Your people willing to do general work around the place while things are built?” Cal asked. “If we can see away forward that is.”

“Anything. Anything but here.”

“Our food,” Kira yelled, and there was generally silence while they realised how hungry they really were. Cal was watching their guest, and the way he was eating it looked like he had been starved. That made him remember the other people he’d seen on the stalls. None of them was anywhere plump, most hanging loose in their clothes. Su and Lu had been the same.

When the salesman had emptied his plate, Cal asked, “If we were able to get you away, have you worked a way that won’t trace back to us?”

“Still finalising details, but yes.”

“Could your people stand sitting on the ship’s freight hold for three or four hours?”

“Anything as long as they know there is a better life at the end.”

“How many,” Mia asked.

The man paused a little, his mouth moving like he was counting. “Ninety one on present numbers.”

“Many hours on the medic,” Mia said toward Cal.
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