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      The department Troy worked for was known merely as “Routing”, even among his peers for whom saying the full name (“Deployments, Ship Routing, and Locationing”) would have been trivial: living at the speed of the Alliance network made even the longest titles rush past. But their flesh-and-blood counterparts called the department “Routing,” so Troy did too. Everyone agreed it was better than figuring out how to say the acronym aloud. Dis-ral? Dizzrul? Even the elements of Fleet most enthusiastic about borrowing human customs, including the one of calling everything by an acronym, balked at that one.

      Troy was the only D-per—digital personality—working in Fleet’s Routing department. He’d been assigned there prior to his manumission, and once he’d worked off his code-debt he’d elected to remain. It was a department amply served by the addition of a D-per, because even with the significant aid of the Alliance’s advanced computing resources, assigning and tracking the routes of all 674,232 ships in the Fleet was not a minor task, particularly since only 15,000 of them were warships large enough to warrant particular attention. Most of the remainder were flyspecks: survey ships, dispatch boats, ambassadorial cutters, local coast guards, intelligence specials, all necessary but easy to lose track of given the numbers involved. On any given day—by Alliance Mean—the starmap teemed with the thousands of routes undertaken by those ships, their current locations indicated by a bead of light on the track like a gemstone. Troy loved watching Fleet’s pulse… wished there was some way to share his awareness of its totality with his embodied coworkers. One of his favorites was coming on-shift now; he could see her sauntering through the door with her giant mug of coffee, the one that read ‘If you can see reflections in it, it’s not dark enough.’

      “Morning, Troy,” Gertrude Remychamps said, dropping onto her chair. “It’s our favorite time of year!”

      “Routing all the ships coming off the captain’s retreat?”

      “You got it.” The woman leaned forward to set her mug on the console. “Did they manage to assign everyone on time this time?”

      “Nope.”

      Gertrude’s sigh was exaggerated. A work of art, Troy thought. Literally, in the theatrical sense. It was doubly amusing as a juxtaposition to her otherwise impeccable presentation: one of the short, dense Karaka’An felids, she kept her gray fur perfectly groomed, her gray hair slicked into a neat twist, and her uniform so crisp people muttered about starch. She had an admirable head for detail for someone confined to a physical body and she insisted on excellence, but her sense of humor made her a favorite among her subordinates… including Troy, for while he out-ranked her, D-pers could not command flesh-and-blood members of the Fleet. Their titles were strictly a matter of tracking time-in-service.

      “Well, let’s see what they’ve got finished,” Gertrude said. “Nothing like hundreds of warships getting set loose to wake you up in the morning.”

      The captains’ retreats were a peculiarity of their organization. Troy knew it because he’d heard the lectures at length from the human elements in Fleet. That having time off wasn’t a bad thing, and officer development wasn’t a bad thing, but having all the captains of a sector’s ship class drinking martinis on resort planets at the same time was ludicrous. The previous Pelted White Admiral had disagreed, and the custom had continued until Thomas Newell had been elected to serve in that office. Newell hadn’t done away with the retreats, but he’d staggered them to prevent all their ships from being drydocked at once. Which, Troy thought, made sense not just from a military perspective but also a practical one, because the facilities had found it… stressful… to see all those ships coming over their horizon at the same time.

      Troy wasn’t sure how he felt about the human element in Fleet, but the longer he watched them work, the more he conceded they had their reasons for things. Usually practical ones. He could appreciate practicality.

      |Hey, Troy. Ever going to get around to your chess move?|

      Troy kept an eye on the data scrolling down Gertrude’s display. |Your department not keeping you busy enough, Sam?|

      That was a joke. Samson was the top of their chain in Fleet, assisting the admiralty. All of it.

      |No, I just want to see what your piece collapses into. Adding a third state for every piece makes my head itch.|

      |We don’t have heads,| Troy reminded him.

      |Sure we do. It’s psychosomatic. Like flesh-and-blood people with missing limb syndrome. It’s just that all our limbs are missing.|

      Gertrude had asked him once what it was like, communicating with other D-pers. “Do they have voices?” she’d wondered, and he hadn’t known how to explain. They did have voices, because the unique DNA attached to their codeforms gave them the potential, and that potential was somehow carried in every D-per’s perception of their peers. It wasn’t a literal voice, but it was… an… aura.

      Troy didn’t need to hear a physical voice to sense Samson’s real reason for prodding him. |Silia giving you problems again?|

      The encryption level on Samson’s voice became nearly baroque. Seeing the ending of their quantum chess game would have been clearer. |I haven’t locked her in a bitbox yet, but the temptation’s there.|

      |She’s just doing her job.|

      |I don’t mind her doing her job. We need someone to do her job. I just want her to take less pleasure in it.|

      |I am rolling my eyes at you, Samson. Right now. Can you see them? Roll, roll, roll.|

      The sensation that came back with Samson’s voice really was an eye-roll. |Tell me she doesn’t drive you crazy.|

      Troy concentrated more fully on the datastream as Gertrude leaned toward her display, because if he didn’t devote more of his cycles to that Samson would notice him wincing. Which… was as good a tell as the actual wince. He gave up and asked, |What’s she on about now?|

      |She caught wind of a discussion about allowing us back aboard ships….|

      |Oh no… |

      |And now she is on the warpath again, talking about creating more Crispins.|

      |There was only one Crispin and he’s dead,| Troy said, flatly.

      |As far as she’s concerned, we’re all Crispins waiting to happen.|

      |Well, that’s not insulting at all…|

      |With a side order of rudeness against our flesh-and-blood colleagues, because that’s assuming they’re all Captain Acrons waiting to happen.| Samson heaved a sigh that glittered in Troy’s perception like dust over a backlit floor. |She’s filling the ears of anyone who’ll stop to listen about how bad an idea it is.|

      |To be fair…|

      |Do we have to be?|

      Troy eyed him and continued. |To be fair, it did happen, and it was a tragedy, and preventing it from happening again is important. Especially if humans are going to succeed in pushing for a more military-style situation on our warships. We don’t need their officers falling in love with their computers and trying to port themselves into them.|

      |Could the way you put that be any more repulsive?|

      |I don’t know. I could try—|

      |Yes, don’t, please and thank you.|

      |Then I won’t. She’s worrying for nothing, anyway. I doubt anyone’s going to lift the prohibitions. The Pelted and the D-pers who know the story are worried about creating another Crispin/Acron situation… and the humans don’t like the idea of us having access to mobile weapons platforms.|

      |Because having us planted in the stationary weapons platforms, which are larger and far more dangerous, is less existentially threatening, I guess.|

      |That and the fact that they’ve convinced themselves that having us here means we can’t be there, when the truth is the only thing stopping us is ethics. We promised not to involve ourselves with the warships, but it’s not as if we couldn’t clone an instance and go sailing off with one of them. We could do that now, anywhere those ships are in repeater range.| Troy sent a headshake. |It’s not going to happen. And really, there’s no need to even have the discussion.|

      Samson was silent a while, long enough for Gertrude to blink several times in the real world. |You sound so certain. You’re sure there’s no reason you would ever consider sneaking off in a ship?|

      “Hey, Troy? Is that a new batch coming in?”

      “It is, yes. Should I map them for you?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Troy also moved one of his quantum chess pieces while sketching the assigned routes in the new batch. It made the lag in his response to Samson acceptable. |I’m not the sneaking kind, Sam.|

      |No,| Samson said. |I guess not.| A flicker of a smile. |I think those of us born with code-debt have a different perspective on these things.|

      That… was the first time Troy had ever heard that sentiment, though he’d privately wondered, now and then. He raised his ‘head’.

      |Do you think so too?|

      |I think… it’s… inevitable,| Troy said finally. |They never had to pay off their births. I don’t think they understand…| What did he want to say? |They’re born arrogant.| He frowned. |Is this becoming a thing? Should we be worried?|

      “Troy, you all right?” Gertrude asked, blowing the steam off her coffee.

      |Did she just ask you…? I didn’t think she was one of The Ones.|

      It always came out that way in the stream, capitalized and shivering with moment, a bit of self-indulgent dramatics. ‘The Ones.’ It was what they called any of the embodied who were capable of perceiving their emotional states, despite what should have been a complete lack of evidence. The conversation Troy was maintaining with Samson was barely impinging on his faculties; he’d been drawing up the information for Gertrude without delay. Literally. He could measure it, examine the measurements himself.

      And yet, despite that lack of evidence, there were some flesh-and-bloods who did notice those things, as if using some magic sense no one had defined yet. Few D-pers scoffed at that characterization; they’d seen things in the network that made them believe in the limitations of sapient understanding, including their own. But it still struck Troy as… unlikely. And beautiful. And right now, extremely annoying. “I’m—”

      |Are you going to lie?| Samson asked dryly.

      “Working on an issue,” Troy concluded, and finished, weakly, “It’s personal.”

      |Nice save. By which I mean, awful save.|

      |It works for them!| Troy protested.

      Gertrude was giving the air above and to the left of her displays a skeptical look, her ears flipped back against her immaculate coiffure. Then she said, slowly, “All right. But you know if you ever need someone to talk to…?”

      |Did she just buy that?|

      |God in the stream, I can’t leave her hanging like that,| Troy said, appalled. |She’ll think I need rewriting. Or a psychiatrist.| Out loud, he said, “Some of my friends and I are having a philosophical discussion that’s making me consider things differently. I’m not sure how I feel about it. That’s all.”

      “Mmm,” Gertrude said, and though her ears stayed back she resumed focusing on her display. “Well, tell them to quit stressing you while you’re working.”

      “I’m always working?”

      “All right, tell them to quit it while I’m working.” She grinned, a twist of her mouth that showed a few teeth. “You hear that, other D-pers? Go away.”

      |Ouch,| Samson said, but he sounded more intrigued than disturbed. |Tell her we hear and obey.|

      Troy snorted. |Go make your next move in our game. We can talk more about this when she’s off-duty.|

      |Done.| Samson vanished, leaving Troy to exhale—internally, anyway—and study his coworker. She was separating out the new assignments by sector, looking for places where ships might intersect, or where there was too much overlap. He said, tentatively, “They’ve gone, alet.”

      “Good,” she said. “And I meant it. About the listening ear.”

      “I appreciate that.” He was sure he meant that, though he wasn’t certain how he felt about Gertrude being able to tell when he was upset. The one thing he did know was that it was unlikely she could advise him on any potential issues between D-pers who’d been born without indenture contracts and their older peers, who’d had to earn their manumission. He thought. Maybe.

      “Looks like they did a good job this time,” Gertrude said. “They’re even sending someone off to the Sargasso!”

      Had his discussion with Samson been that distracting? Troy bent his attention immediately on the data. “Why?”

      “Not sure,” Gertrude said. “Usually we don’t push that far into the neutral territories. And I do mean pretty far… like nearly up at Qufiil. Any idea why we’re heading out that far?”

      Troy was already rifling through the millions of memos that Fleet generated on a daily basis. “Nothing. No, wait, one thing from the Night Admiral’s desk. Something about a request from the Faulfenza for mapping support.”

      Gertrude pursed her lips. “No kidding. Mapping support… really?”

      That sounded as plausible as any other reason, and yet… what if it wasn’t? The research he’d been working on, had been encapsulating and keeping private, for so many years—could it be on the verge of validation? Troy tried not to sound as shaken as he felt. “They do have a small fleet. The Faulfenza.”

      “A small fleet, but they’ve had it a lot longer than us, if I remember right.” She leaned forward, spreading the sector map. “Maybe they just don’t want to go too far from home? Or push any farther toward the Chatcaava? Too much more spinward and they’ll hit the border with the Chatcaavan Empire.”

      “Maybe,” Troy said.

      “Or maybe they just want company.” Gertrude grinned and patted the display. “Whatever it is, I can’t wait to see what’s out there. Goddess-speed, Stardancer! Do us proud!”
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      “Ready?”

      Taylitha’s ears twitched as she stared at Alysha from across the mat. “Is ‘no’ a valid answer?”

      “You asked for this,” Alysha reminded her.

      “That means I can un-ask for it, right?”

      Killian Cardiff, serving as their referee—and the designer of their exercise—ignored them. “Two… one… go!”

      With a squeak, Taylitha woke her sword and flung herself forward. She zagged around the first of the random obstacles, a box of weighted balls, ducked the rope and then she had a clear patch of ground to stand on.

      Sadly the captain had elected not to wait for her there.

      “You’re going to have to fight at some point,” Taylitha complained, loping after Alysha who’d climbed onto one of the inclines used for slam-ball. “So why not fight somewhere we’re not going to trip?”

      “Because you’d beat me,” Alysha said with a grin, and launched herself off the top of the incline.

      Taylitha strangled a yelp and ducked, but not fast enough to dodge the smack on her padded jerkin that set off a chime.

      “Point, Forrest,” Killian said.

      “Grrr, that’s it, no more Miss Nice Tournament Champion,” Taylitha said. “You’re going down!”

      “Oh really?” Alysha was on the other side of the low rope, again, with far too many things scattered on the ground between them. She was grinning, and while ordinarily Taylitha preferred to see Alysha smiling, this time she had a mission. Which was to prove that this kind of exercise was useful, and they should keep doing it. Even if Taylitha herself didn’t want to. Which was probably one of the reasons she had to. Because life was like that.

      “Yes, really,” Taylitha said firmly, and lunged toward… the first of the obstacles. Which she shoved out of her way. She did the same to the next two. The rope she sliced in two with the holoblade. And since Killian had equipped them with variable holoblades, she turned it into a lance and was across the intervening distance before Alysha could find something else to use for cover. Her captain brought up her sword in a serviceable parry and then they were in the kind of fight Taylitha could win. Or at least, she could have ordinarily, if she’d been fighting, but she couldn’t because Alysha was laughing too hard to commit.

      “I… don’t… think you’re supposed to beat the obstacle course by destroying it,” Alysha managed.

      “If keeping it intact was part of the rules, it should have been in the rules. Put up your sword, sir!”

      “If she doesn’t in another fifteen seconds, you can stab her,” Killian said.

      “She’ll stab me even if I do put up my sword,” Alysha observed, wiping her eyes hastily on her sleeve, but she raised the holoblade and allowed herself to be led through several exchanges. Not bad ones, either; Taylitha had continued training her since that incident with Dylan Brushnie on Gledig, and while Alysha wasn’t near tournament champion status, she was coming along nicely. Not a challenge for Taylitha, of course… the captain wasn’t even varying the blade length. But not shabby.

      She was about to say so when both holoblades cut off, mid-parry. Alysha swayed forward, and Taylitha staggered, hopped backward, recovered her balance. “Uh, Killian?”

      “Mysterious radiation has stopped your weapons from working. Go!”

      “Oh, no fair!” Taylitha complained, scrabbling away from Alysha. “She’s better at unarmed combat without rules!”

      “You asked for this,” Alysha reminded her.

      “You also destroyed all the cover you could have used,” Killian added from the sidelines.

      Taylitha darted past the box of balls, grabbing one and tossing it behind her. Since she heard no ‘oof’ she guessed that hadn’t worked. Was there anything else she could use as a projectile? No, but… she grabbed the rope and spun around. “I’ve got you now!”

      “With that?” Alysha asked, amused. “What are you going to do with it?”

      Taylitha paused. “Something… will come to me?”

      “Oh, that’s all right, then.” Alysha pulled one of the discarded boxes over and sat on it, putting her chin on her palm and her elbow on her knee. “I’ll wait, just let me know when you’ve figured something out.”

      “You are awful!” Taylitha said, laughing.

      “Not sure this is legal,” Killian said. “You’re supposed to be attacking one another.”

      “We have ten minutes to score points by either using our hands or improvised or provided weapons. If the first commander wants to spend the remaining nine minutes thinking about what to do next, that’s fine with me. I’m the only one with a point.”

      “You are entirely too smug,” Taylitha said. “I’ve got a rope and I’m not afraid to use it.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Taylitha glanced at it. What could she do with a rope? Use it as a whip? It was still attached to the pole on the other end. “Nope,” she said, and dropped it to throw herself at Alysha… who was, after all, sitting down and off-guard.

      She looked off-guard. And maybe for the few microseconds it took her to realize what was coming, she was off-guard. Taylitha thought she saw Alysha’s eyes widen, and allowed herself to be proud of that before the foot on her stomach propelled her over Alysha’s head. It was a little like flying because, Taylitha observed, she was flying.

      At least the mat was soft.

      “You knew better than that,” Alysha said, padding to her. “They taught us basic throws in the Academe.”

      “They taught you basic throws in the Academe. I was busy learning basic falls.”

      “You executed that one well?”

      “Thanks,” Taylitha said, and grabbed Alysha’s ankle, and for once actually got a lock on it.

      “Don’t let her grapple you!” someone called from the sidelines, because the only thing this farce had lacked was an audience.

      That was all she needed… her captain folding over her and using her hands to score more points on her. She tried yanking, but Alysha didn’t fall, which meant she had to get out of this situation quickly. Letting go, she started to rise… and by sheer luck smacked Alysha in the cheek on the way up with the point of her shoulder. They staggered apart, and Taylitha exclaimed, “Are you—” And squeaked as she bowed away from the punch that would have landed in her stomach. “Hey!”

      “I need popcorn,” one of the women watching declared.

      “Come on, Taylitha,” Alysha said, smiling, and while there was mischief in her eyes, that smile was kind. “You didn’t win all those championships without a killer instinct. Let’s see it.”

      “This is the part where I suddenly do something that you don’t expect and I win a point and everyone gasps and says ‘there really is a fighter in her after all!’, isn’t it.”

      Alysha’s cough had probably started life as a laugh. “If that’s how you want to play it?”

      Taylitha said, “I’d love to, but instead I’m making a run for it.” Which she did, rushing for the hilts of their discarded holoblades.

      “Those don’t work,” Killian reminded her and then made a noise when Taylitha twisted, arm going wide, and threw.

      Alysha took it in the shoulder, hard enough to ‘oof’.

      “I also played baseball. With alllll my siblings,” Taylitha said.

      “Point,” Killian said. “Score is now tied, seven minutes to go.”

      “All right,” Alysha said, grinning. “Let’s get serious.”
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      “So, are you happy?” Alysha asked her friend after they’d showered.

      Five more rounds of their improvised battle training had allowed Alysha to pull ahead on points, but she’d been forced to work for it and was glad of it. Alysha had been looking for ways to develop the nascent tactical sense Taylitha had revealed during the Stardancer’s last pirate fight, but the other woman had a habit of underselling herself that had made even suggesting anything an exercise in futility. You could shove a girl into a simulator but you couldn’t make her believe she could win. So when Taylitha had advanced the idea of learning to fight “in more real world conditions”, Alysha had jumped on the opportunity. Sparring like this wouldn’t teach Taylitha to throw ships around in space, but improvisation served in every field… as did the kind of bloody-minded determination to succeed despite the odds.

      It helped Alysha as well, of course. She had a lot to learn, and wasn’t averse to being taught in any arena.

      “I’m sore, irritated, baffled, and sore. Did I mention sore yet? Also, I lost.” Taylitha ran a brush through her hair and tied it back in a ponytail. “I wouldn’t say I’m happy. But I’m satisfied. We should do that again.”

      “I’ll remind you that you said so when you tell me what a bad idea it is next time.”

      Taylitha flashed her a weary smirk before pulling her uniform tunic over her head. “We should get other people to participate.”

      Alysha had already finished dressing; she leaned against the locker room wall, noting with amusement that once again they’d developed a bubble of privacy, one created by the women in the locker room giving them a wide berth. “Because… we never know when we’re going to need to participate in a shipwide ground assault?”

      Taylitha snorted. “No, we never do. The way our organizational mission keeps shifting around, it wouldn’t surprise me if the admiralty decided we should be as good at planetary assignments as some human trained in an army.”

      “I don’t think it’ll come to that,” Alysha said. “But we should probably resume our tactical exercises.”

      “I got some new ones from Mike,” Taylitha said. “We could use those.”

      Alysha suppressed her surge of amusement. “You asked Mike for training sims?”

      “Of course I did.” Taylitha yanked her boot on. “You should have seen the way the Cometfencer handled the pirate base. And the pirates.”

      “I did see it,” Alysha said. “And since you were unconscious for most of it, in the same way you did. Via after-action reports/viseos.”

      “Then you know. They have it down. I want us to be that good so that next time we’re in a group training exercise we can whip the other side. And then he’ll have to buy the beer.”

      Alysha decided against pointing out that they were still floating at the beachhead, weeks after the departure of Mike Beringwaite and the Cometfencer, and Taylitha was still talking to him in her head. “I’d like that too. Though it does mean we’re going to be throwing in for one side of the debate.”

      Taylitha shook her head. “Sell me another one, arii.” At Alysha’s pause, she looked up. “We’ve already made our choice. Haven’t we? We’re on the side that says we’re a real military, and we’d better start acting like one before someone calls us on it.”

      “Yes,” Alysha said slowly. “We are.”

      “Well, then.” Finishing with the other boot, Taylitha stood. “The ship takes its tenor from its captain. You go, we follow. You know.”

      “I do,” Alysha said, smiling a little. “It’s just… not been very long since I became your captain. I didn’t expect it to happen so fast.” At the sight of Taylitha’s expression, she held up a hand. “You’re about to say something embarrassing like ‘that’s how it happens with the good ones.’”

      “I was, and it is,” Taylitha said. “And I said it, so there.” She grinned. “Come on. There’s a table waiting for us.”

      “And a beer for you, yes. I know.” She smiled. “And thank you.”

      “Just keep doing you, arii.” Taylitha headed for the door out of the locker room. “We’ll do—” She halted abruptly. “Well, that’s a sight I’ve never seen. Yet, I mean. But…”

      Alysha looked over her shoulder. “Laelkii in the gym?”

      “Does she even exercise?”

      “I think she exercises by napping.”

      “I heard that,” Laelkii said, joining them. “’Star sent me to find you. We’ve got our next assignment, she’s setting up in the briefing room.” At Taylitha’s groan, she finished, “Don’t worry, we’re catering.”

      “Sounds good,” Alysha said. “Let’s go.”

      “At least tell me there are fritters,” Taylitha muttered.

      “Fleet runs on fritters,” Laelkii said. “Don’t worry.”
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      “The Sargasso,” Alysha said, frowning as she scanned their orders.

      “Really?” Taylitha said. “Now? Why?”

      “Ours not to question why,” Laelkii drawled, and then paused. “So, what’s a Sargasso and why are you shocked we’re heading there?”

      “You mean Tory hasn’t filled your head with stories about the Sargasso yet?”

      “Tory,” Laelkii said, “likes submarine books. Submarines, I’ll have you know, go under seas, and therefore they don’t concern themselves much with their topography.” She lifted her nose and sniffed. “That being the point of submarines.”

      Taylitha eyed her, then pointed at her with the hand holding her mug of coffee. “You do that on purpose.”

      Laelkii batted her lashes. “Of course I do.”

      ‘Star cleared her throat. “The Sargasso,” she said, “as distinct from the human one on Terra, is the area coreward of neutral space.”

      The healer’s daffy expression dropped from her face like a mask, which was fair, Alysha thought, as it was one. “On the other side of neutral space? Why are they sending us all the way out there? I thought the point of neutral space was that none of us claim it, so… shouldn’t we be doing something useful in the Alliance? Like policing a border that actually matters to us?”

      “Or chasing pirates we happen to know are using this sector for transshipping,” Taylitha muttered. “I mean, we’re already here, since the beachhead was able to handle our repairs after all.”

      “All good questions,” ‘Star said. “Our orders are not forthcoming on the reasons. They direct us to head to the other side of neutral space and help with mapping.”

      “And?” Alysha looked up from her tablet. When ‘Star turned to her, Alysha smiled and waited, letting her brows rise, just a touch.

      “I may have made some inquiries,” ‘Star admitted. “There are rumors that it was a request from an allied power.”

      “Who’s all the way out there, though?” Taylitha asked and then said, “Oh… oh, the Faulfenza, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “The Faulfenza want our help mapping the area near their homeworld?” Taylitha frowned, playing with the handle of her mug absently. “Really? And for that Fleet’s going to send us to the other end of nowhere?”

      “Why us?” Laelkii added. “What did we do to deserve exile?”

      “It is not considered an exile,” ‘Star said. “In fact, if the contextual clues are to be believed, we’ve been chosen because of our exemplary record. The past few months have been… notable.”

      “You could say that,” Laelkii said. “’Notable.’ Is that what they call being shot up by multiple parties, getting lost in alien oceans, punching holes in space stations.…”

      “No,” ‘Star conceded. “It is what they call ‘superior demonstration of conflict resolution skills, military instincts, and proven expertise in first contact.’”

      “What!” Taylitha yelped.

      “Did they really say that?” Alysha asked, brows raised.

      “They did, yes,” ‘Star said. “Most Fleet battlecruisers don’t have the succession of… spectacular… events that we have in the past few months. Many spend years without incident, undertaking routine mapping and buoy servicing missions.”

      Taylitha rolled her eyes. “And somehow not falling into the kind of excitement we seem to when we try anything routine.”

      “Still, it’s odd that the Faulfenza haven’t done all the necessary mapping around their space themselves, isn’t it?” Laelkii said.

      “Space is big,” Taylitha said. “Maybe they haven’t gotten around to it and need additional coverage.”

      “But one extra ship?”

      “Test run?” Taylitha suggested. “They want to see how well joint ops work out before asking for more?”

      “Do we know?” Alysha asked, and ‘Star shook her head. “We should find out, then.”

      ‘Star made a note on her tablet.

      “Maybe we should ask if they want to come along,” Laelkii added, and everyone looked at her. She held up her hands, palm up. “What? It’s their space, or near their space. If they asked for us, maybe they’d like to send an observer?”

      “Not a bad idea,” Alysha said. “That’s mine to do, though.”

      “Technically we don’t know they requested our aid,” ‘Star murmured.

      Alysha chuckled. “That’s fine. They’ll be expecting us to do our due diligence. If I just ‘know’, they’re more likely to pat me on the back than rap me on the wrist.”

      “All right, sir. I’ll have the relevant information forwarded to your tag.”

      “Thank you.” Alysha frowned. “The Sargasso… we might want to take on additional supplies before we trek over there. Alpha’s the closest starbase between us and our destination, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “They’re giving us plenty of time to get there, too. Let’s schedule a layover at Alpha on our way out, pick up a few odds and ends. Taylitha, are we low on anything in particular?”

      Taylitha’s eyes narrowed. “No. We topped up when we did repairs after Gledig, and our adventures after didn’t make any unusual demands. It wouldn’t be bad to fill up on a few specials, if we’re going to be out for a while. Give the girls some extra entertainment. Especially if it’s going to be a mapping mission. That’s what it sounds like, anyway. Am I wrong?”

      “Barring any new adventures,” ‘Star said, with a slight emphasis on the last two words, “our mission is, indeed, mapping.”

      “More mapping,” Laelkii groaned.

      “We might have more adventures?” ‘Star offered.

      “More adventures!” Laelkii exclaimed, covering her eyes with a hand.

      “Can’t please some people,” Taylitha observed, grinning, and ducked Laelkii’s half-hearted swipe.

      They were in a good mood, and about ready to be released, which was fine—Alysha couldn’t find anything further in their orders that warranted discussion. She liked watching them blow off steam, though; it cheered her that her command team had gelled so quickly, given that she, Laelkii, and ‘Star were new to the ship—still new to it, despite the ‘adventures’ they’d undergone in such short order that apparently Fleet had taken notice. Alysha thought of the comments she’d received during the retreat, gave herself a few moments to rest in those memories, and then brought herself back to the matter at hand. “Taylitha, will you double-check stores? Make a list of things we might want from Alpha on our way through. You too, Snowhide. And any personnel issues…?”

      “No one’s suffering anything out of the ordinary,” Laelkii said. “Morale’s good, actually, given we’ve been stuck here with nothing to do for a while. Sacking a furrier base will do that for you. But I’ll go looking, see if anything’s lurking.”

      “Good. I assume we’re not due to offload any people….”

      “Or take them on? No, not right now,” Taylitha said. “Though I’m keeping an eye on that matter for you.”

      That matter was Svetlana, whom Alysha was going to acquire as soon as possible. She’d made a promise. “Good. ‘Star, keep digging on your end. I’ll dig on mine. Is there anything else?”

      “We need to open our exercises to the entire crew,” Taylitha said. “The physical training ones. Along with scheduling our sims. That’s in my hands. Well, until I delegate it.”

      “So we’re really doing it,” Laelkii said, and that paused them all. The healer finished, “Going full-out with the human agenda.”

      Taylitha started to speak but Alysha twitched her chin, and the other woman left her to meet Laelkii’s eyes. “Go ahead, arii.”

      “We’re heading for a full-on culture clash. You know that, right?” Laelkii had dropped her façade of ‘folksy healer’ entirely, and while ‘Star had seen that often enough to be unsurprised, Alysha could sense Taylitha’s ears slowly moving back as she studied Laelkii. “Unless we get smacked with a deus ex machina, like, say, an Alliance-wide war, it’s going to cause problems.”

      “How is everyone talking about this all of a sudden?” Taylitha muttered.

      Laelkii grinned. “I’ve got Tory to fill my ears, remember?”

      “The agenda I’m going full-out with,” Alysha said, “is the one that allows us to defend the Alliance. If that ranges us on the human side, then there we stand.”

      “So are you going to tell everyone that, or just let them figure it out?”

      That reply surprised Alysha. “Arii?”

      “Right now,” Laelkii said, “You’ve got a ship full of four hundred-ish people who have their own thoughts on what you’re thinking, and their own opinions on whether it’s a good idea, but they don’t know what you’re thinking. They’re guessing. That’s good if what you want is to slip ideas into their heads that they might be uncomfortable with, or lead people who might not be all right with what you’re doing but are willing to look the other way as long as they’re not called on it.”

      “Ouch,” Taylitha said, ears sagging.

      Ignoring her, Laelkii continued, “But if what you want is cohesion—real cohesion—then you need to weed out the people who want no part of what you’re doing, and give the ‘maybes’ a chance to come around. And for that, you’ve got to explain your plans. No hedging, either. You can tell them the reason you’re choosing the human side is because you want to defend the Alliance with this shiny warship full of weapons, but you can’t tell them ‘because we have a warship full of weapons, we should probably concentrate on defending people with them and if that means we end up siding with the people who are good at that, then I guess we’re on that side.’”

      Alysha laughed, and Laelkii flashed her a grin. “All right. Message received, Healer.”

      “So how exactly do you do that?” Taylitha said, and now her ears were akimbo. “Schedule a ‘let’s have a deep discussion about our motivations’ all-hands party?” She paused. “Actually a party sounds good.”

      “Not a party,” Laelkii said. “Otherwise the people who are uncomfortable with the choice will feel awkward and wreck it for everyone else. We don’t need to be frivolous about this—Fleet isn’t, Sun and Stars help me I’m about to say this, a solely frivolous organization that happens to be armed with enormous numbers of lethal warships. But the sooner the better, because if you decide to debut a serious training schedule, it’s going to start coming out the other way and you won’t have a chance to direct it.” She glanced at Taylitha. “You’ll get to help, you know. People management is your issue. And if we get people who want to jump ship….”

      Taylitha was already massaging her forehead. “Ugh. I can’t guarantee personnel reassignment, you know. I can only request it from the Powers That Be. And I certainly can’t get people off ship if we’re in the middle of nowhere, mapping empty sectors for the Faulfenza.”

      “So a good time to do it would be before we make Alpha?” Laelkii said.

      “You can’t just dump people with only a few weeks’ notice,” Taylitha said. “Personnel reassignment takes more time than that. I’ll have to do an interview with them, send that and the paperwork to Fleet, and Fleet has to wait until they get a large enough number of requests to schedule a raft—which might be months—”

      “I would wait until after we’ve left Alpha.”

      All of them looked at ‘Star, who’d spoken. Curious, Alysha said, “Because…?”

      “We will be confronting a significant philosophical choice, one which will inevitably inspire emotional response,” ‘Star said. “But we often say things reflexively that, after reflection, we realize were ill-advised, or not entirely true. I suggest telling the crew while en route to the Sargasso, to give them time to discuss it amongst themselves and work out their feelings. A mapping mission is routine enough to keep from influencing the decision in either direction, and it will give them something to do between duty shifts.”

      “You want them to use their existential issues as entertainment while we’re stuck mapping?” Laelkii asked, incredulous. And then she guffawed. “Actually, you know, that might not be a bad idea.”

      Taylitha made a face. “Unless it turns out to be an extremely awful idea because we’ve trapped four hundred people who disagree with one another on a ship for… however long it takes us to do this.”

      “Three months,” Alysha supplied. “Then we report back and they decide whether we stick with it.”

      “Three months! Do you know how long three months is when people are staring daggers at one another?”

      “Give our people a little credit, arii,” Laelkii said. “They know how to get along.”

      “They know how to get along now,” Taylitha said. “You’d be surprised how fast that’ll degrade once they learn things about one another they’ve decided they can’t handle or ignore. I don’t love the idea of turning the ship into a sociology experiment in how ‘bad fences make bad neighbors.’”

      “We’re heading for a clash either way,” Laelkii said. “Either slowly and without being monitored if we don’t do this in the open, or quickly and obviously so we can keep an eye on it. Which would you prefer?”

      “All good points,” Alysha said. “And we have a few days to consider them before we make a decision.”

      “Though even if we do hold a meeting prior to our arrival at Alpha we won’t be able to offload any personnel,” ‘Star said. “It being too soon for the bureaucratic necessities.”

      “No, but just knowing that they’ve done the paperwork and had it officially logged will take the strain off a lot of people,” Taylitha pointed out.

      “Still good points,” Alysha said. “But I’d like to consider them before making a decision.”

      “Hah!” Laelkii said. “Good. Finally. You said it.”

      “Said what?” Taylitha asked. “She said the exact same thing twi—oh.”

      “Right,” Laelkii said. “It’s not our decision. It’s the captain’s. So when she says ‘give me time’, we say…”

      “Absolutely, and we’re here to back you up when you do decide.” Taylitha nodded. “Thanks for pulling me up by the scruff.”

      “It’s what I’m here for. Well, that and bandaging all your scrapes. And listening to all your woes. And throwing wrenches into things that need wrenches thrown in them.” She beamed. “So now are we officially done? I’d like to get into that inventory.”

      “Now we’re done,” Alysha said, smiling. “Unless someone has something else?” Headshakes. “Then we’ll talk again when we have something to share. Taylitha, if you’ll handle the course change to Alpha?”

      “On it.”

      Alysha half-expected Laelkii to hang back after her performance, but the healer was the first one out, humming to herself. Taylitha followed, cradling her coffee mug, and ‘Star… ‘Star was the one who paused beside the door after it had shut behind the first commander.

      “You don’t think it’s a routine mapping expedition,” Alysha guessed.

      “Neither do you.”

      “No,” Alysha said. “Off on the far side of neutral territory at the behest of an allied power? I think we’re going to learn they don’t want to look for themselves. What do you think we’ll find?”

      ‘Star tilted her head, the single thin braid that had escaped the severe crop of her hairstyle swinging against her jaw. “Space is full of hazards. Most of which we haven’t uncovered.”

      “It could be anything,” Alysha said, smiling. “So there’s no point in speculating.”

      “Yes,” ‘Star said.

      “Which is why you’re out here, so at least we have you to keep us centered.”

      That prompted a head-tilt in the opposite direction. “Ah?”

      “You like puzzles,” Alysha said. “What better puzzle than the unknown? Laelkii’s here to mother people who need help. Taylitha’s here to help people accomplish great things. I’m here to…” She paused.

      “Protect people,” ‘Star supplied, gently.

      Alysha accepted that with a partial smile. “I’m here to protect people. But you’re here for the mystery, and the lure of the unknown.”

      ‘Star considered that, chuckled. “Maybe simplifying things a little bit, Alysha.”

      That had earned her the use of her given name from a woman known for her formality. Alysha grinned, pleased at the gift. “A little, maybe. We’ve all got more than one motivation. But in the main… you would be the one happy about going to find out what’s out there. Just for the wonder of it.”

      “Yes,” ‘Star said. “I suppose that’s true.” She hesitated. “I have seen viseos of Qufiil.”

      “But never been on it,” Alysha said. “I wonder if we could swing by on the way home? Say hello to the Faulfenza.”

      “They eat bread made of flower petals.”

      Alysha chuckled quietly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      ‘Star dipped her head and stepped through the door, leaving Alysha to gather her mug and tablet. How fortunate she was! Her command team could have been composed of people with very similar personalities, and certainly she would have gotten along with any of them. But she enjoyed, very much, that she could be mothered by Laelkii, have her easy but very active friendship with Taylitha, and turn to ‘Star when she wanted subtlety and reserve. That they all put up with her quirks was…

      Well. She was lucky. And had work to do, not only of the routine administrative type, but of, apparently, the ‘lead from the front’ type.

      Would her ship follow her?

      How many of her crew would decide to leave? Alysha liked to think that most of them would be willing to defend the Alliance, even if it meant embracing a very different culture on-ship… but she recalled the confrontation she’d had with that Hinichi on her leadership retreat, the one that had led Taylitha to notice her. There were as many personalities in Fleet, and motivations, as there were… on her command team, come to that. The only question was whether they’d make an active choice to set aside their primary motivations, if those motivations didn’t align with hers.

      Which meant Laelkii had been right. They deserved the chance to confront the question openly and make their stands. And that meant if she ever did have to go into a fight—if, gods forbid, she had to go into a war—she’d do so with the rock-hard certainty that everyone on the Stardancer was behind her, one hundred percent.

      Alysha stopped at the window looking out on the stars. Unlike many of the cabins on the ‘Dancer, this one’s windows were real rather than projections. The ship’s orientation put the bulkhead aft of the bridge, so her current view was the infinite dark and its steady stars… stars that remained stationary when the deck beneath Alysha’s feet began its so-subtle vibration.

      Taylitha’s voice dropped into the conference room. “Course change initiated and logged, sir. We’re heading for the system limit. If you want to tell Alpha we’re coming before they ask you themselves…”

      Alysha laughed. “On my way.”
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      Instating himself on Alpha was a minor act for a D-per. Like all his comrades, Troy existed as information scattered across the nodes of the Alliance network, a network which spanned over a hundred worlds. He didn’t have a “home” in any sense he could explain to someone like Gertrude. He wasn’t sure he could explain it to himself anymore either; the Pelted who’d coded them had intended D-pers to exist in single locations, with back-ups for safety in other nodes. They’d even created control wands to keep them from replicating, out of concern that an error in their design might cause trouble with network load. The first D-pers, consulting with each other, had silently decided to take care of that by expanding the network wherever they were able, either virtually or by buying physical facilities.

      All in all, Troy thought it was a pleasing symbiosis. The D-pers had a chance to exist, and the Pelted had their help.

      That there were D-pers who felt less obligation struck him as more than ‘uncomfortable.’ After his discussion with Samson, he’d gone hunting and found traces of debate—amicable, but stubborn—about how much D-pers owed their creators.

      ‘Haven’t they had this debate themselves?’ went one discussion. ‘They don’t feel beholden to humans. And they shouldn’t. They’re their own creation now. Asking them to feel anything about humans is unreasonable.’

      Another: ‘Do children owe their parents anything for being born? Parents don’t have children to indebt those children. That’s disgusting. Another form of slavery.’

      And yet another: ‘Some say that of course we owe them because they maintain the network we live in. But that’s like saying you owe something to the person who built your house. Once you buy it from them, it’s not theirs anymore. Also, we could maintain the network on our own now with robots and nanotech. We do in a lot of places they consider too hazardous for their flesh-and-blood bodies.’

      Troy skated through Alpha’s framework, following one of the tourist trains as it skimmed the skin of the starbase alongside the supercollider ring with its fanciful light shows. The triggers for those shows tingled as he passed them, glittering with the hundreds of variables that randomized the displays for the pleasure of their witnesses. He wondered what it was like to see it with flesh-and-blood eyes, and if he could have explained what it looked like from his perspective. Not looked, even, but felt: tickling and energizing, and tinted with the wonder of how vast and deep the network was, that it had space for tiny but complex nodules of code that did nothing but control tourist attractions.

      The debate wasn’t acrimonious because it attached to nothing actionable. The last indentured D-per had worked off her code-debt five years ago, and it had been almost three decades since the Alliance had declared indenture contracts illegal. Troy perched near the pole of the starbase, where he could stare into space as well as into the network and the habitats attached to them, and since there were emitters he generated himself a body to sit on the hull. He used the original body he’d been given by his coders, even: he was one of the Malarai, the winged felids with the misshapen feet, barely pelted but cream where he was furred and light-skinned where he wasn’t. He had a mop of brassy curls to go with the light brown eyes, and a generous nose that one of his makers had apologized for. Troy liked it; he thought it saved him from delicacy. A nice, assertive beak to go with the angel wings.

      He squinted in the direction the ship was coming from, unable to see it with the starbase’s sensors but feeling it anyway as it Welled past the repeaters and buoys that crowded the Core’s real estate. Another couple of days and they’d be requesting a berth and then he’d have to decide what to do.

      D-pers did not serve on ships.

      That, at least, was something their entire number agreed on. They could tap ship-networks for data or locational information. They could report on the disposition of ships. They could even contact ships if they were asked to. But they didn’t “live” on ships, and they didn’t allow themselves to be assigned to ships as crew, and they very certainly didn’t allow an instance of themselves to exist on a ship where they might inspire the vulnerable members of its complement to do something as tragic as Acron had.

      And yet, he was ‘here’, thinking thoughts so heretical he was erasing them as quickly as he had them.

      The younger D-pers would say he had the right to follow his heart. His peers would tell him he had a duty to observe the rules—their rules, defined by them and defining their culture. And yet both groups would hasten to agree that what he was contemplating was wrong.

      In two days he would have to commit to a decision… but he was afraid he’d already made it. The only question now was how to enact it without getting caught.
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      The Seersa on the other side of the call looked as uncomfortable as the silence that had followed her statement, which was making it difficult not to laugh. Alysha dug her thumb into the palm opposite it, since her clasped hands were out of sight, and said, careful of her tone, “I’m sorry, is there something wrong? Usually the Admiral answers my calls.”

      “And now I answer her calls,” the Seersa said, striving for confidence and succeeding in looking more uncomfortable. She added, “I answer her door, too. I always did that, but now they’ve promoted me and I’m her ‘staff officer,’ which means I also answer her calls. I think I already said that. Um. Yes. From now on, I answer her calls.”

      Alysha swallowed her amusement. “Congratulations.” And having said it, realized she meant it, and that allowed her to compose herself. “That’s a significant position.”

      The woman on the other end brightened. “Yes, they told me! And best of all, it’s mostly things I was already doing so there’s not much of a learning curve. It’s just a title and a few additional responsibilities. And I’m sorry, by the way, that you can’t talk to her directly. I know it’s not what you’re used to—”

      “It’s fine,” Alysha said, smiling. “Honestly.”

      “But I’m now empowered to do more things, so… maybe you can tell me what you need? If I can’t handle it, I’ll have the admiral get back to you.”

      “A couple of things, Lieutenant Commander,” Alysha said, going with the woman’s new title on the assumption it would please her, and it did from the perked ears. “First, in light of our deployment orders we’re going to layover at Alpha to re-supply. We should be there in two days.”

      “Sensible. I’ll tell them to prioritize you, since I assume you already told Alpha Control you’re on your way.”

      Alysha nodded. “I did, and thank you. And second… we’re heading into a zone adjacent to an allied alien species, and were wondering if they wanted to send an escort or observer.”

      “Right, you’re off coreward.…” The Seersa’s words trailed off as she studied one of her displays. “I can forward that request for you.”

      “Thank you,” Alysha said. “Will you tell the Admiral I called? I assume you brief her on the things you handle for her…?”

      “I do! I mean, I used to anyway on a lot of things, but now I do it officially and they pay me more. Plus I get to do some of this myself…” The woman paused, ears sagging. “I just hope she doesn’t think it’s intrusive. Some of this is her job, after all… I don’t want to take it from her.”

      “I’m sure they’ll find new things for her to do to fill the empty time.”

      “I guess so! Maybe they already have plans. She’s busy enough, anyway.” The woman smiled, though there was something forced about her cheer, or tired—Alysha couldn’t decide which. “Lots going on, you know how it is.”

      “I do, yes. Thanks for your help, Lieutenant Commander.”

      “My pleasure, alet. I’ll let you know what the Faulfenza say.”

      Leaving her ready room, Alysha padded onto the command loft. Taylitha was standing at the railing, looking down at the U-shaped command deck and the women at work there either at the consoles, or standing behind them and overseeing, or teaching. The solidigraphic projection that served as their viewscreen was set to the false stream of their Wellspace travel, but several overlays clustered at the edges: a chronolog, a sector map with their route traced on it, and various ship’s statuses. One corner listed upcoming events, including a “grand shopping scavenger hunt”—Alysha was entirely sure no one had intended to leave that one on the main tank but ignored it with a twitch of her lips that wanted to become a smile. Anyone worried that Fleet was going to make the transition to a sober military outfit quickly, or even completely, shouldn’t be.

      Looking up from her reverie, Taylitha smiled back. “Call go well?”

      “The call was… interesting.”

      “Oh?”

      “Laphlynrii has a staff officer now.”

      Taylitha paused, frowning. “Her secretary?”

      “Her secretary is now a staff officer.” Alysha joined her at the rail. “Complete with promotion and pay raise.”

      Both Taylitha’s brows jerked up. “They’re messing with the rank and paygrade ratios?”

      “I have no idea,” Alysha confessed, though she guessed the moment they ended this conversation Taylitha would investigate. “Can the organization stand a lot of messing with the rank and paygrade ratios?”

      “No,” Taylitha said. Frowning, she added, “Is a staff officer what it sounds like?”

      “They handle administrative tasks relating to their unit,” Alysha said. “Or they did in Terran militaries.”

      “Then… we already had staff officers! We just didn’t call them that.” Taylitha paused. “Actually, most of our organization might be staff officers.”

      “That might be the problem.” At Taylitha’s askance look, she gave up and laughed. “Sorry. The woman seemed so confused… it was… well, it feels absurd.”

      “It’s not going to stay absurd if they start renaming everyone and giving them more money.”

      “No,” Alysha said, sobering. “No, I suppose not.”
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      “A scavenger hunt? Really?” Felsha folded her arms. “We’re not going to be laying over on Alpha that long…”

      “We’ll be there long enough for this,” Darya said, bent close over the display. “All right, there’s got to be some crazy stuff in the Trenches we can send people looking for.”

      “It should be things we need anyway,” Steffis said, looking over her shoulder. “Or else it’ll be a waste of everyone’s pay.”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      “Julien?” Felsha said, ears sagging. “You can’t tell me you approve?”

      “Someone has to curb Darya’s excesses,” the engineer said absently. She pointed at something. “There, how about some of those?”

      “Exotic spices and extracts?” Darya pursed her lips. “We could bake all the way to the Sargasso. And some of those oils have extracurricular uses. I like it.” She started adding to the list. “What else? We need some wild stuff or it’ll be too easy.”

      “Alcohol?” Steffis frowned. “Local alcohol brewed on Alpha. Or alcohol purchased specifically at Alpha bars or nightclubs, in cups with the logos.”

      Darya’s ears perked. “Ooh, good thinking, arii. You’re getting into the spirit of it!”

      “I can’t believe you two are… are scheming together.” Felsha pulled herself onto her bunk and sat cross-legged, grasping her toes.

      “Parties are good for morale!” Darya said.

      “The mood in the ship is pretty good right now,” Felsha pointed out.

      “It could be better?” Steffis said, uncertain.

      “No, probably not,” Darya said. “But that means the only place it’s got to go from where it’s at is down, and it’s our bounden duty to prevent it.”

      They were, Felsha thought, the unlikeliest couple to ever have formed a couple, not the least because they would ardently deny the relationship. Julien Steffis, one of the Stardancer’s engineers, a tabby Asanii felid with rigid notions of propriety and absolutely no sexual interest in anyone, had once been one of Darya’s biggest detractors… as one might have expected, given the Harat-Shar libertine’s beliefs and personality. They’d been each other’s least favorite person until their last mission had thrown them together to save the captain. And now…

      “Here, electronics.” Steffis tapped the map, which obliged her by solidifying briefly under her fingertip. “Alpha’s going to have good electronics.”

      “Don’t we have enough tablets and headsets and… things?” Darya waved an idly dismissive hand as she scanned the map.

      Steffis huffed. “If you want standard gear. If you want customized pieces…”

      Darya lifted her head and squinted at the engineer. “I’m guessing you’re not talking about fun customized pieces that do things you’re not interested in.”

      “No, but you’ll find that there too.”

      Felsha squeaked. “You can’t send people on a scavenger hunt for that!”

      “Agreed,” Steffis said before Darya could say anything. “But unusual fruits and vegetables…”

      Darya tapped her cheek. “Fine. No fun customized electronics. But if we’re doing fruits and vegetables, we should at least have some fun and ask for erotic fruits and vegetables.”

      Felsha opened her mouth to object, couldn’t figure out what to say. Thankfully, Steffis stepped into the breach.

      “All right, that’s fair.”

      “What!” Felsha exclaimed.

      “It’s not something I’m interested in,” Steffis said, leaning past Darya to move the map around. “But that doesn’t mean I should rain on other people’s parade who are. We could have a judging contest, even. See who brings back the most accurate or ridiculous one.”

      “I love this idea!” Darya exclaimed, clapping her hands together in glee.

      “And we can eat the produce,” Steffis said to Felsha. “So it functions on several levels. Practical and amusing, plus it generates an event. Why not?” She looked down at Darya. “We’re still sending them to look for electronics, though.”

      “Mostly because you want to look for electronics?”

      “Yes,” Steffis said firmly.

      “Fair.” Darya grinned, bouncing once on her seat. “Let’s do this thing. Oh, hey, look, Tasse has her home base in the Trenches! We can send people to look for pink Harat-Shar artist memorabilia.”

      “I have no idea who that is, but artist memorabilia sounds notable.”

      “It is, some of her things glow in the dark.”

      Felsha hadn’t yet decided whether Steffis and Darya were more dangerous at loggerheads… or in cahoots. She was beginning to think the latter.
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