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Paolo Chelini was sitting at a table in Central
Plaza when the man approached him. He didn’t see the man until he
was standing at the other end of the table. Chelini had other
matters on his mind.

The Interstellar Transport Merchant Association had
gathered at Central Station for their quarterly meeting. Central
Station’s purpose was for the various races and governments of
known space to meet and interact with each other. A year ago the
station had been host to the meeting of a handful of the merchant
starship owners who, at Chelini’s request, came together to form
the Association. That meeting and the formation of the Association
were cited as one of the successes of Central Station.

For Chelini, the Association was something of a
mixed blessing. It had become a chance for him to meet everyone who
worked in his profession. He learned about their experiences, and
they learned from each other. The information they gathered on the
spate of raids on their ships helped authorities when the raiders
were finally hunted down, thanks to the collapse of a major House
of the Elsora Imperium. The members of the Association were working
together to persuade the governments of known space to regulate
their profession in a more uniform manner to make their work both
easier and safer.

As the person who thought up the Association,
everyone opted to make him its director. Unfortunately, that meant
extra work for him outside of his business of moving people and
cargo from one planet to another. He had to keep track of
everyone’s lobbying efforts and help to coordinate them. He had to
maintain their information site. He had to keep track of any
professional needs his members had. He also had to plan out their
quarterly meetings.

He had come to Central Plaza, one of the station’s
restaurants, to have lunch. But with his perscomm in his hand and
his tablet to his left, his meal was punctuated with tapping and
glancing. He didn’t notice the stranger come up to him, and he
immediately felt displeased with himself for not noticing.

“I’m terribly sorry, sir,” he said
to the man when he looked up. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” the man replied. “Are
you Paolo Chelini?”

Chelini looked at the man before answering. The man
was human, and appeared to be in his upper twenties or early
thirties. He had dark hair and dark eyes, but otherwise seemed
completely average.

The man spoke with a slight accent. Chelini couldn’t
place the accent, but that didn’t bother him. Though he’d grown up
in a small town on the Colorado High Plains in North America, he
was the son of an Italian agricultural expert. His father came from
a long line of small-town Italians and spoke Standard English with
an accent. Chelini knew that Captain Val, the Human Alliance
officer in charge of Central Station, spoke with the distinctive
accent of someone from the Asian sub-continent. Many humans on
Earth spoke their native language at home, and only spoke Standard
if they traveled or went into space. That this man had an accent
was nothing special to Chelini.

What put him a little more at ease about the
stranger was his posture. The man’s hands were at his side. His
face had a blandly quizzical expression. There was nothing about
him to suggest hostile intent. Considering they were in a public
place with people coming, going, and eating, Chelini thought it
unlikely that anyone would try to harm him there.

“That’s me,” he said to the man.
“Who are you?”

“My name is John Dow, Mister
Chelini. Would your ship be available at this time?”

“It will be, once the Association
meeting is over. You’re lucky to catching me between runs.” Chelini
waved at the chair across from his. “If you don’t mind me eating
while we talk, sit and tell me why you want to hire me.”

“Thank you.” Dow sat down. “I wish
to go to a planet in the Elsora Imperium.”

For a second Chelini was caught off-guard. Most
people, especially humans, referred to it by the official name, the
“Elsora Collective.” It wasn’t referred to as the Imperium or the
Elsora Imperium except by certain races and in certain contexts.
His first read was that this ought not to be one of those times and
that Dow wasn’t that sort of person.

On second
thought, he noted,
the Emperor has more power since the
fall of House Vilturo due to its connection with the raiders. A few
in the media are using Imperium. Hell, Ambassador Dutinoro only
uses “Collective” at Galactic League meetings. I suppose it’s
possible the use is slowly changing.

Still weird to hear
it from a random human, though. “All their colonies are reached by passenger liners,
Mister Dow.”

“The planet I want to go to isn’t
one of the colonies. It’s in a solar system that’s in their space,
but unsettled and otherwise unused.”

“Why do you want to go
there?”

“Something of value was placed
there. Something I have the rights to.”

Chelini raised an eyebrow. “You? You have rights to
something hidden in Elsora space?”

“Yes, Mister Chelini. Back home I
became friends with an Elsora man. A disgraced man.”

“Why was he disgraced?”

“A House feud. He was forced to
beat up someone in a rival House. He had a problem with gambling,
and was told that was how he could settle his debt.”

To Chelini’s ears it seemed a plausible enough
story. It wasn’t uncommon for fringe members of the many Houses in
the Imperium to have members that got into trouble for various
vices and crimes. It also wasn’t uncommon for them to be asked to
take risks to defend the honor of their Houses. If they got away
with the risk, their reputations and troubles were wiped clean. If
they didn’t, they could be disgraced, and their problems would stop
affecting the reputation of their House.

It was roughly similar to what had happened a few
months back to one of the powerful Houses, House Vilturo. The
leader of House Vilturo used disgraced members to make contact with
the raiders preying on private merchant ships. House Vilturo used
the raiders to make profits under the table. They quickly got rich
selling stolen property in various black markets in known space.
They were stopped when the leader of House Vilturo was talked into
trying to kill Chelini while he was delivering supplies to deal
with a strain of white flu.

Elsora Houses and
conventional ethics rarely seemed to go hand-in-hand these
days, Chelini mused. “I take
it he was caught?”

“Yes. Caught and disgraced. But
not before he was able to hide some of his wealth.”

That didn’t make sense to Chelini. “If he had wealth
why did he have gambling debts?”

“His problem wasn’t that he lost.
It was that he won.”

A second later Chelini caught on. “He cheated
members of his own House?”

“He admitted to me that he cheated
quite a few men in quite a few Houses. Alliances were threatened.
He was told that if he beat up this rival, he’d be allowed to leave
the Imperium and his cheating would be forgiven.”

“Was he set up?”

“He never said, and I didn’t
ask.”

“But he was able to hide what he’d
won.”

“He was. He found someone willing
to help him. He hid his wealth on this planet.”

“How did you meet him?”

“He ended up on Earth. He was a
drifter, a handyman. He ended up in our town, and worked for my
parents in their shop. I got to know him. I suppose I was his only
friend.”

“Is he dead?”

“He died a few weeks ago. Before
he passed, he asked me to find the gold and silver he’d hidden
away. He wanted me to give some to my parents, some to my brother,
and keep some for myself. He said it would be enough so that we
wouldn’t have to work as hard as we had.”

“Why didn’t he keep
it?”

Dow shook his head. “It would not do for a disgraced
Elsora to be wealthy, Mister Chelini.”

“I know that. But he could have
lived a better life than be a wandering handyman.”

“He said the hard life was his way
of doing penance.”

“Hmph. I suppose you’re short of
credits, and you want me to accept a share of what you find, is
that it?”

“I can pay you one-quarter of your
fee up front, Mister Chelini. I will pay you the rest, plus a ten
percent finder’s fee, once we’ve recovered the gold and
silver.”

“Why should I agree to those
terms, Mister Dow?”

Dow leaned forward. “I am in need of a compassionate
and honest man, Mister Chelini. You’ve done good work, bringing
Alphan technology to the Alliance. You brought their technology to
your fellow merchants.”

“That was the deal my fellow
owners demanded to join the Association, Mister Dow.”

“You persuaded the Alphans to
agree to be part of that deal.”

“I did.”

“You did that rather than give up
on creating this Association.”

“Of course. We needed to be
unified to deal with some of the problems we face.”

“Which speaks to your virtues,
Mister Chelini. I need a man, a crew, with virtues. After all,
we’re going to an isolated world to retrieve gold and silver. I
could be robbed.”

“This could also be a
trap.”

“A trap?”

“House Vilturo might be gone, most
of its members disgraced, and I may have only been tangentially
involved in both, but there are likely to be those out there that
blame me.”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought about
that.”

“I’ll have to do a background
check on you.” Chelini picked up his perscomm. He tapped to get to
the app for checking the backgrounds of clients and others. “Place
your thumb on the red circle.” He waited for Dow to tap his thumb
on the screen. “Okay. Now, hold it a moment.” Chelini used the app
to take Dow’s picture. Once that was done he got the app
working.

“How long with that take?” Dow
asked, nodding towards the perscomm.

“A few hours. If you check out,
we’ll make the arrangements. I won’t be able to go until the day
after tomorrow, at the earliest.”

“I can afford two more days in my
room here.”

“Good. Speaking of going, show me
what system and planet you want us to land on.”

Dow took out his own perscomm from a pants pocket.
He tapped it a few times. He then showed it to Chelini. Chelini
brought up his galactic navigation app on his device. He tapped at
the star map until he found the system Dow’s perscomm was showing.
He confirmed the coordinates with the other man.

“All right. Thanks. One last
thing, Mister Dow.”

“What’s that?”

“I will have to get permission
from the Imperium. Do you have anything in your past that might
alarm them?”

“I don’t think so. Do we need
their permission to go there? Or do we also need permission to
land?”

“Both.”

“Must you tell them why we’re
going? I’d hate to go there just to have the Imperium take
everything away.”

“If you friend was disgraced, then
so was his wealth. I doubt they’ll want any of it. Still, it helps
to be honest. If we’re there just long enough to dig up a chest, or
a case, or whatever this stuff is in, they won’t bother us.
Otherwise, we risk having an in-person visit.”

“Oh?”

“They’ll want to be certain that
we’re digging up something buried, not indulging in a bit of mining
behind their backs.”

“I see.”

“Give me your contact information.
I’ll let you know what I find out later today, this evening, or
first thing tomorrow morning.”

Dow tapped his perscomm again. Chelini noted down
the information. The man thanked Chelini for his time and left.
Chelini then set an appointment to visit Ambassador Dutinoro.

He was engaged in Association meetings and business
until late into the afternoon. He’d calculated that into setting a
time to meet Dutinoro. All the same, he ended up arriving at
Dutinoro’s quarters a quarter of an hour after he’d promised to be
there. He felt bad about being late, but Dutinoro didn’t appear
upset when he arrived.

“I trust business delayed you,”
Dutinoro said after letting Chelini in.

“The meeting went longer than it
should have, Ambassador, and I didn’t want to rush through my
conversations afterward.”

“You should have assistants to
help you.”

“I’m not that important,
Ambassador.”

“Very well. Sit.”

“Thank you, Ambassador.” Chelini
sat down in front of Dutinoro’s desk.

Dutinoro sat down behind his desk. “I hope this will
not take long, and won’t upset me too much. I do have a fine dinner
planned for this evening.”

“A fine dinner? With
whom?”

“A young lady. It seems my company
is in demand now.”

“I thought you were
married.”

“I am.”

Chelini raised an eyebrow. “Cheating,
Ambassador?”

“Entertaining. Her husband is here
on Imperium business.”

“You’ll be dining with her, but
not him?”

“He will be with your lovely
friend, Doctor Maris.”

Chelini sucked in a breath. “Oh, that’s him? The
doctor from the Imperium? Kelly mentioned that he was coming in on
an afternoon transport.”

“Indeed. Since he will be having a
late meeting with Doctor Maris, I offered to entertain his
wife.”

“Ambassador, this shouldn’t bother
you in the least.”

“Not Association business,
then?”

“No. I have a potential client. A
human named John Dow.”

“How is that important to
me?”

“He wishes to land on a planet in
Elsora space.”

“Not a colony?”

“No.” Chelini showed Dutinoro his
perscomm and the star map.

Dutinoro’s eyes narrowed. “And why does he want to
land there?”

“He says he made friends with a
disgraced Elsora man on Earth. The man told him he was able to bury
his wealth on one of those planets before he had to flee the
Imperium.”

“A disgraced man with wealth? How
did this human explain that?”

“It seems the Elsora man cheated
men while gambling.”

Dutinoro smiled. “He won and they lost? A man after
my own heart, as you humans say. How could such a charming fellow
become disgraced?”

“It seems his House set him up. He
was to beat up a man from a rival House. He was caught acting
dishonorably and disgraced.”

Dutinoro’s smile disappeared. “He cheated on men
from his own House?”

“Maybe. Mister Dow told me the man
cheated allies, rivals, maybe anyone he could get away
cheating.”

“I see. Has this fellow asked this
human to retrieve his wealth for him?”

“No. Mister Dow says the man died
recently. Dow’s family gave the man a home and a job. The man
wanted Dow to take the wealth he’d stashed and give it to the
family.”

“How kind.”

“Would that be a problem for the
Imperium?”

“No. If the wealth of the
disgraced is indeed buried there, according to our laws it belongs
to whoever can claim it. You and your crew will have to swear that
it was retrieved, not mined from the planet.”

“Of course.”

“We would need images of the
container as well. Further proof, you see.”

“That shouldn’t be a
problem.”

“The only difficulty I foresee
would be if it didn’t belong to the disgraced man. If this was a
scheme to steal wealth someone else had hidden.”

Chelini paused for a moment to consider that
possibility. “How would anyone know?”

“I suppose if the real owner of
whatever is buried went looking for it, and found you’d gotten
there first.”

“In that case, Ambassador, file a
complaint. I did a background check on Dow. I’d be happy to send
the Imperium what I have. I’ll have my crew keep an eye on him on
the way there and the way back, just in case.”

Dutinoro nodded. “Very wise.”

“Is there anything else you need
from me?”

“Send me your flight plan when you
file it with the Imperium. I will secure permission for you this
evening. I’ll try to do that before dinner.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll also make certain you have
an escort from the Imperial Guard.”

“Dow is human, Ambassador. There’s
nothing in his record to say he has any connections to the Elsora,
except for his story.”

“If you’d rather take your
chances, Mister Chelini?”

Chelini smiled. “Not in the last, Ambassador. I
wouldn’t impress you if I didn’t accept your generous offer of
protection from any remnants of House Vilturo.”

“Good. I will make certain they
keep their distance from your ship. They will meet you when you
arrive in our space, travel with you to this planet, then make
certain you leave without trouble. I trust there won’t be any
trouble?”

“I don’t think so, Ambassador. If
Dow doesn’t know where to land, or what to look for when we land,
we’ll leave right away. In fact, I’ll make sure he has that
information before we leave the station. If he doesn’t, then he’s
up to something, and I’ll toss him to you.”

Dutinoro bowed his head. “Very good, Mister Chelini.
I have nothing more. Do you?”

“I can’t think of
anything.”

“Excellent. I will secure you
permission at once.”

“Thank you. Have a wonderful
dinner, Ambassador.”

“Safe travels, Mister
Chelini.”
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Kelly Maris let out a breath, then cleared her
throat. “Begin video recording,” she said to her perscomm. It was
perched on a tripod in front of the couch in her quarters.

“Hello, again, fellow seekers of
knowledge,” she said. “Doctor Kelly Maris, back with another post
about what’s going on in my life, and here at Central
Station.”

She’d been posting entries to her vlog once or twice
a month for over a year now. She had vlogged occasionally when she
worked for an interstellar passenger liner. Since starting a short
time into her service at Central Station, she’d gotten into the
habit of making vlog entries.

At first her vlogs were to share what she found
interesting about being the chief medical officer on the station.
It was also a way to promote the station’s overall mission of
bringing the people of known space together. The more personal
reason for doing it was what kept her at the effort of recording an
entry, editing in images or clips, and posting them. The station
didn’t always need the publicity, but she felt a need to share the
wonders, and some of the struggles, of being a doctor on a space
station that was one of the crossroads of civilization.

“Not much is going on with me, but
a couple of events happened here that I think are worth mentioning
to all of you,” she continued. “By the way, I’m glad all of you are
keeping up with these entries. I do sometimes believe I’m just
rambling for myself. It’s good that plenty of you out there in the
cosmos like to know what I’m excited about.

“So what are the neat things that
happened here? Well, a couple days ago an Elsora doctor came here
to talk with me. He didn’t want me using his name or his image, so
you’ll just have to imagine him for a moment or two.

“It’s taken a while, but slowly
doctors from the various races are coming here to share
information. One of my duties here has been to compile a database
of medical information. The first step was getting all of the
ambassadors here to send me basic stuff, like anatomy, blood types,
common diseases, and so on. That helps me treat them, as well as
treat any of their people that visit here.”

She made a note to
herself to put in images to illustrate those concepts.
But I’d better lay off the graphic
anatomy stuff, she
added. Seems to squick some
people out.

“The next step in the process is
to compile more detailed information,” she said. “Much of that
information exists, here and there, but isn’t always readily
available in one place. The hope we have here is that Central
Station can be something of a central database that doctors can
consult on a regular basis.

“I
know some of you are wondering why that ought to be. After all,
interstellar travel has been going on for centuries before humans
joined in, and we’ve been at it for almost a century ourselves. Why
doesn’t this database already exist?” Need to put in a big question mark
here.

“The answer is that it does, but
it’s not comprehensive. Some races have more information than
others. Some share everything, and some share only a little. The
Alphans haven’t shared anything with the rest of us until recently.
Some databases have only compiled what the doctors of that race
felt was important to have on hand.

“What we’re hoping to do is to
have everything. Nothing should be left out. Every scrap of data
should be available to anyone who needs it.”

She spread out her hands, palms upward. “Why?” She
ended that gesture and tapped her head. “Medical science, that’s
why.

“One example would be heart conditions.” Ought to put an image of a heart
here. “While some are
genetic, some are caused by how much or how little we do in our
lives. The damage that gets done of course depends on what we do.
We know how to treat just about every kind of damage that gets
done.

“Sometimes new ways of damage crop
up. Sometimes a doctor learns of a therapy or a drug that another
race is using and wonders, ‘Could that work for my patients?’
Sometimes these treatments are brand-spanking new and not well
tested. Other treatments are well-known to one race, but completely
unknown to the rest of the galaxy.

“You see, the trouble is that you
won’t know the data’s out there if no one tells you the data is out
there. It’s easy to know what’s going on within your own race.
Human doctors are all members of medical associations that
communicate with each other. So are Hydirans, and Elsora, and
Vitnau, and everyone else. But because it’s not cheap to travel,
doctors don’t always get to meet their colleagues from other races
and share information.”

She made certain to nod her head. “Yes, vital
information is shared, like that on infectious diseases. Beyond
those it just sorta depends.

“That’s why that Elsora doctor
came here to visit with me. He’s a heart specialist.” She grinned
and leaned forward. “If you didn’t guess from my example just a bit
ago.” She leaned back to her original position. “He brought with
him data on the various heart conditions the Elsora suffer from,
and what treatment options their doctors use. I’m spending my time
entering his data into our master database. It will go will all the
other data specialists have been sending.

“By the way, most have just sent
the data through jump-comm. A few have brought the data here
themselves. Why? In the case of this doctor, it was because the
Elsora consider heart diseases something of a sensitive issue. The
emotional centers of Elsora brains are tied to some of their
organs, including the heart and liver. When most races say someone
died of a broken heart, it’s an expression. When an Elsora says it,
they might just mean it.

“No one is quite sure why the
Elsora evolved that way. There is a theory that, early on,
emotional stability was a sign of situational stability. Those who
were able to usually find food and shelter were calmer, more
rational, than those that couldn’t. Elsora women might have found
emotional stability an easier trait to focus on rather than
physical strength, or a potential mate with plenty of food on hand,
but no certain prospects of finding more later. It’s an odd theory,
to be sure, but it’s the most common one out there.”

Y’know, it might be good to illustrate all that.
That’ll probably be an amusing search, to be sure, seeing as some
Elsora porn is “primitive porn,” so to speak. Paolo will probably
get a laugh when I tell him about it. Assuming the search is as
amusing as I think it will be.

The thought brought once again to her fertile brain
the notion of recording an entry about porn. There was always a
risk in in talking openly about such things. Not because her
colleagues or superiors at the station would find too much amiss
about the subject. Nor would it be breaking any taboos. The risk
was more in terms of embarrassment. There was also attention it
might bring, or more likely, the kind of attention the subject
might bring with it.

Despite that the prospect of recording an entry on
porn never wandered far from her mind. It wasn’t her relationship
that kept it around. It was the fact that she had a feeling it
would be a worthwhile topic to discuss with some seriousness.

Top of the list was the fact that it related to the
physical differences between the races. Features that attracted
some repelled others. Reptilian races, unless they had much contact
with mammalian races, had little concept of the fixation mammalians
often had about female breasts. Generally speaking touch was a
relatable idea, and so too was “intimate touch.” However, the
varying thicknesses and sensitivity of skin meant that was some
thought intimate was to others a nudge or even “hardly touching at
all.”

That in turn led to cultural differences over what
was viewed as worth watching or reading to get aroused. In spite of
their male-centric culture, the Elsora were more aroused by women
coming onto men. Hydirans preferred “romantic combat.” Humans just
wanted to see people having sex. There seemed to be the chance that
the many views of “erotic media” were tied into each race’s own
cultural notions, history, and social evolution.

Then there was the simple curiosity in the question,
“Can we ‘do it’ with aliens?” The answer wasn’t all that
interesting since it was, broadly speaking, “Yes.” The curiosity
was in whether or not it was worth watching. From what little she
knew, the Elsora appeared to be completely squicked out by
interspecies porn. Humans didn’t mind it, and the Hydirans adored
it, though it seemed to be within certain limits. The Kiskugor
seemed to find the whole concept utterly hilarious.

There was, she often admitted, something to the
notion of explaining all this to those who watched her vlog. She
was a medical professional. Part of her mission as the station’s
top doctor was to care for the health of station personnel, and
that included their sexual organs. She also had an interest in
differing cultures. There were commonalities and extreme
differences to porn as much as there was to anything else related
to life in the universe. It was another aspect of life. If it was
worth it to record entries on alien food, it had to be worth it to
at talk a little about aliens, sex, and what gets everyone off.

The trouble with the topic was that she was top
doctor at Central Station. Not everyone she dealt with might
appreciate her observations about such an intimate subject
regarding their race and culture. Not every human was open-minded
about sex and porn. She worried about what landmines she’d step on
talking about porn from the other races. Then there was the fact
that any serious discussion of such a topic could be derailed by
people for any number of stupid and silly reasons.

Might be a rabbit hole worth going down one day, but
not now. Now I have to get back to the subject at hand, which is
the last week or so.

She let out a breath. “Okay, so that’s probably what
you need to know about that visit. What else was interesting around
here?

“Last week three Hydiran sculptors
came here to open an exhibition of their works. Their sculptures
were set up in the garden area. I was at the opening, and here’s
some of what I shot.”

She paused to cross her hands into an ‘X.’ It was
her way of signally to herself later, when she edited the entry, to
insert some of the video she’d shot of the sculptures.

“You see that these art works are
quite unusual for sculptures. They’re not figures of people, but of
Hydiran trees. They’re very detailed, and even without any color on
some of them, you can almost imagine what these trees actually look
like. What you’re probably wondering is why we had an exhibition of
Hydiran tree sculptures here?”

She smiled. “The answer is really interesting. The
ancient Hydirans believed that making an image of a person that
looked like a person would steal their soul. Very ancient Hydirans
used little statues of their enemies in religious ceremonies to
curse them. They came to believe that making sculptures of people
was a huge insult. That’s why even now you won’t see statues of
famous Hydirans anywhere.

“The same wasn’t true of
two-dimensional pictures, like paintings and sketches, by the way.
Those were perfectly fine, since they didn’t capture the exact size
and shape of someone.

“What all this means is that
Hydiran sculptors specialize in works that capture the world around
them. Animals, buildings, landscapes, and especially trees. The
important early nations among the Hydirans arose in drier regions
of their home world, you see. Trees were valuable to the whole
community, especially fruit trees. Few could own actual trees in
those places, so having a painted tree sculpture was seen as the
next best thing. One of the sculptors told me that some ancient
works were gilded in gold, silver, or bronze as a further show of
wealth and power.”

She paused to take a breath. “This exhibit is one of
the reasons why I love being here. To see works like this, I’d have
to go to a Hydiran planet. Why? The simple answer is that other
people don’t always get art from, well, other people. A museum on
Earth would have to know that an exhibition like this would attract
paying customers or donations. But the thing is, how many of us
would be into seeing an exhibit of tree sculptures if we didn’t
already know the reason why Hydiran sculptors made tree
sculptures?

“Here at Central Station, it’s
important that every culture be able to show off what’s typical to
themselves to everyone else.” She frowned. “I’m going to try that
again.

“Here at Central Station, efforts
are made to make certain we all know what comprises the arts and
cultures of all the races represented here. We’re encouraged to
show each other what we value. What we make and do that’s
distinctly our own. It’s easy to find everyone’s pop culture. But
what about the older things? Folk arts. Historical legends. Fairy
tales. What are the classic works that carry on over the
ages?

“That’s what this exhibition is
all about. A little part of the greater Hydiran culture on display.
I know travel’s expensive, but if you get this way, I encourage you
to visit when one of these exhibitions is going on. I’ll have a
link here to the station’s event calendar.” She pointed to an area
to the right and below her face where she planned to put in the
link.

“So, what else is going?” She
thought for a second, then added, “Pause recording.”

She had acknowledged a couple of months ago that she
was in a relationship, but she hadn’t mentioned that it was with
Paolo Chelini. As the vlog was an important part of her life, and
he was an important part of her life, she felt she ought to ask him
if it would be okay to mention that they were serious.

He’d told her that he
was fine with her saying that she was in a
relationship, but didn’t think it was fine to mention his name.
“It’s not like I’m just another guy,” he’d told her.

She had immediately agreed with him. He was known
for the Association, for bringing Alphan tech to Earth, and for
making first contact with the Alphans, unofficial though it was. He
had important friends, but there were also people in the galaxy who
didn’t like him. Since the raiders had largely been locked away,
there probably wasn’t anyone who wanted to kill him, and by
extension would want to harm or threaten his girlfriend. But people
who didn’t like him might be tempted to get at her if they knew
their relationship. It was one thing to have folks on the station
know they were seeing each other; it was quite another to let
strangers in.

Not that there was all that much for her to talk
about on this vlog. They were in a stable place in their
relationship at the moment. He would spend a week or so each month
on the station doing Association work, which would allow them time
together when they were both away from their jobs. The rest of the
month they’d chat over jump-comm, every day or every other day
depending on their schedules.

What’s there to report on, really? That we’re
sometimes gooey sweet with each other? That sometimes we do
research together? Sex? It’s all either too private or too
cheesy.

I guess the only thing I could talk about is him
taking a run into Elsora space. But that would say too much about
the run, and he really doesn’t want to risk that getting known. Any
worries I have would either be me saying too much about too much,
or would be just me talking about me, and that’s not great
either.

“Resume recording.” Pause.
“Honestly, not much else. I’ve had a few patients come through. I’m
always working on the medical database. Boyfriend is okay. Life’s
not all puppies and cake, but it’s not doom and gloom,
either.
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