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Doctor Kelly Maris sat down on the couch in her
quarters. She took a few breaths to prepare, and glanced one more
time at her tablet. When she felt ready, she said to her perscomm,
back on its tripod in front of her, “Begin video recording.”

With that she was back at her vlog. She’d grown
accustomed to speaking to those in space who were following her.
She was as much talking to friends and acquaintances about her life
and work than she was doing publicity for Central Station. It was a
way for her to share a little of her life, and she was okay with
that.

Only just a
little, she often reminded
herself. I’m not
that sort of vlogger.

She smiled. “Hello, again, everyone,” she said,
allowing a little cheer to creep into her voice. “I’m back with
more about what’s going on out here in space on the station.

“If you’re human, or you know
humans well, you know that this is our big holiday season. There’s
Hanukkah, Christmas, Kwanzaa, Boxing Day, and New Year’s Day. Also
in there is the solstice, at least back on Earth. To most of us,
the solstice marks the middle of winter, except for those in the
Southern Hemisphere, where it marks the middle of summer. So, yeah,
there are quite a few events going on around here.

“Yesterday the station had an
overall holiday celebration for the humans who, like me, are posted
here, or were passing though. It was an open party, so all the
Ambassadors and their assistants came. There were a few members of
other races passing though who showed up as well. Sadly, not all
the non-humans who came stayed for all that long.”

She paused for a second. “Why do I say that? Well,
it’s not to call out anyone. You see, sometimes our own culture can
be pretty hard to fathom to outsiders. Since it’s the holiday
season, let’s take Christmas carols as an example.

“We’re used to the singing of
carols. Hell, I know some people don’t mind that the Christmas
music starts up the day after Halloween.” She raised an eyebrow.
“That is not me, by the way. I don’t want to hear Christmas music
until December. If you’ve been following me for a while, you know I
take a lot of pride in Thanksgiving. I might not be the galaxy’s
best cook, but I do like all the cooking around then, along with
the smells, and the buying of spices, and all that.”

She shook her head for an instant. “So, anyway,
Christmas music. Last year I did a vlog about the history of
Christmas.” She pointed to a spot. “Tap here, or speak the title
once you’re done watching, to see that video. As I said then, it
started out as a religious holiday. In fact, it goes back as a
religious holiday a lot farther than Christianity does. That means
that some of the carols that get sung, and some of the music that
gets played, is religious in nature.

“But Christmas has also become
something of a secular holiday as well. That’s one reason why we
have songs about Rudolph, and Frosty, and about walking around in
the snow talking marriage. And because Christmas can get kitschy,
that’s why we also have songs that mock the season, and the
sentiment, and the shopping.”

She paused for a breath. “Okay. We humans get that
because we’ve grown up with all that.” She tapped her head. “We
have some understanding, deep in here, of everything that goes into
our celebrations of the holiday. We keep all of that mess in our
brains.

“Now imagine that you’re not a
human. In your culture, religious holidays are sacred, while
secular holidays are more for, well, fun celebrations. You hear
about the human holiday of Christmas. What do you hear? Do you hear
that it’s an old religious holiday? Or that it’s some sort of
celebration that involves gifts and parties?

“So you come to a Christmas party,
like the one we had yesterday here on the station. All of a sudden,
you discover this contradiction that it’s both sacred and, to use
the old meaning of the word, profane. That would probably confuse
the Hell out of you. You might not want to stick around, feeling so
out of it. So left out of something you don’t get. That’s why it
was no big deal to any of us that most of the non-humans who came
didn’t stay for very long.”

The easy smile slipped from her face. “One thing to
remember about others, be they non-humans or other humans, is that
they don’t always get everything about us.” She pointed to herself,
then at her perscomm. “They haven’t grown up in our culture. They
don’t know all the ins and outs.” She shook her head. “Of course
that’s no reason to exclude. Just the opposite, in fact. If someone
is curious, you explain to them them. Be patient. Welcome them
in.”

She sighed. “Yeah, I know, we hear that all the
time. We’re better than we used to be about including people. It’s
easy to think we’re answering all the questions, and being
inclusive, and informative, and considerate. Sometimes, though, we
aren’t doing as good a job as we ought to be. Sometimes we need
those little reminders that not everyone gets us. That the universe
doesn’t revolve around us. That sometimes we need to teach, and
sometimes we need to learn.”

She huffed out a breath. She looked back at her
tablet again. She wanted to make certain she’d said all that she
wanted to on that topic. She knew that, once the camera app was up
and she was talking, she could get wrapped up in the details of her
subject.

That was why, from the start, she made notes about
what she was going to speak about in each vlog. Her notes kept her
on course, or as much on course as her emotions would allow her to
be. She knew from viewing and from experience that rambling was an
easy trap to fall into. You could get wrapped up in tangents,
forget where you were headed, and not only would you have to shoot
more video, but you’d have to plow through the data to edit the
video into something coherent. Going off-topic always meant more
work.

So does looking at my
notes. She almost always had
to do some editing before posting an entry. She had to cut out the
times, like this one, where she needed to refresh her memory. But
these were moments when she wasn’t looking at her perscomm and
talking. They were easy to find and even easier to jettison.
If had to choose between editing
this and editing me talking, I’ll take this every
time.

She looked back up at her perscomm. “Lesson over
about that. Well, that lesson is over. Another one came up at the
party. It’s another reason why I’m doing this video.

“As you know, this has been quite
a year for the galaxy, especially for the Elsora. That con Busoro
pulled is still leaving fallout in its wake a couple months after
the guy disappeared. Busoro took some inspiration for his con from
the human culture he’d been exposed to, namely some of our classic
literature. My man Paolo told Ambassador Dutinoro that he ought to
familiarize himself with some of our classics, seeing as there are
more and more contacts between our two races.

“Dutinoro was at the party yesterday.” Tempting to say more about him and parties, but
I’d better not. “He talked to
Paolo and me, telling that he had indeed been doing some reading
and some watching. He told us he enjoyed the visual versions
of The Count of Monto
Cristo, but not the novel
they were all based on. Paolo and I agreed that we get why he’d say
that. Well, we get both reasons why he’d say
that.

“The first reason is that the
novel itself is, well, a wee bit complicated. I won’t go into all
the details today. What I will say is that the author, Alexandre
Dumas, wrote it in serialized form. That meant he was writing each
chapter of the novel to end with a hook, or a cliff-hanger,
something to get the readers excited to by the next installment.
That can make reading the novel a bit of a slog for some people.”
She shrugged. “It’s not everyone’s cup of tea.”

With some intention and some lack of intention,
Kelly began to gesture with her hands. “The other reason for
Dutinoro’s reaction is that the story itself is a revenge story. A
man is sent to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. He learns about
a fortune, escapes, finds the fortune, and uses it to punish those
who sent him to prison.

“Revenge stories are pretty
popular among the Elsora. It has to do with the structure of their
society. The important people are members of Houses. Houses tend to
make allies and enemies, through business, politics, or just
because someone got pissed off at someone else. Elsora revenge
stories follow the plot of, ‘Someone from a rival House bested me
or my House, and I must avenge myself upon them.’” She waved her
forefinger, still pointed upward. “I would say the revenge story to
the Elsora is as popular in their culture as the romance story is
in human culture.”

She put her hands
down. “So, yes, the Elsora Imperium’s Ambassador to Central Station
probably would enjoy The Count
of Monte Cristo, so long as
he could easily follow the story. It all fits.”

She smiled again. “Now, the Ambassador told us of
two other human stories that he read. One was a compilation of the
most popular tales of Robin Hood. He said he was not at all amused
by them. Why not? Well, Robin Hood was said to rob from the rich to
give to the poor. For someone from a society that’s all about
lifting yourself up over your rivals, that’s not a cool idea. I
suppose to an Elsora, robbing from the rich is fine. If they can’t
hold onto their wealth, they probably shouldn’t be rich. But to
give it away? Nope.

“Of course, it could also be that
Robin Hood is an outlaw, and always is an outlaw. We humans don’t
always mind outlaws as long as they’re noble. If they’re not noble,
then they’re the bad guys, and we tend not to like bad guys all
that much.” She pressed her lips together. “Um, with exceptions,
which I think might have to be another entry one of these
days.”

She shook her head. “Anyway, we humans are little
more forgiving of outlaws than the Elsora. Come to think of it,
only the Vitnau have a greater interest in outlaws as main
characters than humans do. And seeing as the Vitnau were once ruled
by the Elsora Imperium, well, I think you get where I’m going.”

She let out a breath.
“Okay, so the last human story Dutinoro mentioned to us was the
novel Treasure
Island. He said he found the novel very entertaining.
And why was that? Because it’s a story about a young man who
outwits pirates and gets their pirate treasure. I mean, honestly,
who doesn’t like it when pirates get beaten by a kid and everything
they stole either goes back to their owners or gets claimed by the
good guys?

“Naturally, Paolo couldn’t let the matter end just there. He
told Dutinoro that there was another classic of human literature
that he ought to hunt down, the novel Captain Blood. You
probably haven’t heard about that one. To be honest, I’d seen the
title a few times, the movie version, not the novel, but otherwise
I had no idea what it’s about.

“It turns out it’s about a doctor
who helps someone in the middle of a civil war in England. He helps
someone on the losing side, and is punished for doing his duty.
He’s made a slave and sent to the Caribbean. He escapes with a
group of men, they steal a ship, and become pirates. Captain Blood
falls in love with the niece of the man who owned him, he rescues
her, saves the local English port when he learns that there’s a new
ruler in England, and is rewarded for his good deeds.” Kelly
grinned. “I wonder what Dutinoro will make of that one?”

She exhaled a deep breath. “All that leads to a
little chat Paolo and I had after the party. I like all stories,
but I have to admit that I prefer new stories to classics. Paolo
tends to prefer the classics. The point he made, and it’s a good
one, is that classics tend to have done universal themes early
enough that much of what comes after references those classics,
either intentionally or accidentally.

“Let’s go back to revenge for a moment. It’s hard to create
a story based on revenge without invoking one of the classic
revenge stories like The Count
of Monte Cristo, whether you
want to or not. A complex story gets a direct comparison. People
think a more simple story either has to measure up in some other
way to that, or some other classic, or it’s not worth their time.
How do your characters compare? More interesting? More complicated?
Better? Meaner? And what about the setting? Could someone dismiss
it as ‘X in space?’

“Not every story can be a whole
new story. Not every idea is a brand-new idea. We tend to have
certain cultural references. We tend to look at life like it’s a
story. Sometimes that makes us think what’s going on is just like
that one book we read or that one video we saw. Sometimes that
makes us think that someone else’s fiction is cribbed from someone
else, when really they just had an idea and created their work,
without knowing what they were calling back to.”

She paused for another check of her notes, and to
focus her mind. “Okay, so, what does all that have to do with me?
Other than the fact that I was part of the party and the
conversation afterward?

“Well, as another year draws to a
close, I think about where I am in my life. I suppose we all do at
the end of the calendar year for us. Of course I don’t think my
story is over. I’ve been posted her a few years, and I so want to
stay here for at least a few more. Being here on Central Station is
awesome. I’m in a good relationship, and that’s fun. And I have all
of you out there, watching, commenting, chatting. I’m making new
friends by talking into my perscomm and posting these
videos.

“Where am I? I’m in a good place.
I have been for a while now.” She sighed. “Which always seems to
bring up that voice in the back of my brain that asks, ‘What’s
going to go wrong?’

“Y’know what? I want to push that
voice back. I know I ought to push that voice back. But, dammit,
it’s hard to push that voice back. Partly it’s my own little
problems with me. I’m sure all of you have your own little problems
that keep you from pushing back. I know some of you do, because
you’d said so, one way or another.

“But partly it’s that I know life
is not a story. There is no point where there’s a fade to black and
the credits start up. Life takes turns. Things go well, things
really suck, and sometimes things are just average. What’s happened
to me this past year might affect me next year. The same is
probably true for all of us. So, before you start thinking that
life isn’t going to get better, or is going too good, take a step
back. Understand that life is messy. Not everything gets neatly
resolved. The mistakes we make, the problems we encounter, they can
keep causing us trouble.

“Don’t think the end of the year
is that, an end. Or a beginning. It’s numbers on a calendar. Dates
in an app. Instead, think about what you’ve done. Think about what
you want to do. Think about where you’re going, and where you’ve
been. Life is a journey.” She smiled. “So keep your map handy. You
never know where you might be going, and a stop might just be a
pause.”

She let out another deep breath. “Okay, I’ve rambled
around for a while now. I think this is the point where I’ll pause.
I will be celebrating the holidays for the next few weeks, so you
won’t see a new vlog entry from me until after New Year’s. So, to
all of you who celebrate something at this time of year, Happy
Holidays. As for the rest, keep your curiosity burning!” She waved
for several seconds, then told the perscomm to stop recording.

Kinda mushy towards the end there, but mushy is
good. I sometimes still make the mistake of thinking the end of the
year is an end. It’s probably not a bad idea to say that in one of
my entries. Maybe it’ll keep me honest.

And it’s not like the galaxy has settled down. Seems
like everyone is waiting for the next crisis to pop up. It’s not
like the action has come to a close. More like everyone’s taking a
breather until something starts up again.

I just hope I’m far away from it when it does.

Not that being here
puts me in an out-of-the-way spot. Still, it would be nice to have
the best seats in the house for the latest big deal rather than
be in the latest big deal.
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Paolo Chelini sat down in what seemed to him to be
his “usual position” along one wall in the meeting room. He wasn’t
at every meeting of the various delegates represented at Central
Station. But there were times when it felt like he was at every
other meeting.

It’s nonsense, of
course, he told himself.
While he had been the head of the Interstellar Transport Merchant’s
Association since he and a handful of others had formed it, he’d
spent the first year or so running it as much from his ship as from
the station. That had changed a few months back. A young Elsora
woman had come to him looking for work. She had been a secretary to
Dun Busoro as part of his vast and twisted con. Her experience was
in technology, though. Busoro sent her to Chelini apparently in the
hope that he could find a proper place for her.

Chelini had already
been wondering about the balance he was trying to maintain. He
couldn’t let his business as owner and captain of
Tradecraft suffer. It was a source of income for him and his two
crew members. At the same time, he couldn’t let the Association
slide; as more captains joined, and as a few interstellar business
operations had expressed interest in it, it was becoming more
significant to its members and throughout space.

The arrival of the young Elsora woman, Dayel, was
helpful to him. He could turn operations of the ship over to his
engineer. Francie could take the work, he could still own the ship
and get a cut of income, and he’d have to time to ride herd over
the Association. It was even more helpful that Busoro had paid
Chelini well for one job, and had sent Dayel with a “bonus” payment
that had nothing to do with the credits he’d cheated in the
Imperium.

He might not like his
own people, but he does take care of those he
likes.

He’d been on the
station full-time for less than three months. Most of that time
he’d had to find a few odds and ends to do to keep him busy. That
had changed with the new year. A week in, and I have my first ‘full-time running the
Association from here’ crisis.

Captain Kumar Val, the Human Alliance officer in
charge of Central Station, called the gathering to order as Chelini
cleared his mind of such sour thoughts. “Thank you for attending
this emergency meeting of the Galactic League,” Val said to the
Ambassadors, their assistants, and the few civilians and members of
the press who decided to show up. “A situation has arisen that
demands our attention. At this time, I would like Paolo Chelini,
president of the Interstellar Transport Merchant’s Association, to
address us. Mister Chelini?”

Chelini stood. “Thank you, Captain.” He crossed to
the table where the Captain sat to chair the meetings. “Everyone, I
will get directly to the point. Soalumyos, a Dohir merchant captain
who had only joined the Association a couple of weeks ago, has gone
missing. Soalumyos was flying near Elsora space when he and his
ship disappeared. He jumped into a transit system and checked in
with the client who had hired him. There was no other contact from
him after that. His client alerted the Dohir government. I’m told a
military vessel went to the system and found no traces of
Soalumyos’ ship.”

At that point the Dohir Ambassador, Suityram, stood
up to speak. On the surface the Dohir were not that impressive.
They were a short mammalian race. Like other mammalian races they
were bipedal, with the main difference being that their eyes were a
bit larger and rounder than humans. They were a hairless people,
generally pale, though Suityram had lightly tan skin, marking him
as a Dohir who traveled. The Dohir by and large were seen as a
quiet race, as their religion emphasized philosophical
introspection.

So it was somewhat of a shock that Suityram stood
erect and loudly clapped his hands together. “This is true, Mister
Chelini,” he said though his translation mic. “There were no signs
that Soalumyos’ ship had been attacked. No debris was found in the
system. We can only conclude that his ship was boarded, and that he
and it were taken elsewhere.”

“Ambassador, was there any
indication of where he may have been taken?” Captain Val
asked.

Suityram turned towards Ambassador Zeku Dutinoro,
the representative of the Elsora Imperium. “We can only assume he
was taken into Elsora space.”

Dutinoro raised his
right hand. That surprised Chelini; usually when the Elsora were
rebuked, Dutinoro would stand and speak without asking.
But it has been a couple of rough
years for the the Imperium.
First there was the scandal that one of the major Houses had been
involved in raids on merchant ships, selling the stolen goods for
the boost in standing that comes with the credits from the sales.
Then there was the grand scheme that Dun Busoro had pulled off,
cheating a handful of the most important Houses in the
Imperium.

He said a few months
back he was concerned about how that turmoil might affect the
Imperium. Could be that he’s still coping with all the
earthquakes.

“Yes, Ambassador Dutinoro?” Val
asked.

Dutinoro stood up. “Captain, I wish to state, for
the record, that the Imperium and the Emperor have no grievance
against the Dohir. Those who were in the habit of attacking ships
of other races have been severely dealt with. We are at peace with
everyone.”

“Then return our man to us!”
Suityram snapped.

Dutinoro paused for a breath, and apparently to
allow Suityram to calm down. The break gave Chelini a moment to
notice that Dutinoro had just said “Imperium” and not
“Collective.”

In private conversations and in public when no
Elsora were around, the two words were often used interchangeably.
The Elsora were an empire ruled by an emperor. They’d always
preferred the word “Collective” because every other race had long
since given up the idea of empires and emperors. To use the word
“Imperium” to their faces in public was considered something of an
insult.

But over the past
couple of years Chelini had noticed a change in usage of the words.
It was slowly becoming more common for people to use either word
equally in public as well as in private. The Elsora were also less
sensitive about this than they used to be. He guessed this was due
to all the turmoil that had gone on over the past two years. Quite
a few established Elsora Houses had taken hits to their reputation
and influence. While other Houses had filled the vacuum, the
Emperor appeared to have gained more power. I suppose the reality is that they’re no longer
a “Collective,” a collection of Houses, but they’re more of a true,
traditional empire. Politics has affected nomenclature for better
or worse.

“I would if I could, Ambassador,”
Dutinoro replied after tensions in the room had eased. “I have been
informed that the Imperium has no outstanding warrants against this
person. Perhaps the raiders have resurfaced after a year or so of,
as the humans say, laying down.”

“Laying low, Ambassador,” Val
corrected.

“Thank you, Captain.” Dutinoro sat
down.

“Mister Chelini, have you enquired
about the matter?” Val asked.

Chelini turned to nod to him. “I have, Captain.” He
turned back to the others. “Soalumyos has a clean record. He has
never been arrested, nor are there any accusations against him of
trafficking in illegal goods or services. I’d like to remind all of
you that having a clean record is a requirement for joining the
Association.

“As for this particular job,
Soalumyos’ client states she hired the captain to deliver a small
quantity of legally-purchased artworks from a Vitnau colony where
they were purchased to her gallery on a Dohir colony. Because both
colonies sat on the borders with the Imperium, Soalumyos chose a
route that paralleled the border. If he followed a common route,
then at no time did he cross the border.”

“Has he taken this route before?”
Val asked.

“I believe he has,
yes.”

“Then he would know not to violate
Elsora space without cause.”

“That’s right,
Captain.”

Dutinoro stood up again. “Captain, Mister Chelini
informed me of this situation as soon as it was reported to him. I
contacted the Imperial Court at once. Members of the Imperial Guard
have searched the area, and found nothing.”

“Perhaps we should search the Imperial Guard,” Suityram
said. All this
time, Chelini
observed, and the Ambassador
hasn’t sat back down.

Dutinoro smiled. “You do not have to go that far,
Ambassador. If you would like a joint search mission, make a
request. I am certain the Emperor would be willing to consider a
formal request. He might even expedite matters, in the interests of
peace.”

“You will have a formal request by
lunch,” Suityram replied, sitting down at last.

“As to the rest of you,” Captain
Val said, “I would ask that you be alert to any suspicious activity
on your borders. I will have Mister Chelini provide me with a full
description of the missing individual and his ship. I will forward
that to all of you. If there are any more incidents or
disappearances, come to me at once. Has anyone else anything to
say?”

“I do, Captain,” Chelini
said.

“Yes?”

Chelini looked at the faces around the room, and not
just to the Ambassadors. “I would like to ask, on behalf of the
Association, that our member Soalumyos be returned safe and sound
to his people. If anyone has any information on his whereabouts,
please contact the Association.” Chelini nodded to the Captain and
sat down.

“Very well,” Val said. “Anything
else from anyone? No? Then the meeting is adjourned.”

Everyone filed out of the room. Suityram put a hand
over his heart as he passed by Chelini. Dutinoro gave a rather
human shrug as he left. Chelini followed Val out of the meeting
room and to the Captain’s office. He thought about speaking to Val
on the way, but decided that, since this was a sensitive matter,
he’d be better off silent until they were in the privacy of the
office.

“Have a seat, Paolo,” Val said as
he led the way inside. He waved to one of the chairs in front of
his desk.

“Thanks.” Paolo stopped in front
of the chair and waited for Val to get behind his.

“Thoughts?” Val asked as he sat
down.

Paolo shook his head as he took his seat. “Soalumyos
is on the up and up, Captain, just as I said back there. He’s not
rich, and his ship is pretty small, so I doubt this is a
kidnapping.”

“No. And if it was, why not just
take him and leave his ship?”

“Exact.”

Val leaned back. “What about taking the ship and not
him?”

“The Imperium would have had it
impounded. That would be more of what I’d expected to have had
happened. But then we’d hear that he’s charged with a crime and his
ship is in custody and being thoroughly searched.”

“But that hasn’t happened
either.”

“No. It’s baffling. That’s why I
wanted to end with a call for more info. There’s more to this than
what events suggest. Someone has to know the whole
story.”

“That plea at the end was rather
neat, Paolo. For the press?”

“Pretty much.”

“I notice you didn’t offer a
reward.”

Paolo sighed. “Yeah, like we could afford one.”

“I also noticed you didn’t offer
anonymity.”

“That I wasn’t about to do,
Captain. If someone’s messing with our members, I want them caught.
No shelter for tipsters unless I have no choice. Speaking of which,
does the Fleet have an idea what could be going on?”

Val shook his head. “Not a thing.”

“No deployment of
ships?”

“Not on either side of either
race’s borders. We can confirm, through the Dohir government, that
the Imperium has been searching their side of the border. But
they’ve sent out a couple patrol-size ships.”

“Nothing bigger?”

“Nope.”

“Then it’s not likely Soalumyos
stumbled across some secret Imperium project.”

“No. There was some concern back
home that he might have stumbled across a secret Dohir
project.”

“And?”

“The Dohir reminded us, through
their embassy on Earth, that their space is considerably smaller
than the Imperium’s. If they were up to something, they’d do it
well away from Imperium space.”

“Risk of being seen?”

“That, and the risk of any
activity near the border giving the Imperium an excuse to mobilize
and make threats.” Val frowned. “Which is the real oddity of
this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you notice
Dutinoro?”

Chelini nodded. “Subdued, I’d say.”

“Subdued, and perhaps a little
humbled.”

“Let’s not get carried away,
Captain.”

“Just a little, Paolo.”

“Yeah. You’re right, though.
Dutinoro didn’t act insulted at anything the Dohir said to him. And
he was willing to get a joint search mission going.” Chelini leaned
back in his chair. “What do you think is going on?”

“I take Dutinoro at face value on
this, at least when he says that he has no information on what’s
going on. I also take it at face value that the Emperor doesn’t
know what’s going on.”

“Care to explain, or don’t I have
the clearance?”

Val paused. Chelini wondered if he was just taking a
breath or considering his words.

Val leaned forward. “Paolo, I can explain some of my
reasoning, but not all. Okay?”

“Okay. Sure.”

“Good. What I can say is that
Dutinoro’s stock in the Imperial Court has never been higher. His
House has all the influence and power they want, and then some.
Much of the Imperial Court trusts Dutinoro. Therefore, if the
Emperor, or someone in the Imperial Court, was up to something,
they’d have told Dutinoro what lies to tell everyone
here.”

“They wouldn’t keep him out of the
loop?”

“Not unless someone was moving
against him.”

“Which is always possible,
Captain.”

“Possible, but not in any way
probable, Paolo. The scandals that have rocked the Imperium the
last couple of years have left House Dutinoro among the few big
Houses still standing. Yet Dutinoro himself seems smart enough to
realize that this would be a bad time for him to beef up any
rivalries.”

Paolo nodded slowly. “Right. The last thing the
Imperium needs right now is a rivalry heating up.”

“Dutinoro has to know that. He
also has to know that cashing in too much on his standing could
cause waves. It’s better for him, his House, and the Imperium, if
he enjoys his newly-found status and respectability with a degree
of subtlety.”

“Got it.”

“Since he’s playing it cool, so
too are the other big Houses on Elsora One. No one wants to get in
his way. No one wants to give him more power, either. So everyone’s
remaining quiet.”

“The calm before the storm,
Captain?”

“They’re not sure back home,
Paolo. It could be the calm before the storm. Or it could be that
things have been turned so upside-down the past two years that no
one wants more turmoil. It’s not like the turmoil has been good for
business.”

“Not business in the Imperium,
certainly.”

“No. My personal guess, and this
is just me, Paolo, is that the big Houses in the Imperium want a
few years of calm. They want time to pick up the pieces. Survey the
landscape. Get the credits flowing in again like
before.”

Paolo pressed his lips together. “Pardon the pun,
Captain, but, no rough-housing?”

Val laughed. “I rather like that one.”

“Thanks.”

Val cleared his throat to erase his grin. “That
said, all is not zen within the Imperium.”

“No?”

“No. And that, I think, is all I
can say about that.”

“Uh-huh. Well, y’know, Captain,
I’ve got most of my membership asking me if it’s safe to fly near
Elsora space. Is it?”

Val’s head bobbed back and forth. “To Elsora One,
yes. To elsewhere within the Imperium, probably, but it wouldn’t
hurt to be careful.”

“And around the borders of the
Imperium?”

“Advise your members to use
caution when skirting the edge of Imperium territory. They’re not
flying into a war zone.”

“But?”

“Well, matters on the fringes of
Elsora space are not quite as settled as some of us would like.
Tell the others in the Association to do their due diligence if
they’re going to be near Elsora space. Do all the usual background
checks. Stick to common jump routes.”

Paolo sighed. “Never a dull moment, huh?”

“Never for very long, it
seems.”
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Four days later Chelini was back in the main meeting
room at the station. Ambassador Dutinoro, it seemed, had news about
the Dohir captain Soalumyos. Captain Val called the special session
to order, then allowed Dutinoro to stand and speak.
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