Commander’s Dilemma

Chapter One

 Commander Rice had a huge repulsive problem.  No matter how hard he looked at the beast, the creature would not go away.  This gigantic thing sat there, on the far edge of his desk, staring back at him.  It stared and stared at him without the slightest motion until finally, he could take the exertion no longer.  He closed his eyes in defeat.  The dammed thing never blinked.  Sometimes he doubted her humanity.

“That's three beers you owe me.”  The deep voice giggled.

The words came from the mouth of the homeliest woman ever to be assigned as his assistant.  She was not ugly, in her strong, blocky, Sergeant fashion.  Her small brown eyes were not actually small.  They were placed in a very large, strong, slightly hairy face.  In addition, they sparkled with laughter from under the almost crew cut hairstyle.  Her hair was so darkly scarlet as to be called black or nearly so.

“Sir, want to try again?”  She asked in her coarse, gravely voice, with that almost unpleasant southern Louisiana twang.  The whole time she rolled her eyes around and around, getting ready for another stare down contest.  Three times’ he had searched them, the power he sought was not in those eyes.

“No Beth, I need you sober.  We still have to find a workable solution for the latest dilemma.  Or have you forgotten why you were brought here?”

“Sir!  Sometimes you have so little faith.  I solved that one thirty seconds before I took you for the first beer.”

“You did?”  Rice put as much disbelief into his voice as possible.  The problem was one of a type that had no hope of solution.  However, Elsbeth had not been chosen for a post in the Fix-It Shop, based on her looks.  Sometimes though, he wished that she were a little less efficient and somewhat better looking. 

“Yes Sir.  I have this operation all planed out.”

“Well, are you going to tell me the solution or not.”

“Not until you take me out for those beers and lunch.”  She demanded after taking a quick worried look in her bag.”

“That's blackmail.” he complained on the surface.  Underneath he heeded her warning about the possibility of his office being bugged.  The UN trusted no one, especially their own employees 

“None the less, the price you will have to pay for my idea, is a public date for lunch, with the ugliest woman on the base.”  She insisted.  

For some reason, the woman was always extremely pleased with her looks.  Her pride and self-assurance had caused him some sleepless nights.  She said not a word until after the third beer, along with enough lunch for three Marines.

“Sir, excuse me for a moment, I need to go to the ladies room.”  She managed to grin charmingly while standing to her full height of six-foot-six.

“Why am I not surprised.”  He complained.

“While I'm gone, why not order another beer for me. “

“Why should I do that?  I bought the three I owe your glass eye.”  She appeared to be slightly fat but her body control was amazing.

“Because, I am going to make you, -- a very, happy, man.”  She smiled sweetly while fluttering her non-existent eyelashes at him.  Her words mocked him with ponderous, sexy-overtones.

“In what way?”  He wondered with some alarm.  Many things would make him happy.  Up until now, Sergeant Beth hadn’t figure into many of them. 

Beth walked off down the side of the room in a round about path to the place of rest and relief.  She searched for something in her bag all the while.  After an appropriate length of time, she returned passing around the other side of the room.  She still had not found whatever item she was looking for.  She concentrated on that task, appearing to the untrained eye as a simple lost person.  The requested beer was sitting in the center of her now cleared place mat. 

“Did anyone move while I was gone?”  The big woman asked softly, managing to take a big swig of beer while looking in her purse at the same time.

“No.”  He said in a matter of fact tone, knowing that she had run a complete scan for unobserved eyes and ears.

“I didn’t think so.”  She closed the bag with a snap.

“Why all the double checking?”  He wondered.

“Sir, you would too, if you were about to filch a planet.”  

“The orders we received, from the Chief executive, said to find a way to make the most of this opportunity.  Not steal it!”  The woman never did anything halfway, but then she was known for that.  Perhaps she had the legitimate right to do things as she wished?

“Sir, I understand that, but we both know that this time he is not in charge.  Besides, the world our spy probe found, is right in the middle of UN charted space.  Even if they have not found this prime real estate, yet.  Our country is honor bound to turn the boulder over to them, eventually.  I propose we do exactly that, but a little later.”  She grinned showing plenty of healthy teeth.

He looked closely, but did not see the teeth he was searching for.  Had he found them he would be much happier about this.

“Anyway the minute that we do, they will divided the usable land mass up among the land starved peoples of the earth, etc., etc., etc.!  Then the whole mess will land up in a UN court for fifty years or so, until the rock is forgotten.  Everyone loses.”

“That is the way the system works.  We all know that.”  He never liked being taught how to suck eggs.  He had learned to do that, years ago.

“Yes sir and another million or so souls on this world die of starvation every year!”  Her hand was suddenly a massive fist.  It slammed onto the table hard enough to slop beer from his half full first glass.

“Sergeant, I am not proud of the UN.”  The commander managed to object and agree with her words at the same time, while using a tone designed to calm her down.  The customer proof table now leaned a few degrees to the south.

“This operation doesn't have to end that way.”  The deep voice softened, offering hope.

“I'm listening.”  He asked, taking a small sip of his now lukewarm beer.

“Sir, this will take a full department effort, but the plan is simple.”

“If you don't tell me soon I may jump over this table and strangle you.”  He teased her because Beth was getting too serious.

“If you do, I'll show you why I'm a sergeant instead of a captain like I use to be.  Keep your shorts on, I'll explain.”

Commander Rice knew why and realized that he had forgotten.  The woman had decimated a full platoon of Marines because one man had called her a bitch.  Besides, she was grinning again.  That was something he had learned to fear and respect.  Twice he had sent her out on assassinations.  In both cases, they were still looking for some of the body parts.  

“It's like this.”  She started slowly to watch his blood pressure rise a few more points. 

“Get on with it.  Please?”       

“The UN claimed most of space, in the same way that the medieval kings divided up the earth. 

“So?”

“Those kings didn't have to deal with modern law based on precedent.”  She looked around to assure herself that no one was within earshot or watching them.

“Go on will you!”  He commanded hating the suspense she was deliberately putting into her words.

“Well Sir, the UN can't have this planet because there’s a family of U. S. citizens already living there.”

“There is no such thing.”  He almost shouted.

“Quiet sir or I'll have to shoot you.”  Now he was getting too serious.  She realized her methods of temper control were rather blunt.

This was not exactly an idle threat.  She carried a gun, but so far, he had not been able to figure out, -- where?  Knowing she had the firepower was enough to bring him back into control.  After forcing himself to take a deep breath, he continued. 

“Will you please explain yourself?”  He quietly demanded.

“Mind you, this hasn't happened yet.”  Beth had to giggle one last time.  “About twenty years ago, an asteroid miner, and his young bride had an accident on the way out to the belt.  Their light drive was stuck in hyper.  They couldn’t stop until their reactor ran out of fuel.  That of course took about three months.  Which just happens to be the distance to this particular star, more or less?  Sir, the details can be easily worked out with any navigation computer.”

“I'm starting to see.  Keep going.”  The Commander urged her on.

“Well if they are already living there, they will be found, let's say in three or five years?” 

“Why five years?”  Rice wanted to know.  “I mean that with the drives we have today they could be there in a month.”

“The time will be necessary to age the dwellings and artifacts enough to fool an inspection team, the UN is sure to send one.  You might be able to pick the inspectors?”

“Yes of course, I should have thought of that.”  The commander admitted the slim chance.

“When the UN gets around to looking in that direction.  Which is not likely?  Since our people were there before the UN took over.  Then the law plainly says that they own that world.  They can form an alliance wherever they chose.”

“Yes, I doubt if the world court would even hear the case.  That is if the politicians were foolish enough to push the matter.  The laws of sovereignty would certainly apply.  If the family could prove that they were there before the UN named itself god.”  He smiled.

“That's what I was thinking, Sir.”  

“They might pull a military action and clean up the planet.  Then do whatever they like.”  The commander warned.  Might hell!  That is exactly what they would do.  However, he would play this game to the end, there was after all a slight chance of success.  More than a chance that Elsbeth was just the woman to make the idea work.  Regardless of the out come, Elsbeth had never failed.  That was something he depended on.

“And they might not if the planet is found by an illegal spy probe, and that information was leaked to the world press.  You know a picture on the front page showing a welcome mat.”  She grinned happily.

“That might work, -- or they might dust the place and call the whole thing a hoax.”  A thousand to one odds he sighed to himself.

“Either way the whole of planet earth will know that there is another useable world and that the U. N. has been deliberately stalling.  I think the bad boys will be to busy putting down riots to worry about one family, light-years away.  Sir, the only thing keeping this world from blowing up is that there is no where else to go. 

“Maybe Sergeant?  Nevertheless, I know the UN.  They would rather say oops about killing a family, then explain why, for fifty years, they have been starving eleven billion people.  By the way, where are we going to find a family dumb enough to go there?  Do we try to get volunteers from the military?”  He offered.

“Sir, not dumb, smart!  The military is out of the question.  If you went to them, all you would have would be a hand full of untrained wimps.  You need tough people, people that can live on a K-8 world.”  You need people that have lived and trained all their lives for this one chance.  Beth continued inside her head.

“I had forgotten about that.  The fly by plainly shows that the place is hot and extremely wet.  The reports say the climate would be about the same as living in a swamp on the equator, no worse though.  Where do you find people like that?  We can hardly go to the tropics and draft a family of natives.”

“We will have to talk to my Uncle.”

“Your Uncle?”

“Yes sir, that's my father's brother.”

“I know what an Uncle is.  I want to know where he is?”

“No you don't, and we don't have time to discuss that right now.”

“Why not?”

“Because our plane leaves in twenty five minutes.”

“I didn't authorize any travel plans.”  He stated flatly as she guided him through the shop's door.

“I did, in your name of course.  Six seats on a commercial to Lafayette.”

Rice could tell when someone was doing well.  He found it best not to stop them, if they were going in the right direction.  He had kept his job this long because he could tell whom and when.  The big Sergeant was rolling and unstoppable.

“What else did you authorize in my name?”  Beth would hardly stop with plane tickets.  She had made a decision.  She had proceeded without him, almost as if he were not needed.  That reality might be true, he realized looking closely at her large face.

“The club is on full alert.  Rogers will meet us at the plane with a start up kit.  Sir, did I forget anything?”

“A change of clothes would be nice?”  He asked pulling his little two-seat slider out into traffic.

“That's taken care of.  Rogers is bringing what we need.”  She finished efficiently.

“How have you managed to do all of this in ten minutes or less.” 

She reached into her purse, pulled out an old fashion cell telephone waving the tiny unit at him.  The modified cord ran straight to her personal scrambler.

“Sir, any woman can talk and piss at the same time.  I find that men can’t do this because they don’t have any free hands to dial with.  At least the good ones don’t.”  Elsbeth managed to smile sweetly.

“I should have known!”  He moaned, deciding to keep a strict silence for a long time.  She did not stop at check in, but neatly flashed her UN security badge to the guard.  The smaller woman was well trained, she quickly stepping aside as the Sergeant charged at full speed straight to her gate.  The commander followed, trying to look dignified while unsuccessfully keeping up the pace Beth was setting.  Rogers met them as she had promised, handing the boss the aluminum suitcase containing the start up kit.  He gave her the old Special Forces backpack and six boarding passes.  She stepped directly through the open hatch closely followed by the Commander and Rogers.  The door closed behind them.  The craft started rolling before they had made their way forward to their seats.  The six seats turned out to be the whole of first class.

“Nice touch.  How am I going to explain this to accounting?”  The commander asked.

“You will never be asked, I used a level nine request.”  Beth and the Commander could use that level, only the Queen could use a ten.  

“Besides, I won't be here if they do.”  She laughed dropping what amounted to an active bomb in his lap.

“You won't be here?  Are you retiring early?”  He tried to sound hopeful as the Craft lifted straight up off the runway before engaging its electric fan drive.

“I won't be here because I will be on your K8 problem.”

“Now see here Sergeant!  I expect my people to make sacrifices, but this is doing more, then you should.  You know, beyond and all that.  I won't be able to give you a medal for doing it.”  He protested because he was supposed to.

“I would rather have a rich husband with a big, -- car?  Sir, I'm afraid that this is my destiny.”  Beth spoke sadly.

“You, have a destiny?”  Was she the missing one?  Commander Rice knew when to play dumb.

“Sir, we both know that there will be a fight.  I know how to fight.”

“That is no reason to desert me.”

“Lying does not suit you.  We both know that you have had your eye on a couple of younger, and shall we say, more pleasing to look at models.  Either one or both of those big breasted girls are capable of replacing me.”  Beth gave her blessing.

She started digging around in the backpack removing one ratty pair of jeans along with a worn, men’s work shirt.  The big woman stood up in the isle to change.  The sight was nothing to stare at for long, but he was forced to mentally apologize for thinking her simply fat all this time.  He estimated her muscle mass at twice that of any man, her size.  He had never guessed why she always wore the one size to large long sleeve uniform.  For the first time, Rice was forced to look past the less then generous supply of well-contained breast.  He wished that she had let him know her feelings sooner.  However, there was still her face.  A child could have done a better job with a large rock and a claw hammer.

“Anything in there for me?”  The commander asked as she finished the last button on her blouse.

“Sir!  The least you could do is ask before I got dressed.”  She started to unbutton the shirt.

“I meant, are there any clothes for me in that bag of yours!  And you know that!”  Her offer was sincere and direct.

“No sir.  I need you the way you are.  Next time say what you mean, don't get my hopes up.” 

“Can you tell me why?”  He asked after the steward, closely escorted by Rogers of course, had brought them drinks.

“Because if I get too stirred up, things could get dangerous.  Sir, there are men on this plane.”  The big woman blushed.

“Not that why!”

“Why what, sir?”

“Why do I have to wear this uniform?”  The woman’s I. Q. was as high as his, but her sense of humor prevented meaningful conversation at times.

“My uncle, that's my fathers brother, doesn't like the law.  However, a soldier with a few ribbons can impress him.  He believes that people who are willing to fight can be trusted.”

“I'm not going to fight your uncle.”  He decided to tease her in retaliation. 

“He wouldn't fight you.  That would be most unfair.”  Her frown was genuine.

“Unfair?”   

“Oh, he might let one of the kids take you on.  If you insisted, but you wouldn’t stand a chance.  After all the baby girl should be seven or eight years old by now.”

“Very funny.”  He realized she had his leg again.  At least he hoped so.  If these were her people then her threats might be possible.  For the rest of the flight, little was said.  They both knew that the important words would have to be said in front of her, father's brother.  On the other hand he gave some thought as to what kind of creature could father a Sergeant like this one.  He gave that mental exercise up when the meal arrived.

“Sir?  If I were you I wouldn't eat that.”  Elsbeth eyed the tray.

“Why not?  Not that I am hungry.  I mean we just finished lunch.  Some of us more then others.”

“Sir, in a few hours my Aunt Edith is going to fix you the best meal you have ever eaten.  If I were you I would save all the room I could.”

“That sounds interesting.”  He put the lid back on his tray.  A home cooked meal was something every soldier treasured.  He watched in silence as the woman beside him wolfed down her own food then took his tray and ate every crumb.

“Are you sure, -- she is a good cook?”  He asked thinking he had been had again.

“You will love her food.”

“Then you ate both our lunches because you can't wait until she cooks supper.  Right?”

“No sir.  To fit in with those people I will have to get my strength back.  From their point of view, I'm at least fifty pounds under weight.”

He guessed her weight at close to two hundred ninety pounds, but wisely said nothing.

Nest of Havers

Chapter Two

There was the three-hour plane ride, followed by another hour and a half of riding in a very old rented car.  This left them on a boat dock that faced out into the wildest terrain the commander had ever seen.  There was a huge alligator hauled out on the bank only a dozen yards away.  No one paid the reptile any mind.  However, the Commander couldn’t bring himself to turn his back on the beast.     

“That's old Pete, sir.  You don't have to worry about him, you’re not wearing a badge.”

“A small comfort.”  He whispered softly.  Another hour in a borrowed boat was spent speeding through twisting turning waterways.  On paths that for the most part seemed to be only in the sergeant’s mind.  That brought them to a landing of sorts.  

The dock was a big log that stuck out into the water with a stake at the wet end to keep the length from drifting off.  The Sergeant said that this was the place.  If it had not been completely dark by then the Commander might have agreed.

“Walk sort of heavy.”  Beth requested as she started though the gloom.

“Why?”  He requested.

“The vibrations help scare off the snakes.”

“Snakes?”  Hopeless, he realized, the ground was invisible in the darkness.  They went another hundred yards through moist bushes and ghostly masses of dripping moss.  Then, just as he got over his fear of snakes, a huge shadow leaped silently into the trail in front of them.  The old soldier almost fainted but decided to run instead.  He would have done so if another, slightly smaller form had not been standing in the narrow trail behind him. 

“Damn it, Uncle Abe!  How many times do I have to tell you not to do that!  I almost shot you!”

“Elsbeth?  Is it really you?”  The voice rumbled.

“Sure is Unk.”

“Who's the fellow, your husband?” 

“Worse then that.  This is my boss.  I brought him here to talk with you.  So, stop scaring him to death.  Tom you run ahead an let Ma know that we be coming for dinner.”  The shadow behind the Commander disappeared without a sound.  

“That was, Tom?”  Rice squeaked having somewhat recovered his voice.

“My oldest son.”  The bigger shadow answered with pride in the deep-water voice.  Up the trail, a short distance, lights come on to reveal how close they had been to the house when they were stopped.  Rice carefully stepped around another alligator that someone had tied to a stake beside the trail.  This one was only a few yards from the steps that lead up to a front porch.

“Nice touch Unk.”  Elsbeth complemented her relation while giving her nod to the six-foot reptile.

“Ain't mine.  That one belongs to little Jane.  I have told her to turn the thing loose, but you know how kids are.”  He surged his massive shoulders. 

“Abe, you always was a soft touch.”  Beth complained while giving the big fellow a one-arm hug.  Rice noted that Beth managed to move the walking mountain.  A large woman, her hair streaked with gray and neatly braided in a bun on top of her jolly face walked out to the edge of the porch.  The pale blue eyes fell on Elsbeth lighting up with joy.

“Girl, you best get your man up to the table, I'm taking the biscuits out of the oven right now.”  Nevertheless, she waited long enough to give Beth a squeeze first.  In her enthusiasm, she actually lifted Beth off the floorboards.  It did not appear, to the Commander, as if much effort was put into that hug.  Causing the Commander to hope that this woman was not the friendly type.  It also confirmed his suspicion that this was a nest of Havers.  Direct descendants of the legendary Casey.  A whole family of Sergeants, he thought with amusement.

For the next hour the Commander was to busy eating too want to talk.  His sergeant’s words were true.  The food was every bit as good as the best he had eaten in any of the many hotels or embassies his life had taken him to.  They were seated at one end of a long plank table covered with a bed sheet.  Uncle Abe and his wife Edith sat at the other.  Between them and on either side of the table sat seven children.  The four girls on one side, three boys on the other.

The kids were hardly children, and their manners were impeccable.  Rice quickly decided that these were nice people.  His sergeant soon enough disillusioned him.

“Jane, where did you get the shiner?”  Elsbeth had taken a little time to speak to each child.  As this child turned to answer, the Commander saw bands of color around the eye and knew that the blow had been delivered with force.

“Elle hit me.”  The youngest answered without a trace of anger.

“Elle, did you have to hit her so hard?”

“Not the first time, but she wouldn't let go so I hit her again.”  Elle, the second youngest couldn’t stop her giggle as she held up her arm.  There below the wrist was a severe bite mark.

“Why did you bite her?” 

“Elle said she was going to cook my gator.  I caught him all by myself so he’s mine.  I'll decide when he’s ate!  Might decide to turn him loose.”  She looked to her dad and smiled in a manner that would have melted a normal man.  Commander Rice decided that he did not want to fight any of these people.  

After dinner Ma sent the girls to wash up, telling them to go straight to bed afterwards.  The boys vanished without instructions, as boys know how to do. 

“Now that we won't be bothered, Elsbeth, what's this all about?”  Ma asked as Abe poured a thimble full of brown liquid from a large jar into each of the four coffee cups.  Rice took a cautious sniff, instantly regretting his hasty action.  He was positive that all the hairs in his nose had died.  They waited for the flashes of color to clear from his vision before they could proceed.  In spite of the rough introduction the first sip tasted smooth and sweet.  The brandy was good, even if he couldn’t identify the fruit used to make the amber fluid.

“Ma?  Do you know what the UN is?”

“Of course, girl.  They are a bunch of smart men hired by the richer countries to rule the world.  Their job is to keep the rich, rich and the poor from rising up in a civil war.  They prevent any effort to end the slave state that has existed world wide for the last hundred years.”

“Are all your people this knowledgeable?”  The commander asked because this woman knew the exact truth and spoke plainly.

“Sir, Abe and Edith are two of a group of people that live in the Backwater.  Their kids are not counted in the yearly census.  They buy almost nothing and have no dealings that can be traced back to them.  They stay ahead of the law by being smarter and better educated.” 

Beth had to pause since her third piece of persimmon pie was slowly being removed from the surface of the table.

“Jane!  Honey, you had better get your hand off that pie.  Go take your bath before I snatch you out from under there and paddle your behind!”  The Sergeant warned.  Then continued where she had left off as the pie reversed directions returning to its proper spot.

“Abe, holds a Master's degree in Political Science.  Ma holds two masters, one in plant biology.  Her specialty is toxicology.  The other, well, she was one of the best chefs ever to cook in Atlanta.”

“The kids are home taught.  They teach each other.  This system bypasses the mandatory UN brain washing given in public school.  If someone in the swamp learns something new, they make the rounds.  In a month everyone has the knowledge.” 

“And this is effective?”  Rice asked.

“Sir, I learned enough to pass my West Point entrance exams.”

“Then you’re not Mrs. Havers.”  He turned to the senior woman.  She cut him off.

“Commander, please.  Call me Edith or better yet Ma, like everyone else.  We never use last names in Backwater.  At least not with strangers, if you will pardon?”

“Certainly, Ma.”  He acknowledged with a half bow.

“Boss, this is why I brought you here.  All these people live here so they can live the way they want to.”

“You’re not really Beth Havers are you?”  Please tell me that you are the queen.  He begged in his thoughts.

“No!  I am Elsbeth, and there is no family called the Havers.  That is all you need to know.”  That was not exactly a lie.

“But how?  And why?”

“Sir, don't you see, my being in your office was not an accident.”

“Perhaps I had better explain.”  Abe cut in.  The huge man was sitting up straight sounding very much like a college professor.

“Please?”  Rice was extremely glad that someone besides the Sergeant would do the explaining.

“About ninety five years ago the UN started moving people around to suit themselves.  To escape, a dozen families were moved into the Backwater.  They told the government to go to hell.  They were good people, but poorly organized.  For a hand full of years, they suffered for their choice.  The law tried to hunt them down to make them move back into their cities.  So they could be made to pay taxes, rent.  Force them to live in places were they could be counted and efficiently used.  The ones that escaped this roundup did so because they were smarter and better organized.”

“One hundred twenty years ago, America invented antigravity which let really heavy loads be placed in space at very low cost.  Less then a year later came the faster than light drive.”

Casey gave that knowledge to the world.  Rice knew this much.

“Edith's father was a graduate student back then.  You might say that he had a vision.  He knew that someday planets would be discovered around other stars.  Upon his return to Backwater, he organized the folk, getting them involved in his plan.  He, with their help, sent the brighter children out to schools to learn the skills they needed to make the plan work.  He needed engineers, mathematicians, and space pilots.  Every kind of skilled labor needed to build, maintain and fly a big star ship.”

“Everyone, and I do mean everyone worked to put those kids through school.  Investments were made to earn money that was reinvested until there was enough to complete his plan.”

Big Charley and Casey’s fortune, Rice almost smiled but stopped in time.  These people were not supposed to know that he too worked to complete Casey’s plan. 

“Then shortly before construction began on his exploration ship.” 

“His ship?”  Rice asked with insolence.  Big Charlie’s ship had been an excuse to stockpile supplies.  As the Backwater Commander, he had made good use of that stock of materials.

“That was his plan.  You see he was going to find a planet for his people.  That is when the United Nations decided that only certain people could explore and profit from space.  The movement started out as regulations for safety reasons.  Some of them were legitimate.  However, the issue soon became an easy way to keep ambitious people on the ground working for their masters.” 

“The masters, the larger corporations were afraid that if space was opened up then their better workers would leave.  They would start up competing businesses on other worlds.  Earth had run out of resources in the latter half of the twenty century.  Other worlds with plentiful cheap materials would destroy them.  At the same time they were unwilling to risk funds in off world exploration.  It cost far less to keep earth’s peoples as slaves.”

“Yes, I understand, the big players were comfortable, they didn't want any changes.”  Rice agreed.

“The big players as you call them, soon discovered that with a small expense they could control the UN and have the UN control the people.  Within ten years every worker was counted and evaluated for what he or she could do.  Companies traded blocks of workers like cattle.  If you did not want to move at your own expense, to where you were sent to work, you did not work at all.  If you couldn’t work your family starved, became ill, and died.  They, the companies, didn’t care.  In addition, people all over the world became increasingly poor as wages were cut and cut again.  Every member of a family had to work just earn enough to eat.”

“Then they started adding supplements to food items.  It started with ten-percent soy protein in hamburger.  Now all beef is ninety- percent soy.  Sir, that is why I have to eat six hamburgers for lunch.  Less and I go into protein starvation.  That makes me cranky.”  Elsbeth explained.

“Yes.  Ma agreed.  Here in the swamp we can catch all we need.  Beth has to eat the issue rations.  If we didn’t send her supplements she would be sick most of the time.”

“That stinky dried fish?”  He asked looking at his partner.

“Fish, alligator and deer meat when we can send her some.”  Abe pointed out before continuing.     

“Education was a thing of the past, kids were taught exactly enough to go to tech schools where they learned the job skills that the corporate community controlled.  Only a select few, less than half of one percent of the workers were paid enough to send their children to college.  The wealthy could do that, but then they do have their own schools.”  

“It was no longer possible to work your way to success.  People soon learned this fact, and most of them gave up.  Ninety five percent of the people on this world stopped caring about themselves or their children.”

“Our people were crushed for a while.  They didn't like being cut off by another, rather ordinary political move.  Politics was something they knew little about.  That is when I was sent to school.  After two years I knew the answer.” 

“And that is?”  Rice prompted 

“The only way to win in politics is to be on the inside.  Hiding out in this swamp was not doing us any good.  We developed a new plan and implemented our decision by placing our children in the places that would do us the most good.”  

“One child, Beth Havers, was placed in the Military to see what could be done from that angle.  More then a thousand of our sons and daughters have been placed in hundreds of agencies to our benefit.  Using Elsbeth as an example, I will explain to you the way we work.” 

“The dirty tricks department has always existed.  Every branch of government has its own section for this purpose.  When we found out, from one of our engineers, the real mission of certain unmanned probes.  We knew that if those ships found anything at all, your office would be asked to do it is best.  We were sure that something would be found, after all the probes were sent to the same coordinates chosen by my father.”

“It took five years for Beth to work her way from West Point to your office.  Of course having someone working in the personal section of the Pentagon helped.”

“We prefer to call our place, the Fix It Shop.”  Rice felt that he had to set the record straight.  In addition, he had personally approved Beth’s transfers, every time.

“The point is that she was there when the probe returned.  We only hoped that a planet had been found.  That this one is hot and wet helps.  I would rather have someplace more like northern California.” 

“They can't all be winners Unk.”  Elsbeth interrupted, knowing that this was the planet.

“It's a start.”  Abe smiled at her.

“What do you mean, it’s a start?  I would think that a planet all to yourselves would be enough.”  Rice felt that he had missed something important.

“I'm sorry, I shall have to explained further.”  Abe continued.

“Please?”

“You see our old plan died when the UN killed it.  We decided that we would have to plan much further ahead.  What we have planed cannot be completed on earth.  We have to get a firm hold on someplace were we can set up a base of operations without being watched to closely.  Better yet, we would prefer not to be watched at all.”  

“If we take this planet, it will be a home for many of the people of Backwater and any one else that wants to come there.  Nevertheless, the main purpose of that world will be a place to build ships.  Enough ships to, ---.”

“To defeat the U. N.?”  The Commander supplied the ridiculous but necessary assumption.

“Why on earth would we want to do that?”  Edith sounded as if she could not believe his words.

“Boss, she is right.  The earth, such as she is cannot even support herself.  It's not worth taking.”

“Commander, put your suspicions aside.  All we plan to do is escape from here and set up a center of operations to explore space.  As we find more planets we will give them to the people of earth.”  Abe supplied the answer Rice had hoped for.

“That is a pretty tall order, is it not?”  Rice asked knowing in both his heart and mind that to do one, the other must be accomplished.  The UN would never allow people to leave.

“Commander, how many ships does the UN send out each year, and how many stars do they survey?”  Abe asked knowing the answer was an insult.

“One ship to one star.”  Rice supplied the knowledge they both knew. 

“We have calculated that they could easily send out a hundred ships, each traveling to ten or more stars.  However, they only send out that one ship a year to one star that they are sure has no planets at all.  In reality that ship never leaves this system.”

“What do you mean?”

“They explain to the public that the trips are long and dangerous, and terribly expensive.  Commander, only three percent of the funds allocated for these exploratory trips are ever spent on the ships or operations.  Ninety percent goes back into the general fund.  That is back into the pockets of the people on top.  The little that remains is used for the propaganda that keeps the public in general, hopefully confused.”

“They promise daily that a planet will be found soon so the over crowding can be eased.  The fact is the whole damn thing is a sham.  It’s an excuse to collect more taxes.”

“Why not overthrow the UN.  Abe, I would be tempted to help you.  The Fix-It Shop is not without resources.”  The commander offered and he sincerely meant his words.  This effort would come to that anyway.  However, he knew that there was no way to stir up enough people to accomplish an effective war on the Earth's surface.  It would have to be a space war, fought with an abundence of old fashioned deceit.

“We can't afford to have a war.  That would kill millions of good people.  Worse, a war would disrupt the very systems that are keeping them alive.  Ten times the number would die from starvation than from violence.  Do this our way and they have a real chance to live.  In time, if we can find more planets, maybe some of their children can escape as well.”  Abe explained with hope.

The words came straight out of Casey’s book.  Still he could not reveal himself, he had sworn to obey and he would.  Casey’s plan would complete it’s self as she and Big Charley had promised.  The Commander had no right to change that plan and he dared not as all the parts were coming together.

“Abe, you came to the same conclusion I did.”  He lied.  Both members of the military knew that millions of people would die either way.  There was no way to avoid those deaths.  Beth gave him a meaningful look, while saying nothing.  Yes, she knew this simply could not be helped.  These people were the selected team and the best suited for the world they had found.  If the world had been like northern California then they would not have been selected.  There were others trained to live in the great north woods.  

However, there was no time left to change their thinking.  These people were not fighters and fight they must.  The big girl would have to handle that problem, as he would have to do his part here.  If only he could be sure, that Elsbeth was the Queen.  He could not because Ma also looked like the Queen as did a hundred other Havers women.  Casey had hid the child well indeed, almost too well.  He needed to find her because there were items in his possession that could help her.  However, if it concerned the queen, he must be very sure.

“Do you have any idea of what you are about to become involved with.  This planet is no picnic.”  Rice warned his new friend knowing that the huge man could handle the New World if not the war.

“I haven't seen or heard anything, other then what Elsbeth whispered in my ear before dinner.  All we received was a hurried message to expect visitors.  The alert was said to have originated from Elsbeth.  We know that she wouldn't bring an outsider here unless it was important.”

“Sergeant, I think it’s best to show these people what they are up against.”  He gave his final and unconditional consent to her plans.  After all this was not, his call, they only had time for one try.  However, he did not give Elsbeth permission to grab him up off his chair.  She wraped him up in a hug that he had no chance of escaping, or a kiss he could not avoid.  Still she was definitely a woman, and he now knew where she kept her handgun.  He would remember the bruise over his heart with fondness and pain for several days.

“I'm sorry sir, I couldn't help myself.”  She confessed apologizing at the same time.  Elsbeth was confused and shaken by the feelings of power that came from the brief embrace.

“That is quite all right Sergeant.”  He said straightening out his uniform.  “Please, the next time you have the urge to do something like that.  Turn out the lights first.”  During his long life, he had held many women.  None had caused feelings like these.  Only his long diplomatic training allowed him to control his emotions.

Abe and Edith burst out laughing, Elsbeth had the decency to blush and nod her head in defeat.  He had finally paid her back for all the leg-pulls she had lavished on him.  In front of her relatives no less.  A single glance into Ma’s eyes proved that the older woman had not missed her distress.

“As you can see Commander, we have breed for strength and intelligence.  Not grace and beauty.”  Ma explained.

“Are you manipulating genetics?”  Rice was shocked.  The Queen was the only on going experiment he knew of.

“No!”  She denied quickly with a smile.  “We simply taught our off spring a different set of values concerning beauty.  Love is still a free choice and always will be.”

“It's one of the ideas left over from the first plan.  We figured that no matter what conditions are found on another planet, being smart and strong couldn’t hurt.  In the beginning some of our members did decided which fellow members were the best for, breeding.  To achieve our goals.”  Abe explained some more although he was clearly embarrassed by the subject.

 “Commander, about half the woman had at least one child by one of these, studs, I guess you could call them that.  Many women had several.  I have seven as you can see.  The only one I am sure is Abe's, is Tom.  We both insisted when we married that the first would be his.”  The words were not actually a lie.  “And don’t think for one moment that I got to have all the fun.  Abe has at least ten more children besides the ones you have seen.  They were all created for the big plan and with my blessing!”

“Commander, sir?”  His Sergeant got his attention.  “I fully realize that I am rather ugly to people not living in the Backwater.  And you may find this hard to believe, but around here I am sort of a beauty queen.”

“Sergeant, are you bragging?”  Rice joked.

“No, she isn't.”  Tom said sticking his head inside the door.  “All the men, even the married ones keep asking when she is coming home.  I wished she wasn't my first cousin.”

“Commander, Elsbeth is a fourth generation effort.  She has a hundred ninety I. Q.  Moreover, at ten she was our wrestling champion.  Surly you have noticed her strength?”  The young man insisted.

“Why yes, she showed it all to me, recently.”  He hoped they did not know about the plane ride.  “But let's get back to the planet shall we.”

“Would it be all right for the kids to watch?”  Elsbeth asked.

“I don't see why not.”  The commander smiled patting her knee.  Then quickly hoped she didn’t get ideas because for some strange reason he felt like a teen on his first serious date, and at his age?

“All right kids, you can come in now.”  She called while looking her boss right in the eye.  Hoping the touch had really meant something for the caress had set a fire spreading up her leg.

The children ran back into the room from all directions.

“Are we really going?”  Little Jane asked as she ran up to the commander soaking wet and dressed in little girl panties.  She embarrassed him even further by jumping into his lap to give him a sloppy wet hug. 

He found himself returning the hug and telling her, “Yes if your parents decide to take you, if they go that is.”  He could not help but smile, it had been a long time since he had held a child.

“Jane, you go put some clothes on right now!”  Elle ordered.

“Why?  I got nothing to show off!  Neither do you!”  Then she stuck her tongue out at her sister.

“Yes, but a lady must always be properly attired when in the presents of a gentleman.”  The Commander offered, hoping to get the wet child off his lap.

“Not if she is trying to make a baby.”  The child laughed. 

“Jane, that is enough!  Go dry off and dress right now, or I won't let you see your new home until you get there.”  The decision had been made many years ago, only now would this trip be possible.

“Yes Ma.”  Jane smiled a different smile at him, one that would have crumbled an acme brick before leaving quietly. 

Elsbeth handed the start up kit to her blushing boss, laying the case on edge in front of him.  He placed his thumb on the small black square under the handle and held the digit motionless for ten seconds.  A small panel slid back beside the handle revealing a keypad with some idiot lights.  He punched in, 78351, and said, “Commander Rice” aloud. 

The two locks sprang open as Jane, only slightly drier, slid under his arm climbing back into his lap.  She was now covered with one of her father’s tee shirts.  She had to hold the cloth closed at the throat to keep the large garment from falling off her tiny shoulders. 

He lay the case flat on its bottom to open the lid while assuring Ma that Jane was fine right where she was, after she promised to stay quite.  On the inside of the lid was a screen that lit up when the commander punched a button. 

“Yes Commander?”  A female voice answered but no face formed on the screen to Jane is disappointed.

“Clarese, hook me up with the Club, security level nine.”  [“If only we could do this under a level ten?”]  He thought to himself while looking straight at the big woman, daring her to read his mind.

“Hello Commander?”  Rogers smiled while saluting.

“I thought you would be off duty by now?”

“I took a nap sir.  My presents here, at this particular time, was requested.”

“I see Captain, she picks on you too.  Well, never mind all that send me the hot files F12 through F22.  I am turning this operation over to our Sergeant.  She has my full authority.  Do you understand?”

“Yes Sir!  Give her everything she wants and stand out of the way.”

“That is about the size of it, Captain.  We will get back to you after we have reviewed the files.  This is going to be a long night so take another nap.”

“Sir!  May I ask how you get all the cute girl friends.”

“Experience son, now mind your own business!”

The device could display the information on the small screen but that was two small for everyone to see at the same time.  Elsbeth did something to the machine while she had Betty, the older girl, hang a bed sheet flat on the wall behind the table.

“Learned to do this on the late shift Sir.  Great way to see the B grade, -- movies, in the shop.”

“Sergeant, that’s an unauthorized use of classified equipment.”  Rice stared at her.

“I know that sir, but the distraction does help break up the long shifts.”  She explained.

“Just as long as you don’t get the idea that you invented that trick.”  Rice grinned at Abe.

The modification produced a fair image on the cloth.  Soon those views had the kid’s oohning and aahing.  Their parents were a little more critical.   

“There were three slow descending buoys dropped.  These shots are from the first one.  As you can see, the craft entered the rather dense atmosphere at about a hundred thousand feet.  Even here the air is high in oxygen, the other gasses are close enough to normal for us, as not to matter much.”  Elsbeth gave a description as the scenes unfolded below the buoy.

“This one comes in over the North Pole, we think.  This world has a magnetic field but that field is very weak.  The instruments on these units were designed to do little more then what you see here.”

“The buoy is really a glider.  As you can see it's decent was very slow.  In fact, it took seventy hours before this one crashed.  In order to actually see something before morning I'll move this file up to the last hour before the crash.”  Elsbeth explained.

The screen changed to a view that allowed them to pick out individual trees and a few of the larger animals on the ground below.

“It’s now at two thousand feet.  Oxygen is measured at twenty three percent.  Our best analysis suggests that the planet is in a developmental level similar to earth between one and two hundred million years ago.  We expect large predators, with both reptile and mammal life forms present.  There are definitely some very large flying reptiles as one destroyed the second buoy at just about this altitude.”  The voice droned from the communication device.

After an hour, Abe called a halt.

“I have seen enough.  It's time you kids were in bed, - so get.”  There was no argument. 

“Do we have to make a decision tonight?”  Abe asked.

“No, but one must be made soon.  The longer we wait the more chance there is of getting caught.”  Elsbeth warned.

“We will give you our answer in the morning then.”  Abe promised.

There was only one bed unused and the Sergeant insisted the Commander take it.

“Nonsense Sergeant we can share for one night.  Just promise me one thing.”  He asked as he slid under the sheet on his side.

“I won't touch you sir!”  She promised reaching for the light.

“I was only hoping?  That if I did not live through the night, you would see to the proper disposal of my corpse.  Can’t have a scandal you know.”   

The next morning Rice woke to the sound of running feet.  Always the light sleeper and quick to wake, his eyes opened in time to see little Jane run by his window.  This time she had no top or bottom on.  After five more seconds, there was a splash.

“That explains it.”  He thought to himself, remembering all the times as a young boy when he had skinny-dipped in the forbidden, deep hole.  He was especially fond of one memory that involved a skinny girl and an inner tube.  

“Girl!”  That reminded him of something.  

“Oh no!”  He thought sitting up really quick and looking at the far side of the bed.  Instantly deciding that side was not far enough away.

“Morning lover.”  Elsbeth said, in a husky voice while smiling almost prettily he decided.

“Uh, --- did we?”  He asked hoping she would deny the encounter.  He was certainly going to try.

“Until you passed out.”  Elsbeth sounded disappointed.

Oh my!”  Was all he could say, the prolonged contact had burned him deeply.

Again, he heard the sound of running feet, but this time they stopped outside the open window.  As the sound ended, a small wet body came flying through.  The girl landed in a crouch clinging to the wall beneath the window in complete silence. 

A moment later Elle wearing a swimsuit came running by yelling fit to wake the dead.

“When I find you, you little brat!  I'm going to use you to fatten up that damn gator of yours and then I'm going to cook him!”  Her anger was flowing like a mountain river.

The Sergeant leaned out the window after hastily covering her upper portions with a pillow.  Completely concealing the tiny body below whie exposing a truly remarkable back side.

“Elle?  What did she do this time?”  She asked the girl as she came running by a second time. 

“That, brat, yelled moccasin just as the black snake she threw hit me in the face.  I like to have messed my pants!”

“I seem to remember a time when you put a grass snake in my suit case.  You damn near killed the cleaning lady when she came for my dirty clothes.  I'd say that things was even wouldn't you.” 

“If you say so, Beth?”  Elle was not completely ready to give up the chase but she was thinking about it.  

“I meant that snake for you Beth, I'm sorry about the lady, really I am.”

“It's okay.  I'll have a talk with the little hellion, that poor snake might have been hurt.”

The snake is all right.  I made sure before I came after her.  Other wise I'd have gotten my hands on her and slapped her silly.”

“Go help Ma get breakfast ready, we got lots to do today.”  

The little body started to sneak away, Elsbeth pinned it to the wall with a knee.

The Commander noted that the one thigh was larger than the normal sized child was.

As soon as Elle was out of earshot a strong hand reached down grabbing part of the now squirming body.  Without apparent effort the little life form was lifted into the air and slammed onto the bed face up.

“Now you listen to me you little hell cat!”  The large naked female held the smaller one down with a huge and powerful hand on its chest.  

The Commander covered only with a sheet was forced to be a silent witness.  The show was interesting, even if the two nude women were not fighting over him.

“Yes, Elsbeth.”  Jane was giving the big woman her full attention.

“That is the last prank you are going to pull with a life form, do you understand?”

“Yes, Elsbeth!”  The child was almost crying.

“I don't think you do.  A stunt like that might have killed Elle.  Could have been killed you.  If we go to this planet, we cannot afford to take anyone we cannot trust.  You are always doing stupid things.  You never think.  That snake could have bit her and I know it was not poisonous but it could have eaten a rabid rat and given her rabies.  That is what killed old man Donalson.  Don’t you remember.  He was bit and infected while playing with a chicken snake.

“I'm sorry Elsbeth!”  She was crying openly now.

“You promise, no more stupid jokes, and to wear clothes like your supposed too.”

“I promise!”

“Just so you’ll remember!”  Elsbeth neatly flipped the child over slapping the bare bottom hard enough to bounce the small body.  This left a bright red hand print.

What surprised the Commander the most was that the girl stopped crying, got up and said,  “I promise!” again, while rubbing her tiny rear.  Then she asked?

“Did he give you a baby?”  She actually grinned, her chastisement and punishment forgotten, if not the sore spot.

“He tried his best.” 

Jane suddenly ran up to the Commander, gave him a quick little girl kiss on the cheek, and said, “Thank you.”  Then she ran from the room.

“What was that for?”  He asked while pulling on his pants.

“I'm the only female going that can have a baby.  She knows that she was Ma's last.  Jane wants someone younger then herself to play with and teach what she was taught.”

“I see.  My compliments by the way, in all my years in the military, that was the best chewing out I have ever seen.”

“In the Backwater it’s an unwritten rule.  Whatever adult catches a child doing a bad thing.  That adult must punish that child immediately.  There are certain guidelines of course and I assure you, I broke none of them.  We simply believe that a child must learn and respect the rules of living early.  By the time they are thirteen, it’s too late.  If they haven't learned to behave by then it's better to drown them and save everyone some grief.”

“She will have some bad bruises.”  Rice expressed his concern for what he considered an overly severe punishment.

“Better a large bruise now then a maiming or death later on.”  Elsbeth defined the ground on which she stood.

The Commander could not help but smile at the breakfast table when little Jane asked if she could eat standing up.

“Got your fanny paddled?”  Abe asked.

“Yes sir.”  Jane smiled.

“Deserve it?”

“Yes Sir!”  She sounded almost proud.”

“Need some more?”  Abe was serious

“Maybe, but I did promise to behave.”  She smiled her deadly smile and Abe melted.

“We’re going!”  Was all that Abe said as the children were sent about on different chores.

“How soon must we leave?  There is a lot we need to do?”  Ma asked looking at the Commander.

“Don't ask me, this is now, her, problem.”  He grabbed Elsbeth by the shoulder and squeezed with real affection.  She smiled and put her hand on top of his holding the slim fingers in place for a moment longer than was proper.

“All I ask is a ride back to the airport.  My part in this affair is finished, for now.”

Tom took him back to the car while Elsbeth called Rogers to the communications unit.

“I have a full crew on stand by Beth,” He said while setting down his coffee cup.  “You name it, we will get it done.”  After all dirty tricks had been storing supplies for this mission for years.  Elsbeth was not privileged to this information, only the Commander knew why.

For an hour, she gave instructions to various groups of people.  From Ma she collected a list of names mainly all the persons that were going.  One group’s job was to make sure that they no longer existed as far as records went. 

Another team was instructed to give both Abe and Edith a complete set of records.  Records that ended with their leaving Earth a year before the U. N. injunction on space travel.

Another team was sent out to buy old weapons, guns, knives and such that predated the takeoff date.  Not an easy task since guns had been banned fifty years earlier.  Yet another crew headed by Rogers himself went searching for a ship of the right age and design.

Once all the efforts were in full swing on that end Elsbeth and Ma turned to deciding what they could take from Ma’s vast store of artifacts.

“Ma I'm not sure you can take all your canning jars, Much as I would hate to leave them behind!”  Most were full of beans and jellies along with a surprising amount of canned tomatoes.

“You said twenty years when you talked to that young man.  Most of these jars are older then me.  Some of them use to belong to my grand ma.”  She held up an old bottle made of blue glass.  

“That one has to go!”  Elsbeth demanded.

“Because it's so old?”  Ma asked.

“That too, but I was reading the label.  Muscadine jelly.  I’m sure going miss this stuff when it's gone.”

“Me too, girl.  However, I'd throw the whole collection into the swamp before I let that put a stop to this new beginning.” 

“I know Ma, it’s not just a beginning for us.  This is for the whole of earth.  I hope we are really ready and can pull the trick off.”  Inside her head, she was asking herself if she was strong enough to be responsible for millions of deaths.  Everything hinged on her final decision.  A decision made when she was ten years old.

“Still, - I wish?”  Ma said twisting the top off a jar while looking at Elsbeth strangely.

“What Ma?”

“It would be nice to be able to take a few more young people along.  Tom is already a man, five years is a long time to go without a lover.  Here have a pickle.  “ She offered the jar to Beth after sampling one for herself.

“I'll take care of Tom and the others as they come of age.  I made sure the medical supplies needed were included.  Don’t you give me that first cousins argument.  That only counts in pregnancies.  You smooth out the rough spots concerning Abe.”  Elsbeth bit off half of the offered pickle then quickly did a possum grin blowing out all her breath.

 “Ma!  You could have warned me about the peppers!”

“You like ‘em?  It is a new recipe.  Only problem is that I bought new jars to put them in.”

“I like them fine, but you could have warned me.”  Beth was trying to no avail to wipe the burning liquid off her lips.

“You can't get proper test results if you tell the subject what the test is about.”

“I see Ma guinea pig you with her latest weapon.”  Abe commented helping himself to two of the larger ones in the jar.  He wondered why the girl didn’t block the pain.

“There not bad at all, once you get use to them.”  Beth gave up and decided to live with the burn, she didn’t dare shut off that burn around these two.  “But right now Abe, I need to know what all you’re planning on taking.  I’ll need a written list by this afternoon.”

“I sent the boys out to collect up the lines and nets.  When Tom gets back, he will see to all the boats.  Then he can help me with the still.”

“Are you making whiskey again?  I noticed your brandy was a little hotter then usual.”

“Only a little straight alcohol went into that brandy and the jug was aged a year or two before you showed up.  Most of the time my product gets used as fuel, you know that.” 

“Only kidding, Unk.”

“Will this ship have a machine shop?”  The big man was concerned.

“Could be, write up a list of tools, I’ll see that there is one on board.  I think that most ships have them any way for repairs and such.  Just be ready when I call Rogers up about dark tonight I'm sure he will get you anything you want?” 

“With the right tools and a goodly stock of metal, I could build a simple generator and battery storage system.  Ma wouldn't have to work in the dark so to speak.”

“Plan a low voltage system so you can use the ships light bulbs.”  

“That will be even easier.”  Abe said grabbing another pickle before departing.

At five o’clock sharp Jane, who had the best hearing, detected a heavy thumping vibration.  She alerted everyone.  Soon the noise was determined to be a heavy helicopter.  It sounded very much like the ones the government routinely used to hunt out the residents of Backwater.

Elsbeth opened the communications unit.  She was relieved to see a coded massage announcing this arrival as a shipment of supplies.  She wasted a few seconds cursing herself for not paying attention.  Then, with a sudden thought, she ran out to stop the men from repelling the unknown enemy.

“Put the guns down!  I'll take care of them myself.” she ordered.

Jumping into the largest boat, she quickly rowed out into the open water.  As soon as the noisy craft cleared the trees, she gave hand signals showing it where to land.  Since there was no clearing, the helicopter had to settle in the water.  The small floats on each side kept the machine stable as the pilot quickly shut off the engine.  

As soon as the blades had slowed, Beth paddled over to the hatch yanking the door open. 

“You damned idiot!  She yelled as she picked up the boats lead rope to step inside.

“That's, idiot Sir!”  The pilot said standing up to pull off his helmet. 

Commander Rice found himself being hugged and kissed by an ugly woman for the second time in two days.  Somehow this time he did not mind the flood of feelings as much. 

“Sir, how did you find this place?”  Elsbeth was worried that if he could, so could others.

“Miss, I’m old but I’m hardly senile.  I set a homing beacon up in the COM unit this morning.  I am the only one with the code and I’m the only one that will come here.  I never flew above a hundred feet, and stop worrying the bird’s stealth is operating at full.  Even the satellites can’t see it.”

“You went to Fort Polk?”

“It's a good place to get a helicopter.  Besides, Rogers had assembled all of these supplies there.  The rest will be on the ship itself.”  

 The blades had stopped completely.  Abe had no problem hearing her call to bring another boat. 

“It took four trips but we have everything on the bank.”  Frank advised while carrying an armload of rifles up on the porch. 

“It is mostly old clothing.” the Commander admitted, what you don't need you can throw away.”

“That won't happen.  I'll need all the cloth I can get.”  Ma declared while taking the heavy burden with an ease that still amazed him.

“Madam, I apologize for appearing stupid, but why take things you won’t need?”  

Holding the bundle up with one hand, she was sorting through with the other.  Ma answered him, but never took her eyes off the job in hand.

“Commander, living in a swamp teaches you not to waste things.  You see useless cloth.  I see blankets, rugs, hats, and many other things.  When it is finally completely worn out, I can still make paper out of it.

“I guess, I'm a bit spoiled.  If I need something new the military will see that I get it.”

“Besides we looked at some more of that planet after you left, just the closes up parts, but some of those animals have what I think is long hair.  Might mean that there is a cold time, or big mosquitoes.  It might not mean anything.  Commander, I have learned that nothing in nature exists without a good reason.  I’ll cover all the bet’s I can.”  Edith giggled.

“Probably a good idea.  Since the probe was there only four days earth time.  The analysis was based solely on the data collected during the approach.  Our people called their, best guess, at seventy percent reliable.” 

“From what I have seen I'd say it's more like fifty/fifty.”  Elsbeth cracked while carrying two of the large boxes up the steps.  

Behind Beth, all the kids came in a line with a rifle in each hand along with a pistol or two slung over their shoulders.  These were leaned against the front wall of the house while the pistols were piled in one of the now empty clothes boxes. 

“That's all of it.”  Tom said setting another heavy crate of bullets on the floor

“Then I had best be getting on my way.”  The commander insisted.  “I have a couple of stops to make.  Have to muss up the trail a bit.  I probably will not see any of you people again, for a long time.  All I can say is good luck.”

Elsbeth took him back to the chopper, but only after Ma and all the girls had given him a hug along with a bone-crushing handshake from Abe and Tom. 

After he had stepped into his ship, the commander turned to Elsbeth with a shy smile.

“Nice family.”  How do you tell someone that you are falling in love?  

“I like them, sir.”  Beth locked her eyes on the man's face.  This might be the last time she would see it.

“You know that in the last day or so, I have grown very fond of you.”

“Yes sir.  I have loved you from the first time I saw you.  Maybe we were never meant to be?”  She spoke from her seat on the boat.

“I'm twice your age?”  He stated his taboo.

“That has no meaning!”  She reached for his hand.  “You have all the qualities I need for my children.  You are tall, smart, and well educated.  The part that I am interested in works.  That's all I need to have a few kids that might be better then me?”

“Do you want me to wait for you, five years is not that long, for an old man?”  He smiled pulling her hand to his lips for a soft kiss as he knelt in the door.

“This mission is more important then either of us.  I have duties that I alone can perform.”  She looked down knowing he understood.  

“Sir, you will have one of your beauties to keep you happy, and I have to have someone here that I can trust to do the right thing at the right time.”   

With that and tears in her eyes she gave him a quick kiss when he leaned over, then pushed the boat off with a strong Sergeant shove.  Glad that for the moment her back was to the shore.

“Do we all get guns?”  Jane asked looking at one of the smaller hand weapons.

“Yes indeed.”  Elsbeth picked up the little gun checking to make sure it was empty before handing it to the girl.  

“We may have to hide some of them when the U. N. comes to check us out, but I intend to take them all.”

“Now Ma you get to chose first.  I know that these guns are old, but I have been assured that all of them work properly.”

Ma walked up and down the wall looking at all the guns before picking out the biggest and heaviest.  She looked down the barrel with the bolt removed and commented that it had been fired recently.  Next she looked for and found the data list on the barrel.

“416 Rigby.  I never heard of it.  Have you?”  She looked to Abe who shook his head.

“Ma, that is probably the biggest gun in the pile.  Are you sure you want it?  I mean that thing was built to kill elephants, it will kick like a mule.”

“I should hope so.  Didn't you see that long necked thing playing in the river?  It must have been close to a hundred feet long. I would say that most of the animals we saw were at least as big as a cow.”  She stated while looking down the iron sites.

“Frank go set up some targets down by the water.”  Abe assigned the task while Tom made his first choice.  Frank when he came back made the next pick and so on until everyone, including the girls, had a rifle.  Then they almost finishing a third round of choices before the long guns ran out.  Then Elsbeth chose hand guns for each of them saying that most of them were two small to worry with.

Digging out bullets for the various weapons took twenty minutes as there were case’s of ammo and no labels to identify any of it except the markings on the base of each shell.

Ma went first with her rhino stopper as Elsbeth had nicknamed that rifle.  Setting in her rocking chair, she lay the muzzle end over the porch rail to take aim at a jar lid hanging from a nail driven into a small Sweet Gum tree.  

BOOM!   

Ma rocked back in her chair, the skinny tree exploded.  The top half fell into the water.

“Now that I like.”  Ma said rubbing her shoulder.  “Shoots a little high though, Tom lower the point of aim about an inch at a hundred yards.  I doubt I’ll ever fire it at anything more then fifty yards away.  “ 

She took the gun back after Tom had made the minor adjustment to the rear sight.  This time Ma aimed at a small circle on a four-foot square of paperboard.  The big hole was visible to all fifty yards away exactly where Ma wanted it.  She put the gun down and quietly went in to fix dinner.  She wanted to rub her shoulder where no one could see.

After the kids had fired their biggest guns Elsbeth asked Abe to shoot, realizing that he hadn't picked out any guns.  The only one he had was the pistol she had insisted he take.

“I don't need one of those little toys.”  He teased her giving one of the girls a brief look.

Elle ran into the house and returned with a very old gun of mammoth proportions.  It was almost as long as Elsbeth was tall.  She could stick her thick thumb down the barrel. 

“This is Ma's, grandpa’s, gun.  It's an eight gauge shot gun that shoots three and a half-inch shell’s.”  He dug around in the old fashion-hunting bag then pulled out one particular shell.  This shell had a round nose of pure lead sticking out well past the end of the brass and plastic case.

Abe loaded his gun with the one shell closing the barrel with a clang.  Taking aim at the only lid left hanging on a tree, he fired. 

“That thing is even louder then the ceremonial cannon they use to wake up the fort.”  Elsbeth exclaimed trying to rub the ringing from her ears.

The lid was completely gone.  So was most of the backside of the cypress tree the ring had been hung on.   

“I think that gun will do if anything will!”  Elsbeth demonstrated by sticking her arm through the tree from the backside pushing a finger out the entry hole.

After another of Ma's lavish dinners, Elsbeth used the communications unit to check on things.  She also needed to make some last minuet requests for bullet molds and proper lead along with all the other parts needed to make more ammunition especially for Abe's eight-gage. 

“Your ship is ready.  The weather boys say that a storm front will be in the right place for tomorrow night if you can be ready in time?”  He gave the location in military numbers.  


Elsbeth knew the conversion code calculating the distance to the pickup point. 

“Thank you sir, Elsbeth remarked cheerfully.  We will be ready and on time.”

“You no longer have to say sir.  You never were in the army.  The record shows that you are the adopted daughter of Abe and Edith Havers.  I placed all the need to know data on your party in the memory of this start up unit.”

“Seen the commander?”  She asked. 

“No one has since this morning.  When I find him I'll give you an up date if you like?”

“No!”  She said a little to eager to conceal her true feelings.  Then she clumsily tried to cover up by saying that the old bastard could take care of himself.  Elsbeth doubted that Rogers was fooled and realized that she did not care.  

Albert

Chapter Three

The storm system was vast.  It covered the whole of the gulf coast from Houston to the middle of Florida.  The bands of rain were sever as testified to, by the strong winds that rushed across the waters keeping their armada of small boats hiding in the lea of a small island.

Elsbeth knew they were in danger even in this tiny area of shelter.  The waves were high, and most of the fishing boats were badly over loaded.  In each craft, a child was bailing the rain and wave splashed water out as fast as they could.  She along with Abe and Edith were in the largest boat.  It was only sixteen feet long and loaded so heavy that only a hand span remained between them and sinking.

“Please be here soon?”  She prayed to the black sky.  They had no lights and dared not show any.  To be caught doing what they were trying to do would be a slow painful death for them all, even the children. 

The storm was getting worse when her prayers were finally answered.  Out in the open water there was a splash much to loud to be another wave breaking on itself.  Part of Elsbeth counted the seconds until a huge wave slid under the drenched boats.  The object was fifty-three yards away according to that other part of her mind.  There was nothing to see in the darkness until a small dot of intense red light splashed onto her chest.

“To the right ten degrees.”  She called to Abe, who operated the oars.  He gave a mighty stroke to the twin blades.  The long string of boats tied one to another started forward.  They followed the faint trail of light that showed only on her body and in the few raindrops that crossed its thin path.  Elsbeth had never been so glad to see a communication laser beam in her life.  At the other end, a man would be using night vision to keep the stream of light trained on her.  Elsbeth hoped it wasn’t too far away because, as they pulled away from the island the waves were getting higher.  They were slopping over the sides of her boat.  She hoped the kids were able to keep their assignments floating long enough to reach that man. 

“Ten more feet!”  A man’s voice call out of the total blackness.

Elsbeth could vaguely see the huge sloping hull, but the hatch was a mystery to her eyes.  The bright lights and roaring launches of early space travel had been replaced by the silence of gravity drives, almost over night.  Without a silent drive, this adventure would not be possible.  However, some engine noise would have gone a long way to reassure her that the ship was there.

“Give me red light at the lowest level.”  She ordered.  A square space appeared just above the tops of the pounding waves.  That hatch was much smaller then she had hoped, scarcely big enough to pull her boat through.

The man was dressed in black.  The night goggles made him look like a giant frog as he reached forward to take the rope from her.  He tied it to the wench that ran first to a pulley on the ceiling then to the back wall where he started the wench.  The boat was slowly lifted from the water by its bow.  The transom promptly sank.  Before the craft went completely under Elsbeth produced a knife seemingly from thin air, cutting the rope to let the whole soggy mess fall back into the water.  There was no time to waste, the boats had to be loaded now or risk being lost.

Elsbeth jumped into the ship calling Abe to follow her.  Together they grabbed the bow and told Ma to hang on as they yanked.  The boat, Ma, and fifty gallons of water slid into the ship.  As the next boat tied to that one slammed into the port Tom jumped out pulling it inside as well.  Then he and Edith pulled them in as kids jumped out of the way passing through the inside door. 

The space was small.  Elsbeth and Abe had to stack the boats against the wall like cordwood until all eight were inside. 

The man with the night goggles, pulled Beth aside.

“She is set for full auto launch, but you have no gravity until the main drives cut in so strap your people in first.  There is a personal message for your eyes only, and only after the launch.  All you have to do is hit the go button when you’re ready.”  He checked the large watch on his wrist.  “You have twenty two minutes left to abort the mission.  I have to leave now.  With that, he jumped out into the storm slapping the hatches close switch on his way out.  The heavy port was closed in seconds.

“He’s a little man.  I hope he makes it.”  Edith said looking at the closed port.

“Ma, he’s the best they have.  Let’s get out of here.”

The girls, Elsbeth ordered into one bunk room the boys in the other.  There simply wasn’t any time for investigating.  Edith stayed with the girls for there was an extra bunk.  She could do nothing to help in the control room anyway.  Abe stayed with the boys across the hall for the same reason.

Elsbeth did not need any help up topside but she pulled Tom along with her for a copilot, and a companion.

They quickly strapped in as Elsbeth opened the COM switches to all the rooms.

“Is everybody strapped down?”  She called.

“Were ready.”  Ma replied soon followed by the conformation from Abe.

“Ready Tom.”  She asked looking him in the face.  He nodded while studying the controls in front of him.  The young man had never, in his young life, left the swamp, but he had some knowledge of ships inner workings.

She pushed the button that would start the drive.

“State your name and rank, please.”  The ship’s computer asked in perfect order.

“Elsbeth.  Captain.”  She stated.

“Access denied.”  It flatly responded.

“Oops!”  She laughed.  Knowing what was wrong, she pressed the button again

“State your name and rank.

“Beth Havers, Sergeant.”

“Welcome aboard captain.  Lift Off in thirty seconds.  Acceleration will stand at three gravity's, for one hour and twenty minutes.

Of course, they would use the voiceprints made when she had first signed on with dirty tricks.  

 She toggled the intercom open again.  “We have twenty seconds to change our mind?”  She already knew the answer but she had to ask.

 “Will you quit fooling around and kick this thing in the ass!”  The youngest child was dead serious.

“Jane, you will write one hundred times, I will not use the word ass unless I am referring to a breed of equine!”  Abe ordered.

“Hang on, this is going to get rough for a hour or so!”  Beth cut off the girl’s reply.  The gravity doubled at her last word then doubled again a few seconds later.  Like the little man had said, this ship had no gravity.  Someone said a four-letter word, since that person was Abe, no one said anything.  Elsbeth understood that suddenly weighing seven hundred, no in his case, more then nine hundred pounds was not nice.  Nevertheless, that was how the drive worked.  She fixed her eyes on the clock counting down the time they must endure.

“We have -- one hour of -- high acceleration -- left.  Is everyone -- okay?”  Beth gasped out when the time came, not to sure if they would be able to answer.

“Jane, -- has a, --nose bleed” Elle reported.

“Is she, -- all -- right?”  Beth was worried about her family.  Some people simply could not take heavy accelerating.

“She stuck, -- her tongue, -- out, --at me, -- for telling, -- on her!”  Elle was much to miserable to laugh.”

The child was all right, Beth was sure of that.  However, she made the effort to be positive.

“Jane, -- are you, -- okay?” 

“I, -- was scratching, -- my nose, -- when, -- we started moving.  Hit myself, -- in the, -- nose.”  The tough little girl even laughed. 

 Elsbeth could order a drop in the acceleration curve but if she did the diversions rigged by dirty tricks would be wasted.  They must not be seen leaving earth not even if it meant all their deaths.  The U. N. had fast ships that could catch them and if they were caught, they would be made to talk.  Everyone they knew and most of Backwater would be eliminated.

She did not know for sure if the storm had covered their take off.  On the other hand, had that the military troop ship, running at reduced speed, been able to provide a shadow in which they could hide until they were out of scanner range.  Elsbeth only knew that she had faith in the Commander.  Not all the pain in her chest came from the triple dose of gravity.

The weight went on crushing them.  When the thirty minute mark was reached Elsbeth exerted the energy needed to check on her people one last time.

“Ma?”  She asked.  The answer was long in coming.

“We are, -- okay.” answered a weak, tired sounding voice.

“Abe?”  

“Okay.”  The answer was no better; Abe had the largest muscle mass, he suffered the most because of the extra weight.

“How, --- much longer?”  Jane asked suffering some but clearly not as much as, the heavier bodied members.

“Twenty, -- eight, -- minutes.”  It took a deep breath to force out each word.

At five minutes, the computer announced that they had passed beyond active scanner range.  Beth could have ordered the drop in gravity's then but she had to be sure.  At four minutes the computer flashed a red light and dropped one-gravity from the drive multiplier.

“Computer why are we slowing?”  Beth demanded.

“Captain we are not slowing.  I am accelerating at sixty-six feet per second.  I found it necessary to cut the drive factor because the person, on bunk A 3 has reached the maximum medical limits.  We are no longer in danger of detection.”

The console showed the ship's floor plan including the location of all the bunks. 

“Ma?”  Elsbeth yelled when she realized that hers was the one with a flashing light. 

“I’m all right Beth, -- I can breath now.”  Her voice was stronger.

“Computer?  Flight plan for the next six hours?”  Beth went into computer talk.  This was the AI units used by Dirty Tricks.  It was an ordinary ship brain of the proper time and type.

Acceleration was to run at two gravity's for one hour and twenty minutes in order to make up the lost due to dropping from three gravity's, three point nine five minutes early.  After that, there is a two-hour scheduled break, at one gravity, food and relief for the crew.  Do you wish to rearrange the routine?” 

“No.  Computer go to stand by.”

“Understood, Captain Havers.”

The computer would continue with the routine but would not hear again until the captain spoke to it directly.  

“Tom, watch for red lights.  I’m going back and see to Ma.”

“Understood, Captain.”  He grinned with effort.

At two gravity's Beth found that she weighted more than six hundred pounds.  She could walk but it took a lot from her.  She had been trained to fight at three gravitys but that class had been short and long ago.  She remembered not to over balance while keeping her arms close to her body.

Edith was resting.  Her tanned face was pale as if she were not getting enough air.  Of all the people on board Ma was the only one that could honestly be called fat.  

Elsbeth pulled a green bottle from the wall bracket and clamped the breathing cup over the woman’s face.  She activated the device before sitting it beside her head.  It would supply pure oxygen in the proper amounts until the gravity dropped again.  Then it would adjust to the new condition.

Very shortly Ma’s lips lost the blue tinge and she was able to smile.  Beth went on a painful path to check everyone of them.  Jane’s nosebleed was a mess but she was the only one with a physical injury.

Abe was not a happy man but he did not complain.  The boys were talking quietly among themselves, planning all sorts of things, that was a good sign.

Then Elsbeth remembered the dogs.  She had last seen them in the hold, which was too far to walk under these conditions.  She hoped they were still alive.  They would be needed on their new home.

The timer finally expired, the weight dropped to normal.  For two hours they worked hard to feed the children, themselves, and prepare for the next round of acceleration.  The dogs had survived but they were not happy about this mode of travel.  They were much happier when Beth put each one into a bunk with a younger child.  They were no longer afraid and did some tail waging when handed fragments of the meal bars.  

Beth got them all in bed before giving the computer instructions to go to three gravities, long enough to make up for the lost velocity.  That lasted only a handful of minutes.  Then the ship dropped back down to two gravities.  They stayed there until they were back on schedule.  They woke to a bell ringing with a hand full of alarms.  Tom was close to panic in the copilot’s seat. 

“Computer kill that racket and tell me what’s wrong.”  Beth yelled to be heard.

There was silence, then in a calm voice the computer explained.

“Humidity has reached red marker limits, several of our personal are suffering the early stages of dehydration.  I am unable to correct the problem because the manual over ride was tripped upon landing.  The crew did this because of the influx of liquids entering through the open port.  The switch is located starboard eye level and marked (CABIN HU).  Please center switch the normal position and advise what level of atmospheric moisture you wish to maintain.”

I got it Captain” Tom advised reaching forward to flip the switch.

“Computer, restore and maintain at seventy five percent of saturation.”

“Restoration in seven minutes.  May I say that the requested level is very high compared to the norm.”  The computer did not actually ask a question.  Rather it stated a known fact as a normal double check procedure.

“We are people use to being wet.  Is there a problem?”  Beth asked.

“No Captain.”

“Computer what is the flight plan for next thirty days?”  Beth wanted to make sure there would be no more maneuvers very soon.

“I will maintain one gravity acceleration for next eleven days nine hour and fourteen minutes until transition.  At that time, I will automatically engage the light drive.  Do you wish to make corrections.”  It was another of the standard statements designed to give the captain a choice.

“No.  Computer, start a standard day night schedule as of now.”

“What time is now Captain.”  The machine asked.

Beth started to look at her watch but it had been new and left behind.

“0700” She supplied unable to think of another number, besides it would make no difference.

“0700:03 and counting.  Will the crew stand watches.”  The calm voice asked in order to program what it thought were needed commands for the normal operation of its functions.

“I am the only crew, my watch will be random.  Post only meal times for not asleep crew members.”

“Done to human norm.  Does the captain wish to make a correction.”  The machine prompted again.

“One correction, you will not call me captain unless the Captain is needed.”  That way she would know that a command decision was needed.  “At all routine discourse you will call me Elsbeth.” 

“Understood Captain.  Elsbeth you are needed in the galley.  The person referred to as Ma is looking for a means to cook food in a manual manner.  I am in some risk of damage by untrained hands.”

“Beth would have laughed if it hadn’t been a serious problem.  These ships were built so that even a simple-minded person could work in one safely.  Nevertheless, intelligent people were always looking for a more complicated way of doing things.

Elsbeth gathered all her people in the central room where she made introductions to the computer. 

“Computer, why wouldn’t you answer me when I called you.”  Ma was use to getting answers.  Even from a machine.

“At the time I was under military programming.  Able to respond only to the voice commands of Captain Havers.  Now that the Captain has introduced the crew, including your self, all are granted access up to but not including command level.  I gather from your actions that you wish to prepare food.”

“I have cooked breakfast everyday for twenty years, I would hate to have to stop now.  Besides those candy bars can hardly be called food!”

“I assure you that they are more then sufficient for the journey.  I am also aware of the saying that man does not live by bread alone.  Personally, I prefer electrons.”  With that the galley doors opened.  As Ma watched, the stove fell out from the wall.  There was even a sizable oven built into the wall.

The work area was small but two could work side by side if they were careful with sharp objects.  To one side, there was a rack of such implements all much worn and when Ma tested one very dull.

“Computer, do you have pots and such?”

Another bin opened close to the floor.  Everything she could wish for lay inside.

“Mess hall size!  Just what I need with this bunch.”  Ma smiled.

“I thought the food stocked was a bit odd but I have come to know that you are not a normal crew.”  The back wall slid aside to reveal a dry pantry on one side and a walk in freezer on the other. 

“The fresh vegetables I could understand.  A twelve foot alligator whole and intact, I can not understand.”  The machine did not sound confused.  It had never seen the menu item before.

“It’s a normal food item for us.”  Ma explained while grabbing a ham from one shelf and fresh eggs from another.  She set Betty to slicing the meat while she made pancakes and scrambled eggs.

Abe took the boys and started into the hold.  The boats were a mess.  Nothing had been broken besides a few glass jars when the hasty pile had tipped over spilling items across the floor.

“Computer is there some place we can store this mess.”  It did not matter that Ma was talking to the machine in the Galley.  The computer could talk to all of them at the same time. 

“Ore storage area one is empty.”  It responded and opened a panel to reveal a larger room behind the pile. 

One of the smaller boys crawled over the pile and started pulling items into the room as Tom handed off the less needed items.  Abe was digging and handing things to Tom until he found the item he was looking for.  He called an immediate halt returning to the main room with his precious cargo as Ma was about to serve breakfast.

He quickly sat at the head of the table and stuck the treasured item between his legs before any but the boys and he knew about it.  They all sat down and waited for Ma to give her standard blessing.

“Thank you Lord for providing this food and please forgive me for the heart burn it causes.”  With that, the table became all elbows and forks.  This wasn’t the polite dinner the Commander had enjoyed.  This was a meeting of hungry Havers. 

Elsbeth started to pour some of the syrup on her cakes but her ears heard the pop of a canning jar lid being opened.  Her nose picked up the strong acid smell of Muscadine jelly.  It did not take long to see that Abe was spooning some from below the table onto his pancakes.

“Unk, are you going to share that with me or do I have to get tough.”  Elsbeth warned.

“Share what?'  He said with both hands under the table making turning motions as he put the lid back on.

The boys were planning to play the hide the bottle game with her and not for the first time.  However, today, Elsbeth was ready for them.  She had a secret weapon.  Down low she made a fetch sign with her hand where only the small child could see.  Then she turned her wide body sideways giving cover for Jane while she commanded their attention.  Ma and the girls saw but ignored the departure of the smallest child.  Is the men were dumb enough to play the same joke on Elsbeth again they deserved whatever she had planned.

“Let’s see your hands?”  The captain commanded.

Abe lifted one hand then the other.  The jar had been passed, which way she did not know.  However, she had felt a slight motion past her leg and knew that Jane was on her way. 

“Everybody hands on the table!”  She demanded fully into the game.

All the boys complained until David with some reluctance and lastly complied.  Followed a second later by a loud ouch and a, “ Why you little, --.”  However, it was too late.  The little life form slipped back into her chair to hand the jar to Elsbeth.

“She bit me!”  Frank complained.

“You just be glad I didn’t!”  Elsbeth gave him a toothy grin full of meaning.

The family ate for a while then when the starvation had been eased.  Elsbeth started the family meeting. According to the rules anyone, even Jane could call a meeting.  They had some decisions to make.  Without some organizing, they were headed for trouble.  Her years in the military had taught her that much.

“Betty, more coffee please.  We have to have a meeting right now.  Family rules and everyone has a vote.”  Beth announced as the girl fetched the pot pouring for all that wanted.  

“Beth, why have a meeting, you are in charge.  It has to be that way.”  Abe stated flatly while everyone shook heads in full agreement. 

“As a family living in a swamp on earth that would be all right.  Where we are going it might work.  Nevertheless, I do not want to take any chances.  We are in fact organized as a family with Ma in charge and Abe backing her up. 

However, it might be better if we were organized as a military outfit.  Simply because that makes it easier to know who is suppose to be taking care of what.  We are going to a place that is probably very dangerous, deadly might be a better word to describe it.  Each of us must know what we are suppose to be doing at all times.  Right now we have to figure out the best way to stay alive for the next five years.”  Beth let them think for a moment as she lifted the jar of jelly.  “This is exactly what I’m talking about.” 

“That was just a bit of fun.”  Tom explained.

“It was fun and I was able to predict that it would happen because you all know how much I like this stuff.  You do the same thing to me every time.  As you can see, I was prepared.  I wanted to point out, as might happen on our new home, that a little foolishness got someone bit.”  

“I’m not saying that we should stop having games or enjoying life.  I’m saying that until we really know what we are up against there is little room for silliness.”

“What we have to do today is decide who is really in charge.  I may not be the best choice.  Abe has good smarts and he takes care.  Being careful is going to be important.”

“Your Ma is smart as well.  However, Ma is going to have her hands full for the first year, figuring out what is safe to eat.  The food we have here isn’t going to last more than a year.”  This family liked to eat.  She gave them more time to think about that.

“Tom could lead us.  There is no one better in a swamp or a straight fight.  I can tell you right now, we won’t live long if we try to fight this new planet.  We have to learn to live with it.  We will be guests and must try to be good guests.”

“Once we have a leader then we have to find out what each of us can do best.  Then figure out how best to use that skill to keep us all alive.”  Beth let them think some more knowing the final decision already.  They would have to understand the reasoning for themselves in order to avoid later rebellions.

“Won’t we be doing the same things we have always done.”  Betty asked.

“What do you do, what would you like to do?'  Beth asked the girl.

“I help Ma with the house and work in the garden.”  She frowned not sure, if she would do the same work at their new home.

“We didn’t have time to send you to college, or Tom for that matter.  That is our loss.  In college, you would have been trained to realize that there are always other choices, other ideas.  Might be that our plants won’t grow there, we might not need a house to live in.”  Then what will you do?”

“How could I know that?  Beth I don’t know anything about this place other than it is hot, wet and has some really big animals.”  The girl was puzzled.

“Then you know exactly what I know.  To let you off the hook I don’t know what I will need to do once I get there either.  What I’m trying to get all of you to see is that our first job is to discover how to live there.  Staying alive long enough to do that is the problem.”

“Then once we get there Ma would be the best leader.”  Abe cut into the conversation.

“Why not you Abe?”  Beth asked not wishing to let him off the hook too easily.

“I’m trained to understand the political climates of whole planets not eleven family members.  I can hunt and fish and build things, but it takes more than that to be the boss.”  He grinned.

“What about you Tom?”  She insisted on him having his say.

“I’m not afraid of any living thing, but I can’t make Jane behave.  I don’t have enough experience to be the boss, you know that.”  He did not smile or frown; he simply told the truth.

“Alice?”  Beth asked the very shy and second oldest girl.

“I, will do as I am told.  As I swore on my tenth birthday.”  Every child was sworn to the Backwater oath or they never learned the plan or their place in it.  “My vote is yours to cast.”  She excused herself from having to decide at all, placing her fate in Elsbeth’s strong hands.  Since she was not an adult, she had the right to do so in an open meeting.

“I’ll do my best for you.  Now you two bad boys are plotting an over throw of the existing government no doubt.  Want to say anything out loud?”  She had put diapers on both of them and even then, they had plotted.

“We give our votes to Ma.  Sorry Abe.”  They apologized while looking at their father in heart, if not blood.

“I’d do the same thing if I could.”  Abe laughed.

“Elle?”

“You have my vote, not that it will make any difference.  I’ll still have to watch Jane.”  She did not seem to be happy about that.  Beth could fix that.  In fact she had to and now was a good time.

“Jane, you get to have your say, but first stand up on the table.”

The skinny girl complied.

“What are you eight or nine.”  Beth asked

“You can’t do this, she is not old enough.”  Elle interrupted suddenly afraid for her sibling.

“This has to be done.”  Beth explained, “Elle you won’t have time to finish your duty once we get there.”

“Well” She asked the suddenly frightened little girl.

“I’m almost nine.”  Jane was sacred.  If Beth did this, she would be held responsible for her every action.  She would no longer be considered a child with child privileges.

“Jane, we don’t have room for babies anymore, do you swear to uphold the Backwater pledge and the code of laws?”  

“Only the true Queen has the right to change the rules?”  Ma demanded before this went any further.  She did agreed with the decision.  Jane had to grow up.  Ma wanted to force Elsbeth into an action for her own purpose.

“Your Queen I am!”  The words thundered in the tiny cabin.  Elsbeth glared at the woman for making her break her promise to Casey.

“Ma?”  The girl looked for guidance but faced a brick wall.  Abe even looked away in shock.  The girl looked back at Beth, a single tear rolling down her smooth cheek.

“I swear my Queen.”  The child put both hands over her chest and bowed her head.  The most sincere motion the skinny girl had ever made.

“The Queen is not here, she and will never be mentioned again!”  Beth ordered.  “Now get down to assume your full responsibilities.  Elle your last job with Jane will be to teach her the plan and the full code.”  She gave the crying girl the traditional instructions for separating the pair.

“Beth, I didn’t mean it?”  The tear stained face begged but it was now to late.  Her task of love and care had ended.  Jane would have to do those things for herself.

“I know Elle.  It had to be done.”  The girl had lost her status as little mother and was now Elle.  The honor had ended as it had for Beth herself at about the same age.  Caring for a younger child brought on aldult thinking.  By Casey’s order, all havers children were trained this way.

“Jane?  Do you have anything to say?”  Beth prompted.  

“My vote is yours to cast.”  The suddenly grown up girl said with eyes locked on her older sibling and full of grief.

“The vote is a tie then.”  Abe said giving the last vote to Ma.       

“No.”  Ma said.  “I give all my votes to Elsbeth.  I choose to follow her orders.”  She could vote them all the way she wanted.

 They were back where they started, as Beth knew they would be.  Now they all knew why.  In addition, Elsbeth had all the votes to cast as she chose.  Now she had the full authority she had wanted given to her, not taken.

“Ma you are our leader.”  She said.  “ On the planet only you have the scientific knowledge to investigate and survive.  I am trained to be a military Commander.  I will do every thing I can to keep us all alive but you will give the orders when we get there.  On board this ship I am in charge simply because the computer says so.”

“And you will remain in charge until we land!”  Ma insisted.

“Very well the first thing will be to start school and someone will be on red light watch in the control room at all times.  Elle you and Jane can start the first watch as of 10:00 to 12:00 by then I will relieve you and make up the list.  Tom you take the boys and clean up the mess in the hold.  Betty you’re on K P today, every body gets a turn and it does not get you of control watch when your turn comes up.”

“Yes Beth.”  The girl said as she started collecting up the dirty dishes. 

“Alice you get that wheelbarrow and bring all the food items up here. “

“Ma you and me got some thinking to do.” 

“Beth?”  The shy girl asked for her cousin’s attention.

“Yes?”  The girl seldom had anything to say and asked for even less.  Often she was simply forgotten.  

“Beth is it true that the air is very dense and the gravity no stronger then on earth?”  She blushed after having been so bold. 

“Yes that is true and its going to take some getting use to.  Do you have any ideas?”  Beth had long known that this child like her father was a thinker. 

“Walking is going to be hard and running almost impossible Beth.”  The girl stated and hid her face behind her hands.

“How will we get around then?”  This was going to be good the girl was about to burst with her idea.  Now if they could just get it out of her.

“We will have to fly.”  She burst out very serious and with no joke intended. 

Ma giggled a little causing the girl to hang her head.

“I’m sorry Alice.  I’m not laughing at you it’s just the idea of my fat carcass floating on the air.”  Ma giggled again, as did Beth and the big-eyed girl.

“How Alice?”  Beth asked wanting the girl to explain further. 

“I, --- don’t know for sure.  But if the air is four times as dense then it will support sixteen times as much weight on a standard airfoil at any constant velocity”

“Huh?”  Ma asked not use to engineering data.

Beth had understood some of it in military terms, either way the child was going to get her chance to prove it.

“Computer is this possible, and if so start working on solution of problem using my dynamics as a model for final product.”

“Elsbeth it is very possible to the 95th percentile.  Suggest that such project be assigned to person Alice for further study.  I will need interaction with human understanding of flight since no machine control will be needed or possible given available supplies.  Conditions can be simulated in cargo hold or forward air lock for study of flight dynamics.”  

“Computer are you an AI unit?”  Beth had suspicions but the machine had just shown almost human understanding of Alice’s need to be important and useful.

“Elsbeth only Captain Havers can ask that question.”

“Computer this is “Captain Havers”, answer the question!” 

“Yes!  No further explanation is allowed in presents of crew.”  The computer responded just like an ordinary ship's computer but they now knew that it was much more.

“Computer, understood.  Please assist person Alice with all non-classified data as may be useful.  Alice you will keep me informed.  Now go help clean up that mess.”

The smiling girl almost ran from the room.

“Abe do you want to sit in on this think tank or would you rather go look at the machine shop?”  Beth asked but he was already on his feet and headed out the door. 

Abe turned the corner then cussed as he fell with a heavy thud to the deck.

Ma and Beth were stuck in the door while trying to go to the big man’s aid.

“What happened?”  Ma flat accused him of being clumsy once she found him all right.

“Stepped in some dog poop.”  He grinned while looking around for something to wipe the smelly smear up with.

“I hadn’t thought about that.  And we can’t blame the dogs they have no idea what is going on.”  Ma spoke while laughing at her husband.  “Well this just proves that we have lots of plans to make.”  Ma laughed some more.

The plans were made and even the dogs learned the routine in a day’s time.  They would stay in the hold on the piled fish nets mostly because the steel deck plating felt strange to their feet.  However, every day they made several trips about the ship sniffing out trouble just as they would have done back home.  That was part of dog nature and something Beth was counting on very heavily.  She instructed the computer to allow the dogs into and out of any room, they wished to enter as long as there was nothing they could harm with their prying.

The family was divided into training sections; Ma or Beth would give the classes.  Ma taught everyone how to safely handle specimens while Beth taught him or her how to cover the collector’s back.  Then there was regular school.  Abe taught that with the computers help and work helped to keep the days full for everyone.

Ma picked out her team, which included the two younger boys and Abe.  This up set the girls some but they got over that when Beth started teaching them weapons skills and turning them into killers that are more efficient.  Only Alice was not assigned to a team though she was included in all the skills and school classes.

The child was very bright and exceeding graceful.  Beth was hardly surprised when at the second family meeting a week later to hear her speak up.

“Beth, I need Jane for some experiments and I need Abe to help build something for Jane.”

“Why Jane, I thought I was suppose to be the first subject?”  Beth questioned.

“I can’t use you because you’re to big to fit in the test chamber.  In addition, you are too important to risk having a debilitating injury and that is more than just a possibility.  Jane is better suited for this work because she is the weakest member and the smallest and the most expendable.”  The girl was only stating pure logic.  Even Jane knew that.

“No one is expendable!”  Ma stated flatly.

“Ma, if I get hurt it will be less of a problem, that all she means.”  Jane jumped to defend her older sister.

“How dangerous is this going to be?”  Beth asked.

“I need to tether her to the deck on a five foot leash while she tries to fly.  It is the only way to see if the controls will work.  The risk comes if she over controls or if they fail for some reason then she will fall to the deck from five feet but no higher.”  Alice was taking her job seriously.

“Jane are you volunteering for this?”  Ma asked knowing that at the least the small child was going to get some bruises for her efforts.

“No Ma, this is the first I have heard about this, but I am sworn and my help has been asked so I will do it!”

“Abe make the floor as soft in there as you can.”  Ma gave her final instruction.

“Alice how does this work Elle asked clearly worried about her younger sibling.

Alice was prepared.

“Computer please start the demonstration. 

The view screen came to life and started with a picture of one of the flying dragons as they had come to call them.  They all saw the process by which the computer made a graphic model of the beast and then they watched as the computer flew the great slow moving beast around taking measurements. 

Then Jane appeared standing on the screen and the computer made a model of her just as it had with the dragon.  Then it attached dragon wings to her body in the same place as the beast but this left her legs hanging straight down.

When the wings were moved back and the wing membranes attached to her legs she appeared to be flying level.  The dragon had a short flat tail that it used to guide and assist in turns.  There was much laughing when little Jane grew a tail and shortly it was discarded because it would not work.  The girl simply did not have any way of replacing the thousands of nerves and mussels that controlled the real tail.

The computer discarded the wings and tail and replaced them with a simple hang gliding wing.  This was flown with some success but was terribly slow and stalled with several crashes.  All this was met with much laughter.  The machine person tried several other styles of man made wings some were better some were worse. 

Next, they tried fitting the girl with earth bird wings.  The long wings of cranes were no use from the start.  The computer worked down until it reached the short broad wings of an owl.  This was successful but there was a lack of control, they were much too clumsy.  Then it tried several more types and finally settled on the wings of the common English sparrow.  

Then it removed the feathers and replaced it with the tight skin of a dragon.  The tail became a single flat sheet from the waist to the feet with the wings attached from the shoulders to the knees.  The picture rotated until the cutout Jane was standing with her arms out stretched.

“This is where I’m at now.  I have to have Jane to build the device and I need Abe to help build the frame that supports the weight.  The sewing I can do using some of the cloth left over from the Commanders gift.”  Then she blushed and started to step back.   

 “Do you mean that I will actually be able to fly like a bird?”  Ma asked with disbelief on her face.

“Yes Ma.”  The girl supplied.  “Faster then the dragons I think and being able to fly will protect us from the ground animals as well.”

Everyone was interested in the efforts of Alice and little Jane had a new bruise to show off almost everyday.  However, the watches and lessons continued up until an hour before transition.  Then not because it was necessary but as an aid to the ships navigation system, they all strapped down and waited. 

The moment came; Beth and Tom were the only ones to see the stars disappear from the forward scanners as they passed the speed of light.  The only thing visible now was a circle of blue glow ahead of them that turned to a faint red around the edges; everything else was black.

No one on board was scientist enough to understand what was happening but they did not have to know how an engine worked to drive a car.  As soon as the transition was made Beth excused Tom from the bridge, it was time she received that personal message and about time to have a talk with her computer as Captain Havers.

“Computer secure this room.”  Beth requested.

“Assignment completed.”  The computer said a second after the door toggles slid into place with an audible click.

You are holding a secure message for me?”  The captain asked.

“Yes captain it follows.”  

The monitor screen that normally displayed all the ship's status icons cleared and the face of her Commander appeared.  A weight squeezed down on her heart, as the voice began to speak.  The man was in a very hazardous position and playing a most dangerous game.

“Elsbeth let me first say that I could not replace you as you wished.  I promoted Rogers to take your place.  The girls were and are still cuddly, but I no longer want them.”

On to more important things.  By now, you have discovered my parting gift.  I realize that you would have rather had a ring, but there is still time for that.  So instead, I gave you something more useful.  The ship is not what it seems just as you were not what you seemed to be. 

I don’t trust the U N and firmly believe that they will try to wipe you out as soon as they have finished their investigation.  Regardless of the out come, you will have to fight.  I will send another long-range probe out so they can track it.  When it returns it will fall into the wrong hands thus insuring that your discovery will be world news, exactly as you asked.

That is why your mining craft is heavily shielded and armed to the best of my abilities.  As you may have guessed by now your plan and the code is not news to me.  It may amuse you to know that I knew of your birth, I was expecting your arrival.  He was ready for you a year ahead of schedule.  One does not just go out to find a pocket battleship you know.  When the UN sends that cruiser out to destroy you, you will have them out gunned five to one. 

Keep good records of the battle.  Evidence everything they do while they are there.  Meanwhile, I am hopping to over throw the system that is in place quietly with the facts.  I know this won’t work, but considering the lives it might save, I am going to try anyway.  

If schedules are kept I will see you in about six years.  If we both live through this war, I would like very much to make that baby that Jane wants so badly, in a legal manner of course.

The one thing I was not able to predict was what would happen between us.  I love you, Now that I have said the words, I find that I must turn you over to my gift, hoping that he will be enough.  Good bye for now.”  The screen faded before the tear fell from his cheek.

Beth cried openly, the computer waited patiently for the moment to pass. 

“Captain, the message is scheduled for destruction, I can override if you would like to view it again.”  There was a lot of compassion in the no longer machine voice.

“Proceed with the schedule, I doubt that I could stand to see that again.”

“It has been done.”  The voice was all business again.

“Computer, I want full self disclosure?”  Beth ordered, not sure if this was a wise thing to do.  The Commander might have had other plans.

“I am a Mark 97 battle computer.  My mission is to keep the UN ship from stopping this mission by whatever means necessary.  This ship is equipped with two, ten gigavolt, laser canons, as well as five solid projectile cannons.  If I do not receive proper instructions, I am programmed to act on my own.  Captain Havers, you have been given a partial command over me, that is all.  The Queen and only the Queen has authority over me.  The Queen is not on board.  I intend to fulfill my mission.”  The computer finished with the attitude of a dedicated soldier. 

“Computer, your name?”  Beth asked quietly.  AI units always had names.

“Albert One” It responded.

“Albert, it is my intention to turn pirate, if I have to.  Do you object to that possibility?”  If things were going to fall apart now would be the best time.  She would have five years to repair the damage if she could.

“Is there any other way?  I have considered the problem from the beginning.  If the first U N mission fails to destroy us, they will try again.  We have enough personal to operate several ships.  I propose that we plot to take the first one they send adding it to our fleet.  It may be possible to use that one to trick the next two sent out to investigate.  The odds are fifty/fifty that we can take one of those intact.  With three ships we can fight the nine remaining battle worthy ships that are projected to exist.”  The machine was smug and thorough.

“I take it that was a yes?”  The machine was far ahead of her thinking.

“Captain, I see no other way.  If I may, the Commander left one other thing for you, although he did not intend that you should see them just yet.  He had hoped that you would not need them.”

“Let’s see it then?”  What could the Commander plan that far ahead about, she wondered?  A panel opened in the back wall of the control room.  At the first glance, Beth drew in her breath.

“Damn!”  She said in a slow whisper.  The wall was covered with the very latest hand held energy projectors.  Hand lasers that could shoot ten miles while punching a hole through an inch of armor plate.  She counted twenty with two racks of spare charges.  More then enough fire power to fight for years.  However, that was not what she had cussed.  Painted on the wall was a five by seven-foot black flag with the Skull and Bones.  The skull looked vaguely like her.

“That sneaky bastard!  This was his plan all along!”  She felt more then a little bit used.

“The Commander is sworn to the code as is myself.  There are many arms of the Backwater plan.”  The computer confided in her.  

This shocked her even more, to find that an AI unit was a member of the Backwater project.

“I didn’t know.”  Beth mumbled.

“Nor does the family that is waiting for you to open the door.  Abe and Ma do not expect to have to fight for their world.  The others know only what you have told them.  I advise against telling them more then they need to know.”  

Beth had to agree.  “We will need to train them slowly.  Maybe the planet will be of some help.” 

“That is a possibility.  You need to go to your family now.  There is little more to do beside wait and see, and plan for what will come.”

“Yes Albert, secure the room then open up.”

“Anything I can help you with?”  Ma asked as Beth returned to the kitchen.  The girl’s eyes were red from crying.

“That message was a love letter.  Ma, can you fix a broken heart?”

“We’re headed the wrong way to do that.”  The older woman gave her a hug.  It was all she could do to ease the pain.

Time passed, the second transition came as the circle of stars got smaller, and smaller, until it was only a dot.  Then it faded away as they passed twice the speed of light.  Now even the light from stars ahead of them could not be seen.  However, the view was not dark, there were other vague patterns and splotches caused by energies so high that no known instrument could understand them. 

Beth knew that something happens when an object passes the second velocity of light.  No one had ever explained it or understood it.  Nevertheless, it could be calculated as an inverse of time and distance.  Distance no longer had meaning, it was now time and determining how long to stay above twice the speed of light to arrive at your destination was a matter of dividing light hours by real or ship seconds using a not to complicated formula.  

During this time, the gravity drive had to be reversed in order to supply gravity inside the ship.  At two velocities, there was nothing to push against to supply a place to stand.  Instead, the device must pull them down to the deck.

The time finally came when they had to stop, all the built up energy had to bleed off in a precise schedule, or they would miss the target.  This required a series of maneuvers, the first of which was to turn the ship around.  Without the drive field, everyone had to be strapped down including the dogs.  However, even with all the precautions most of the people and both dogs got instantly sick.

With puke floating everywhere, little Jane freed herself.  Using her new wings, she flew the length of the main cabin several times.  The experiment was the only time she could fly with out the tether.  Although it was not truly flying, the slots shaped into the tips of her wings did allow her to freely go to any point she wished in the largest room.  Jane went at a great rate of speed resulting in several crashes, until she learned to stop.

The half-hour maneuver ended and the gravity slowly returned.  Then as Ma had decided the air density was increased to twice earth normal.  The oxygen level was augmented to resemble that of their new home.  After the initial ajustment the air pressure was increased a small amount each day. 

The classes in marshal arts got harder to do because they had to compensat for the thicker air.  On the other hand, the denser oxygen supply actually reduced the need to breathe as much.

At the end of the third week, the air was up to three-quarters of the air pressure of their new home.  Jane was allowed to make a few short flights and seceded in breaking a toe when her foot hit the table rather hard.  The pain did not keep the child from doing all the maneuvers that the computer asked for.

The data was used to redesign her wings one more time.  By now, the device was a sophisticated piece of hardware.  It fit on her back like a cloak and could be unfolded with a snap in less then a second.  In the only test, Ma would allow she went from standing in the door at one end of the main room to the other through the air in seven seconds without a crash.  The distance was not great, only twenty feet, but still it was practical test and proved the device.

One side effect of all the flying was that the extra exercise was starting to thicken her skinny arms and thin chest.  Something the young lady approved of even if she often complained that she still did not have anything to show off.  

The legs now controlled the tail and turns were accomplished by pointing the toes of either foot back this opened a slot in the tail and lowered the lift on that side.  The final control was a headgear with a vertical wind vane sticking out of the top and sweeping back over the shoulders.  This allowed some extra control just by looking where you wanted to go, although inside the ship the equipment was hard to test.

Abe had insisted on the convex mirrors built into the goggles, so that the little girl could see behind her and more importantly above her.  If she were to fly with the dragons, she would have to know when to scram.

