Chapter Seven: Meet The Faey
Lieutenant Rivi had called a squad meeting before the main introduction to the townsfolk.

“OK, you bitches, sit down and listen up!” called out the Sargent, when all the squad had gathered in the small room at the back of the hotel.  

The room was usually used for private functions, and was quite a bit larger than the squad needed, and had several very comfortable armchairs that had seen better days.  The marines had dragged several of these into a semicircle so that they could be comfortable.  Squad meetings were kept informal so that anyone could ask questions.  It helped moral to understand the mission, and was a good indication of any underlying problems for an officer.

Lt. Rivi stood up in front of them and started.  “I know most of you are disappointed to be sent here, rather than the Rest and Recreation you deserve after our session fighting the Skaa.”

Muttering and a general swell of agreement greeted this.

“I’ve managed to get us one of the best posts on this planet to reflect that.  The weather here is sunny, there’s no trudging through snow deep enough to freeze you fannies and the locals are peaceful.”

The squad had been briefed on the trouble spots on the planet.  Worst was the area locals called the “Middle East.”  Faey posted there had to wear their armour at all times, because of religion of all things!  In the early days of the Subjugation, fanatics had attacked a squad on patrol.  They had ignored the people who had been stunned by the squad’s telepathy, and had in fact trampled them to death. The old armour the squad had been issued with did not have nested MPACs, they carried external weapons.  The narrow streets and alleys had made these largely ineffective.  Even those weapons had not intimidated the mob, in spite of several people being blown apart.  Eventually, the mob had reached the squad, who had been forced to use their boosted armour to physically fight their way out.  An armoured punch could rip an unarmed person’s head off, but even that had not stopped the fanatics.  When that squad had emerged unhurt, they had looked as if they had been wading in blood and gore.  What had been worst for them was that the mob had included many children.

Although physically unhurt, they did not escape unscathed.  Two had had nervous breakdowns.  Another had shot herself, unable to live with her memories.  Three more had hijacked a dropship and flown to Draconis.  There they had landed at an Enclave and pledged themselves to Aris the peacemaker.  This was allowed under Faey law as an alternative to military service, but few did it because the oath was binding for ten years, and the first three as penitents were extremely harsh.

The military had suppressed the incident, but the rumour mill had spread it throughout the Empire.

“If it’s so peaceful, then why do they need us here, then?” asked Malla.

“The Trillanes screwed up.  They moved millions of people around this planet, and some of those people really hate each other.  They built loads of hydroponics and other farms in this area, and brought thousands of people from other parts of this planet here.”

“Didn’t the new Duke say that they could all go home?” enquired Dahnai.

“Yeah, well, a lot of them don’t want to go home,” replied the Lt.  “Some have even run away to the nearby preserve, and are hiding there.”

“Why don’t they want to go home?” demanded Lini.

“Yeah, if I’d been forced to move and work somewhere kathra from where I was brought up, I’d certainly want to go home,” declared Lana, supporting her sister. 

“Did any of you use your telepathy for anything else other than finding out what the men think of you?” demanded Sargent Sami.  “Did you read last night what Nanda has been through?”

“For someone who has been through such misery, she is a very gentle and loving person,” said Malla supporting her.  “And a very good cook,” she added as an afterthought, smacking her lips.

“They need us as much as we need them,” said the Lt.  “If you review what the Grand Duke Karrine said in his speech to this world, he said that they should never again fight each other.  There is a lot of resentment among the locals.  They resent us, and they resent the migrants brought here by the Trillanes.  However, to meet the farming quotas that have been agreed, they need the labour force which the migrants represent.  And we need that food!  Remember the Famine of ’87?”  She was referring to a major food shortage, which had occurred a few years before Terra had been found.  Although nobody starved to death, the food available for most people had been reduced to the IMPs, or Instant Meal rePlacement, which would keep you going, but were largely tasteless.  If you had more money, you could buy the ex-military field rations, which were more balanced and had flavour.  Only the Nobles or very rich people could afford the real food.

“This planet may be only one out of seventy two in the Empire, but it supplies almost five percent of the food for the Empire.  That has saved us a trillion credits in food imports each year.  So it is vital we keep the peace, and keep the food flowing,” she declared.  “Which brings us to another thing.  You noticed that when we arrived last night the amount of fear in the room.”  For the telepathic Faey, it would have been hard to miss.

“I don’t mind the Skaa or Urumi fearing us, but these are Imperial citizens!  It is our duty to protect them!  Those Trelle damned Trillanes abused them, and the Marine Corps, whose sacred duty it is to protect the citizens from mistreatment, dropped the batchi ball.  The only good things to come out of this clusterfuck is that a marine is now a Grand Duchess, and the Trillanes have had their nipples clamped.”  The marines were proud that one of their own had scaled the heights of power.

“I want them to see us and the Empire as protectors, not oppressors,” she added.  “Dahnai, you as squad medic are to be available to help people at any time.  I know you’re not a doctor, but you have better equipment than the locals, and if you find something you can’t deal with, we can get that person to a real doctor.  The rest of you, I don’t want to see you in uniform except on patrol.  In fact, I’m ordering you to be informal.  We’ll get some local clothes so we blend in a bit.”

“What about armour?” enquired Sargent Sami.  For a marine, the armour they wore was a second skin, and many felt naked without it.

“Armour is to be worn on long range patrols, especially around the migrant barracks, at least until we understand the situation, but helmets are only to be worn if there is a threat of violence,” replied the Lt.. “We need to get the locals and the migrants to work together, not fight each other.”

“What if there is a riot?” questioned Sami again.  Part of her task at these meetings was to raise likely questions that other squad members might have, but were reluctant to utter.

“There are a pack of giruzi in Brisbane if needed.  But we will not need them.” The Lt. glared around at her squad.  “If we have to call for backup, it will mean we have failed.  And I do not accept failure!”  The giruzi were massive dog-like creatures, originally from Moridon, but kept by some Faey as guards, and used by the Faey military for riot control.  They stood over a meter and a half at the shoulder, and had bioelectric organs that could shoot some kind of electric-like energy for tens of meters.  Their massive black appearance, glowing red eyes, and the fact that all the hair on your body tended to stand on end when they were near was enough to make most people find another place to be when they approached.

“What about flygirl?” Lana asked, using a term that the marines used for fleet personnel.

“The Fleet Lieutenant is here on behalf of the Suralles, as an inspector,” came the reply. “You will treat her with the respect she deserves,” she scowled at Lini, Lana and Dahnai.  “Help her if she asks for it.  She has a delicate job.  She has to evaluate how much food this area can produce, and make sure quotas are met.”

“Isn’t that Survey’s job?” asked Malla in confusion. “It must have been done when this world was discovered.”

“Normally, yes,” replied the Lt. “However, the records don’t add up.  We think that the Trillane bitches messed up the records, and were forcing the farms to overproduce at an unsustainable rate, and were stealing the surplus.”  After the regular food shortages and famines of the past hundred years, this was a serious crime in the Empire.  They realised that if Terra’s farming system crashed due to over-exploitation, there could be famine in the Empire on an unprecedented scale.  It could easily lead to civil war.

“For tonight, I want you lot in casual dress.  I’ll be wearing my uniform.  I’ll introduce each of you to the people and let them know what we’re here for.  And no harassing the natives!” She gave a final glare at Lini and Lana who grinned back, and Dahnai, who had the grace to blush.

-- x --

It was time to meet the town.  It was planned to take place in the assembly hall of the Linville State School, which was the primary school that served the town.  The eight Faey walked down the road to the school, helping to carry food that Nanda had prepared.  Six of them wore casual clothes, with only Lt. Rivi and Fleet Lt. Rora in uniform.  Raisha Merrane, who was the Warrant Officer, was also the one with most public relations experience, so had spent a busy day putting up notices at the school and in the local shops, as well as putting leaflets through the doors of the local houses.  She had started by talking to Keith at the Linville Hotel, who had made a few suggestions.  He had already had a few regulars come to him to find out what was going on, and if there wasn’t a clear answer soon, people would start to speculate and make up their own reasons.  Some rumours were already flying around, including one that the entire town was due to be relocated, and also that the new Grand Duke was coming to visit.  If these rumours were not quashed, it could get difficult to get co-operation from the townsfolk.

They had planned on arriving early, so that they could set up the snacks and lay out chairs for the townsfolk, but were surprised that there were already some people waiting for them.  It turned out to be Nanda, and two other women.  Nanda waved, and introduced them to Selina Barry, who was the Principal of the school, and also to Nicky.  Lt. Rivi introduced the marines and the inspector by first names.

Selina was a slim woman, slightly older than the marines, with brown hair and dark eyes.  She was looking at them carefully, and seemed quite nervous.  She relaxed a bit when she realised that they were there without their armour or weapons. 

“I’m here to show you around our school, and make sure you have everything you need,” she said quickly.  She was swaying slightly from leg to leg, as if she was dodging, or about to run away.  “I hope it meets your standards,” she added.

“Don’t worry, Ms. Barry,” said the Lieutenant with a disarming smile.  “All we need is to use your hall so we can explain to your fellow townsfolk what we are here for.”

“And what is that?” asked the school Principal, with a bit of concern.

“In a nutshell, we are here to keep the peace between you people and the migrants brought to work on the farms.  We also have a medic, who will be helping where needed.” She gestured towards Dahnai, who gave a little wave.  “She’ll be doing health checks, and inoculations.” 

The mass movement of people had brought some diseases that had previously been rare in Australia.

“Now, if we can set up, we can tell the rest of your townsfolk about it in detail,” added Rivi.

“According to Mr. Miller, that’s all we need to do,” sent Raisha.  “He said that anything we tell her will be around the community by sunset tomorrow.”

“Be nice.  We have to go through the motions,” replied Rivi

They entered the main doors, and in a cabinet were a number of awards for “Queensland’s Greenest & Healthiest School” one of which looked like a robotic frog on a tree stump, as well as photographs of students and teachers on the wall.  Then they were led through the school to the hall, through a short corridor decorated with children’s drawings and a montage of environmental projects, including composting and recycling.  The Hall was clearly a combination use space, with steel mesh over the windows and lights to protect them from flying objects, and a number of different sports courts marked out on the floor in different colours.  A stack of soft mats was piled in a corner, as were a number of soft mesh containers, holding a number of balls of different shapes and sizes.

Selina walked across to a side wall, and pulled a door, which concertinaed up and showed a storage area, where folded tables and chairs were stacked.  “We haven’t had time to set up yet,” she said.

The marines quickly got started, first setting up some tables by the wall for the food, then setting out rows of chairs for their expected guests.  While they were doing this, Selina opened up a pair of side doors in the hall, so that the townsfolk could enter without going through the school.  

“I don’t suppose any of you know anything about panels, do you?” asked Selina while they were setting up.  “It’s just that the central hub we have keeps breaking from Civnet, and that makes teaching difficult.”

“Lini, take a look,” ordered Rivi.  Turning to Selina, she explained, “Lini is our resident panel expert and hacker.  If she can’t fix it, she’ll get you a new one.”

They went off, with Selina leading. While they were gone, the marines had set up a chain from the cupboard and tossing chairs to each other, with the final person setting them neatly in rows.  Rora had tried to help, but had mostly managed to get herself in the way.  Nanda had seen this, and had asked her for help in laying out the food.  She fussed around and ordered Nicky and Rora around, and kept re-arranging the dishes until she was happy.  She had all the vegetarian dishes on one table, including spring rolls, cherry tomatoes, potato crisps, eggs and several varieties of sammies.  Meat and fish was on the second table, including delicately fried barramundi, prawns, sausage rolls and small meat pies.  The next table had sweet food on it, including Nanda’s famous Leamington sponge, delicately dusted with coconut flakes.  The final table had various condiments and dipping sauces on it.  There were small bowls with relishes, chutneys and creamy dips, all hand made, and standing incongruously at the end was an industrial sized container of tomato sauce.  This was Nanda’s despair.  She knew that her dips all tasted better, but also knew that many Australians would refuse to eat anything unusual unless it was smothered with tomato sauce.

By the time they had finished, Lini had returned.  

“It was a simple problem, ma’am,” she said to Lt. Rivi.  “The panel was set to a single satellite, and the signal booster was set low.  There is a big tree outside that was probably causing the intermittent fault by interfering with the signal.  I fixed it so that the panel hunts for several satellites, and chooses the strongest signal, and also increased the gain.  I also showed Ms. Barry how to set the child filters on.  The reason they were transmitting through a single panel was because they kept getting inappropriate content.  She was just printing a sign to direct people to the hall entrance as I left.”

The townsfolk soon started to arrive, some brought by curiosity, others by Nanda’s famous food.  For several of them, this was the first time that they had seen a Faey in the flesh, rather than as a moving image on a TV or a panel.  Many of them were understandably nervous, and stayed on the far side of the hall.  A few approached more closely, and tried to ask what was going on.  They were all told with a smile that the announcement would be made in due time.  It was clear that some people were fearful, others resentful, but there was a substantial portion who had not yet made up their minds.  Just before the time the meeting was due to start, a large group of made up mostly of men arrived, several of them holding beer coolers in their hands.  A quick word from Selina and a dirty look from Nicky soon had them leaving to dispose of their drinks.  The group returned quickly, shuffling in with ashamed faces, Matty amongst them.

When the scheduled meeting time arrived, Selina stood up in front of the packed hall to introduce the Faey.

“Welcome to you all.  We’ve been gathered here to find out about what our visitors are here for,” she said, with a gesture towards the Faey.  “Without further ado, I’ll pass you on to Lieutenant Rivi Indarre of the Imperial Marine Corps.”  With that she sat back down in the front row.

Rivi stepped forwards.  She was wearing a tailored dark blue uniform, with bright silver buttons, each of which was decorated with a design of some sort.  There were silver triangles on her lapels, which indicated her rank, and a golden braided rope was running under her arm.  One sleeve was much longer than the other, in Faey fashion.

“Good evening,” she started, in a loud but clear voice.  She had clearly been taught about vocal projection, and could be clearly heard throughout the hall.  “I am Lieutenant Rivi Indarre of her Majesty’s Marine Corps.  We’ve asked you here to tell you about our mission.  Please can you hold any questions until the end, when we will endeavour to answer them.  I’ll pass you to our Warrant Officer who has a short presentation.”

Another Faey stepped forward.  She was the tallest of them, with white hair, and wearing a Terran t-shirt with a cartoon picture of a mouse, with “The Cheese made me do it!” printed on it.  

She spoke, “I’m Warrant Officer Raisha Merrane.” There was a bit of a gasp at this revelation.  “I’d best get this out of the way first.  Yes, I’m one of THOSE Merranes, but a very minor part.  The Merrane family is quite large, with a similar population to the whole Darling Downs area, about two hundred thousand people.  Only those closely related to the Empress have any significant influence.  Most of us have a title, some responsibilities and some privileges.  As a marine, I no longer have those benefits, except that I can wear the golden tassel.” She pointed to a tassel that was suspended from an earring.

“The Grand Duke Karrine has claimed control of this planet.  He has to take over the contract, which was agreed between Terra and the Empire.  Since he does not have his own troops, he has asked her Majesty to supply him with marines to keep the peace until he has organised and trained an alternative force.  He has stated that there shall be no more wars between humans, and it is our job to ensure that.  The majority of our people have been deployed to trouble spots, like central Africa and the Middle East.  The rest of us have been spread out across the planet, to help where we can,” she said.

“We don’t need any help!” called a heckler from the back.

“You should really look beyond your back yard,” She replied.  “How many people have died in your own wars over the past hundred years?  Ten million? A hundred million?  More?  How much suffering, and how much has been destroyed?  Your Duke wants to ensure that it never happens again.”

“You are now part of the Faey Empire, whether you like it or not.  Terra is also now on the Galactic map.”  A hologram appeared around her, showing what looked like a number of three-dimensional amoebas.  They were encrusted with bright jewels.  “This shows the main worlds of our section of the galaxy.  Here is Terra.” She pointed to a point of light in a pseudopod from the central shape.  “Farm worlds like Terra are rare, and highly prized.  They consist of less than a tenth of inhabited worlds.  Some of the other worlds can support enough life to be self-sufficient, but many mining worlds need to import food.  Before Terra was discovered, the empire suffered frequent famines, and had to import food.  For this reason alone, Terra would not remain independent for long if it tried to break away.  Would you rather have us, or the Urumi, the Skaa or the Jakkans?  Some of them would be happy to destroy your world, just to deny it to the Empire.”

With each race named, a different shape would glow, appearing very close to the slender limb which joined the Earth to the empire, and a representation of a monstrous alien shape would form above the main display.  More than one person stared wide-eyed.

“We originally came as conquerors, it is true.  We made several major mistakes.  Now you have one of your own representing your planet in the Siann, our ruling body.  We need to make a new start, working together, your farms, and our technology.  Unlike under the Trillanes, this will be an exchange.  We are also accountable.  If you have a problem with any of our people, you can approach either Lieutenant Rivi or myself.  If you would prefer, you can also complain directly to the main marine barracks in Brisbane, or through your elected representatives.  All complaints WILL be investigated.”  This last part was delivered like the crack of doom.

“On to our tasks.  We will be providing medical care.  Our medicine is much more advanced than Terra’s. Dahnai Demare is our medic, and she will be available in for check-ups and vaccinations.  She is authorised to pass on cases to specialists as well.  She is also fully trained in field medicine, so if there are any emergencies, let us know and she will come.  We can also arrange emergency travel to hospitals.”  While she was saying this, a surprisingly young looking Faey, with chestnut hair stepped forwards to be recognised.  She was wearing a blue t-shirt, but had a white armband on, which had a circle, with an inverted red triangle inside.  The main Hologram had been changed to this same sign, a white circle with a red triangle.  Everyone knew that this was the Faey equivalent of the Red Cross.  Under the symbol was a contact number. Several people surreptitiously noted it down.

“Hello,” she said with a slight blush. “I’m Dahnai, and I’ll be happy to help where I can.  I will be arranging check-ups through the school, but I’ll be available for emergencies at any time.”

Raisha stepped forwards again, and the hologram changed to a network of lines.  “We will also be running classes on how to get the most out of your vidlinks and panels.”  She was referring to the ubiquitous devices that had been issued to every home, which acted as a combination of TV, videophone and computer.  “This will include how to use CivNet, personal settings and child interlocks.”  The Trillanes had issued them to everyone, but only people in the Faey education system had been formally trained in how to use them.  Many people only used the most basic of functions, and parents often banned children from them entirely, because almost any search would end up with porn visible. In Faey culture, like in Human culture, sex sells, and the Faey’s lack of taboos tended to make things embarrassing for the more straight-laced.

Lini and Lana stepped forward they were wearing similar pale blue t-shirts, almost the colour of their skin.  One had the word {Copy} on it the other had the word {Paste}.

{Copy} stepped forward, “I’m Lini Vemale,” she said.

“And I’m Lana Vemale,” added {Paste}.

“And we’ll be running the classes,” they said together.

“We will also help you set up a community site for local news,” added Lini alone.  She had seen that them talking together in synch had rattled some of their audience.

“Thank you, ladies,” said Raisha dryly.  “There is one final service we will be providing.  We will implant the Faey language, both spoken and written for anyone who wants it.  It may involve a period of confusion, so it is best done before a rest day, while your mind integrates the new information.  It will certainly enable you to understand what is going on in the Galaxy better, and may open up new opportunities for you.  We will be here for some time, I suspect.  We all speak English, so feel free to approach any of us at any time.”

“Now let me pass you to Fleet Lieutenant Rora Suralle, who has her own mission here.”  With that, Raisha sat down, leaving Rora in the spotlight.

Rora Suralle stood there nervously.  She was beginning to wish she hadn’t worn her dress uniform.  It was rather uncomfortable, and made her stand out, especially the house crest on her breast, which made her feel like a target, but she was here on behalf of her house, so she had to look good.  “I’m Rora Suralle, and my House has been awarded the contract from House Karrine to manage food production for the Empire.  I’m here to review quotas, and to give advice on Faey production methods.  I’ll also be assessing what equipment might be needed, and arranging for training in Faey farming techniques, which should boost productivity.  I’m also here to learn from you what works best on your land, and identify any niche products that could be used in other parts of the empire.  We want you to be productive and profitable, but in a sustainable manner, so that both you and the Empire shall prosper.”

She then sat down, relieved to be out of the limelight.  Raisha quickly stood to take over.  “Now, we will be happy to answer any questions you may have,” she said with a smile.

A number of hands were immediately raised.  A stern faced woman in her mid thirties, sitting alone was the first to speak.  “Why do you force us to use that disgusting CivNet system.  It is totally disgusting what you can find on there.  It is totally filled with perversion and it is forced into our homes!  The government should ban it.”  She sat down with a loud sniff.

Raisha answered, “One of the founding principles of CivNet was that all information on it is to be available to anyone.  There are a number of filters that can be applied which will eliminate erotica, but it is up to the individual to decide what they want to see.  The classes that Lini and Lana will be running will show you how to apply them.”

Selina Barry quickly stood and faced the audience.  “You will be happy to know that they have already fixed the school’s systems, so we will be able to teach the children more effectively.”  She sat down again, but several people with children in the room seemed happy to hear the news.

JL was the next to ask. “How much farming experience have you had?” 

Rora was a bit embarrassed when she replied. “Very little.  However, I have had a lot of experience in management techniques and logistics.  I don’t intend on telling you how to farm, I’ll be actually learning your techniques.  However, I do know what Faey technology is capable of, and will be making suggestions on what equipment is available, and arranging delivery.”

“We can’t afford that shit,” yelled Matty from the back.

“Part of the profits from the food sales has been assigned to equipment investment.  I’ll be allocating that based on requirements.”  This was ground which Rora was more comfortable on.  There was little difference in assessing requirements and assigning goods based on those, in a factory or on a farm.  It was just resource dispersion, which she was trained in.

“What about all the reffo’s you imported?” Matty continued.  He had had a bit too much to drink, so he was being quite vocal and a bit combative.

“Reffo’s?” sent Rora in confusion to the marines.

“He’s referring to the Migrants.  It’s a derogatory term, short for refugees,” replied Sgt. Sami.

“That will be decided by your local government.  The migrants who were imported by the Trillanes are actually needed to meet the production targets which have been set.  If sufficient local labour is available, then they will not be needed, but you will have to source the labour from somewhere.”  This news was unexpected, and unwelcome.  Even before Subjugation, the farming industry in Australia had relied on cheap, imported labour.  The massive expansion under Subjugation had meant that millions of people had been imported from South East Asia and Africa.  The population of the country had more than doubled, with people who were from very different cultures.  There had been a significant “One Nation” party, with an anti-immigration agenda before Subjugation, and it had gained many recruits.

However, this was a rural community, who realised the realities of working the land.  The people from the cities would not want to work on the farms, because it was hard work in quite harsh conditions. On the other hand, many of the migrants would probably be happy to do so, rather than return to oppressive regimes and grinding poverty and hunger which they had endured in their homelands.  The Migrants were there to stay.

Joe Daves, who had chosen a chair near the tables with the food, and had been surreptitiously and slowly emptying a plate of sausage rolls had the next question.  “Miss, is there any news about the missing people?”

Lieutenant Rivi Indarre stood up in her uniform.  “I regret to inform you that there has been no progress yet.  I know that both the Duke Karrine and the Empress have hired investigators to find out where they have gone to and are endeavouring to recover them.  If you have photographs, you can register them with us, for the missing persons database, and also provide a DNA sample which may help to identify them.”  She spoke with a great deal of compassion.

On this information, Joe slumped in his chair, the half-eaten roll in his hand forgotten, as his neighbours around him comforted him.  He had cried himself dry a log time ago about his missing brother and sister, but any reminder always depressed him.  He still had hopes that they would turn up in some forgotten corner of the world, so he kept trying to find out what the latest news was, even if the answer left him downhearted.

After a few more questions, about medical check-ups and an obscure problem with an old air-bike, Raisha decided to bring the question and answer session to an end.  She saw that people were glancing at the food more and more, and were losing interest in the discussions.

“Well, good people, thank you for coming.  We will be posting a notice with the contact numbers on the town notice board outside the school, and also at the shop and the hotel, where we are staying.  Like I said before, we can be approached at any time with your concerns.  We are here to help.  Now we can turn to the food prepared by Nanda, from the Linville Hotel.”

There was a polite round of applause, and a general movement towards the tables with the food.  The Faey spread out, deliberately going to each person who had asked a question, to make sure that they were satisfied with the answers they had been given, and also to give additional details which might help.  Lini and Lana ended up flirting slightly with some of the younger single men, which drew some angry stares from some of the younger women in the hall.

Lennie turned up late, after the main discussion.  He ignored the food, and walked over to JL.  He moved sheepishly, clearly there was something serious on his mind.

“JL, I’ve just had a call from my folks in Ipswich,” he started.  “It’s my Gran’s 90th birthday this weekend, and there is a family gathering.  I’ve got to go.”

JL had met Lennie’s grandmother at his wedding.  She was a formidable matriarch who ruled her family.  She also had managed to drink many of the men under the table.  Until the previous year, she had helped in the kitchens of the home where she lived, “Cooking for the old folks,” as she put it, describing people twenty years her junior.  She had only stopped when she had broken her leg after falling off the serving trolley she had been riding on.  Faey doctors had fixed her up, but the catering staff had banned her from the kitchen.  JL realised that if he stopped Lennie from going, she was quite capable of arriving on his front door to harangue him, and to give Lennie a clip around the ear.  He was secretly sure that the Faey approved of the old battleaxe. 

“I wouldn’t stop you, not for her 90th,” JL replied.  “Give my regards to the old lady.”

“I’ll try to leave early and get back for part of the game,” said Lennie.  “I hate leaving the team in the lurch like this, but…”

“Don’t worry,” answered JL.  “Family is the most important thing we have.  And don’t take any risks speeding back either.  I need you intact, and your wife is too pretty to spoil her face by crying.”

“Thanks, JL,” replied Lennie, before hurrying out.

