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Chapter 1 – Sailing, Sailing O'r the Ocean Blue
The fifty-foot catamaran Kin-Gin heeled into the stiffening breeze and picked up speed. A three-foot rolling swell crashed into the twin hulls and threw intermittent bursts of spray into the air. Miniature rainbows flashed in temporary arcs of colored perfection before dropping back into the sea. Ataa laughed with an unrestrained burst of delight that only a child totally absorbed in a moment of wonder could create.
At the sound of his laughter, his sister, Ronna, ran across the webbing stretched between the bows, and joined him, her eyes wide as she searched for the cause of his laughter. The expression transformed to a delighted grin when the next burst of spray presented a momentary flash of a double rainbow just before the warm mist enveloped the two. She dropped to her knees beside her brother and added her shouts of joy to the sound of the waves bursting from the bows.
 Chal Hettz smiled at the children then turned to his wife when she popped her head out of the hatch to see what was causing the children's excitement. He adjusted the wheel to bring the catamaran a little closer to the wind and re-engaged the autopilot.
“Breakfast'll be ready in ten,” Omayda called as she ducked back into the galley. “Watch the kids. I don't want to have to fish one of them from the ocean like we did yesterday.”
Chal waved his understanding before turning to study the waves, wind and current. The onboard computer handled much of the physical work of setting and adjusting the sails, but the helmsman still had to set the course and make fine trim adjustments.
“Ataa, secure that loose sail cover, and then get cleaned up for breakfast,” Chal called. “Ronna, go below and help your mother. Tell her I'll be down in a minute. I just want to make sure my last course correction will clear the tip of Sekotong Tengah. In a few hours, we should be in the Bali Sea.”
“Dad, How long before we reach Singapore?” Ataa rolled the sail cover, and stuffed it through the forward hatch of the sail locker.
“If the wind and weather hold, I’d guess six days.”
“This is the best vacation ever.” Ataa skidded to a stop and jerked back as a flying fish came within inches of his nose. He released a startled, “Yeow,” then laughed at himself. “Did you see that? If I'd had my mouth open, I could have had fish for breakfast.”
“That one would have been a little boney. Head below, I’m right behind you.” Chal couldn't help but to agree with Ataa. Even though it had only been three days since they'd left Darwin, Australia, this was a fabulous vacation. They planned to stop in Singapore for supplies then sail across the Gulf of Thailand to Bangkok. The weather report showed a typhoon developing in the Philippine Sea, but it was too far away to cause them any trouble.
Ronna sat at the built in banquette while Omayda flipped pancakes. Chal and Ataa clattered down the four steps to the galley pushing and wrestling.
Omayda waved her spatula, “No wrestling in the galley. Someone’s going to get hurt and I’ll have to clean up the blood and tears.”
The miniature range, refrigerator, and built in cabinets provided all the functionality of a full kitchen if a person didn't mind cooking in an area the size of the normal bathroom. The door to the left at the bottom of the stairs gave access to the head. The shower, sink and toilet combined into a space just large enough to slide in and sit down.
“Get washed up before Ronna and Nazzy eat all the bacon,” Omayda said.
“I only had two pieces,” Nazzy’s ears drooped as he inched toward the still sizzling strips.
“I was kidding. There's plenty.”
Nazzy's ears returned to their normal alert erectness as he snagged a third piece of bacon from the platter.
“You're lucky there aren't any Earth humans around or you'd be eating dog kibble from a bowl on the floor,” Chal said.
“Why'd we have to come to a planet where the dominant life form is human? Why couldn't we go to one where Canidae became the dominant species?” Nazzy moaned.
Chal slid behind Omayda and gave her bottom a clandestine squeeze as he went to the galley sink. “Next time you can choose the family vacation destination, Nazzy. When we planned this trip, you were as excited to come to Earth as the rest of us.”
Ataa opened the head door so he could use the small sink inside.
Swallowing the last bit of bacon so he could talk, “That was before I knew we'd be isolated on a sailboat. I came here to make the acquaintance of a hot little local bitch—or two—or three.”
“Nazzy!” Omayda turned from flipping pancakes and shook the spatula at him. “There are children present.”
“Mom, I’m not a child anymore. I’m fifteen. I’m old enough to know about Nazzy’s appetite for females,” Ronna said. “Besides, I saw that little butt squeeze dad copped on the way to the sink.”
Omayda’s eyes flicked to Chal as an eyebrow lowered and she gave him the look.
Nazzy said, “What? I like variety. I just said I wanted to meet a few local females.” 
“You may look like an Earth pug,” Omayda loaded pancakes on a plate, “but this planet is home to an entire host of related canine species. Many are much, much larger and stronger than you are. You go messing around in the wrong den, and some stud is going to use your ears for chew toys.”
“Don't worry. I'm a lot smarter than any homegrown muscle-bound dog on this planet.”
Omayda shook her head and turned back to the pancakes. “Be careful. You've been a member of this family for a long time. I'd really miss your shedding all over the place if a Rottweiler uses your pelt for a drool rag.”
“Omayda…” Nazzy stared at her until she turned toward him. “I love you, too.”
“Oh, eat your breakfast.”
Breakfast finished and the dishes washed, Ronna, Ataa and Nazzy watched the distant coast of Mataram Indonesia slip past the starboard side of the Kin-Gin.
Nazzy yawned. “I'm going to take a little nap. Don't wake me up unless we're going to be swallowed by a whale.” Jumping to the top of the cabin, he stretched his paws out in front of as far as he could reach, and then turned around three times before settling in the lee of an air vent and tucking his nose between his front paws. With a contented huff, he closed his eyes.
Chal charted a course toward Singapore. He spun the wheel to port and steadied on the plotted heading. The sailing computer adjusted the sails and booms for optimum performance, while he refined the craft’s trim tabs for a slightly smoother ride. Pulling a short fishing pole from a storage compartment, he baited the hook, cast the line into the Kin-Gin's wake and propped his feet on the stern rail before pulling his wide brimmed hat over his eyes. The motion of the boat combined with the warm breeze had him nodding off in minutes.
The thunder of machine gun fire and Ronna's scream snapped him from sleep to full awareness. Two powerboats were closing in from astern. The closest fired another burst of heavy caliber machine gun bullets that stitched a line of holes across the sail before one of the bullets destroyed the mast's sail handling mechanism. The next burst penetrated the boat and destroyed the small diesel engine in the port hull.
The Kin-Gin slowed as water rushed into the damaged hull. The drag from the weight of the water pulled the boat to port, and the sails luffed. Chal staggered across the tilting deck and slapped his hand down on a button hidden under a cover on the control panel. The tilt of the deck and sudden deceleration caused the two screaming children on the bow trampoline and Nazzy on the cabin roof to somersault over the side into the ocean.
Omayda's scream from the cabin of the boat made the hair on the back of Chal's neck stand on end.



Chapter 2 – To the Rescue
The sky faded to black as Durall lifted out of Earth's atmosphere. The ascent through the high cirrus clouds was quick with just a hint of turbulence. A light sheen of ice formed on the ship's skin for a few seconds before a miniature undulating ripple flowed from nose to tail, cracking the ice and clearing it from the surface. Durall's needle-sharp nose shifted toward the west as his speed increased.
Nick Blade shifted his butt into a more comfortable position in the captain's chair as he watched the view screens shift and steady on the new course. A lock of dark brown hair falling over his left eye reminded him it was time for a trim.
“We’ll arrive at the last coordinates received from the emergency locator beacon in under an hour,” the ship, a series 4000Z multicraft known as, Durall, reported. “Thanks, Durall. Would you ask Riki Dorn and the windalfluffs to come to the bridge?”
“It would be my pleasure, sir,” said Durall in his highbrow English butler accent.
A few minutes later, Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera and her mate Andarill, flowed through the bridge hatch. They moved so smoothly across the floor on their six legs that they seemed to levitate. Eighteen to twenty inches long, the two looked like a cross between a feather duster and a floor mop. Dustmopier was a light red-brown with streaks of off-white banding her fur, and Andarill was a solid dark auburn. Their eyes extended through their fur on retractable independent armored stalks. Forward of the last set of legs where the head joined the torso, a pair of very human looking arms projected. The arms ended in three fingered hands with an opposed thumb.
Nick smiled at the newly mated pair. “Durall, please provide a lounge pedestal for Dust and Anda.”
A ramped pedestal grew out of the bridge floor. It stopped at a comfortable height for the human and windalfluffs to communicate.
Dustmopier claimed one of the lounging couches on the platform. “Is there any news on the missing boat or its crew?”
“Off World Visitor Tracking has not been able to make contact since the boat dropped off their sensors four-hours-ago. They were crossing from the Bali to the Java Sea near a small island called Pulau Saubi when the Kin-Gin dropped off the OWVT sensor grid,” Nick’s well-toned six-foot-three body shifted to face the windalfluffs.
Andarill waved the three windalfluff royal guardsmen of their protective detail into position around the base of the pillar. When Durall had activated a warbling tone to alert the crew that an Emergency Locator Beacon signal was transmitting. The windalfluffs assigned as bodyguards for the First Prinas of Verdera and her mate, went in to threat mode and donned their full combat harnesses and weapons, ready to respond to the unknown emergency. They carried class five quantum rifles in their very human like hands. A holster on the right side of each harness held a small but powerful hand stunner, and on the left hung the traditional weapon of all Verderan guardsmen, a wickedly sharp sword.
“Where's Seabiscuit?” Dustmopier asked.
“I wish you'd quit calling Riki, Seabiscuit. You know it pushes her buttons.”
Dust giggled, “I hadn't noticed.”
“You don't notice much of anything since you mated,” Riki said as she entered the bridge. “If you drag Andarill into the burrow under the zanta bush one more time, the poor guy will shrivel up and blow away.”
“Not happening; my domid's got stamina. He knows how to satisfy a gravin.”
One of the royal guardsmen barked a strangled laugh. Dust and Anda had only been mated for five days, and she already had the distinctive white stripes of a gravin carrying nits.
“You two want to get serious for a few minutes,” Nick said as if talking to a pair of four-year-olds. “Please provide a chair for Riki, if you would, Durall.”
A captain's chair matching Nick's rose from the floor of the bridge. One of the many benefits of having a ship made of organometallic materials was the ability to change a room, or the entire ship's configuration at will. Durall could transform living organic cells that grew into any desired shape, into a stable metallic phase that required no energy or nutrients. In essence, Durall was a living, artificially intelligent vessel with unlimited configuration and self-repair capabilities.
Riki settled her petite but voluptuous five-foot-three body into the chair next to Nick, and when he turned back to the view screen, she stuck her tongue out at Dust, acting more like the four-year-old Nick had implied, than the highly trained and educated twenty-nine-year-old undercover agent that she was. Dark auburn red hair spilled in waves down her back and over her shoulders. She was dressed in a black form-fitting jumpsuit and lightweight combat boots. 
Nick caught the reflection of Riki's gesture in the surface of the screen and shot her a quelling look. “We know the course the Kin-Gin was on when she disappeared. I plan to approach the area behind a spread of long-range probes. If the disappearance was due to natural forces, like a rogue wave or squall, we should find the damaged boat or survivors quickly. If the crew activated the ELB because of a hostile act, the probes might give us enough information to be able to track the perpetrators.
The Kin-Gin is a fifty-foot sailing catamaran out of Darwin Australia. A human family from the planet Theoaa leased it. Father—Chal Hettz, forty-two, mother—Omayda, thirty-nine, daughter—Ronna fifteen, son—Ataa, seven, and a family friend, Nazzy, a native of Fenreal. The closest Earth species equivalent for Fenrealians is the pug.”
“I'll admit ignorance,” Riki said. “Fill me in on the pug and Fenrealians.”
“The pug is a small dog. The ones I’ve seen have black faces and brown or tan bodies with a flat smashed face. If you saw the Men In Black movies, that dog was a pug. The one notable difference is the tail; Fenrealians have tails that look like a transplant from a rabbit.
Fenrealian’s have the ability to learn and speak other species languages very quickly. Their society did not develop a mechanical technology base due to a lack of manipulative appendages. What they do have is a well-developed sex drive.”
“So what you're saying is that this Nazzy looks just like an Earth pug but he can understand and speak just about any language he hears and use that ability to get busy with any compatible species he meets. Kind of like Dustrag and her love slave.”
“Yes... No… Riki, enough—”
Andarill moved to the edge of the pillar and got Nick's attention. “We have the four combat flyers we can use for search and rescue, but we should hold off launching them until we are near the search area. They will be more useful once we reenter Earth's atmosphere and they can assume the shape of an Earth species.”
Nick shifted his attention to Andarill. “When we near the last reported position of the Kin-Gin, you and your men take flanking positions with your flyers. That should give us an early warning of any surface vessels that might sight Durall. The last thing we need is a navy ship on pirate patrol picking us up.” Andarill nodded his understanding. “I'll see to it, Determinist Blade.” He joined his royal guardsmen as they left the bridge.
“Dust, would you talk to your mate? Try to get him to loosen up a little. He doesn't have to use my title of Determinist of Earth unless we are receiving a high ranking or royal delegation from off world,” Nick said.
“I'll try, but you know, with his formal training as a royal guard commander before he became the First Prince of Earth, it’s a drastic shift in protocol for him.”
“I know, but we need to lose a little of the rigid formality.” Nick shifted his attention back to the view screen. “Durall, as soon as we hit atmosphere, release the probes.”
“Probes will deploy in twenty minutes, sir.”
The islands of Indonesia were coming into range on the view screen when three slight shudders in Durall's hull signaled the launch of the probes. Two minutes later, four more thumps indicated the launch of the Verderan combat flyers.
“I'm approaching the area of the last ELB transmission,” Durall reported.
Nick spoke to the view screen, “Andarill, do you see any indication of wreckage?”
“Not at this time Determ… ah, Mr. Blade.”
Dustmopier must have talked to Andarill. “Call me Nick. It will save time, and time might be critical later on.”
“As you wish, Nick.”
“This is Pelican Two. I have wreckage in the water and a possible survivor. Make that two possible survivors, a young boy and a small dog or cat. Transmitting coordinates.”
“We'll be overhead in two minutes, Captain,” Durall said.
“One of you land as close as possible for a close assessment. Durall, have Meka standing by in powerboat form.”
“Yes, sir. Meka is in prelaunch position and ready to deploy when you arrive.”
Meka, Riki's former Lexus LFA sports car, had been transformed by Durall, into a multicraft using organometallic materials. Durall also copied his neural net, or brain, and installed the copy in Meka. She had her own rather aggressive personality.
“Riki come with me. I might need your help with the rescue. Dust, you have the conn. Let us know if the probes or flyers find anything else.”
Nick and Riki ran to the hold and boarded the waiting speedboat. A hatch opened in Durall's hull, and Meka launched in an arc through the air and slammed into the ocean already moving at speed.
Nick studied the mostly submerged Kin-Gin. The right hull floated on its side in the middle of a field of cast off cushions, bottles, life preservers and clothing. A small arm waved from the deck side of the hull. Meka slowed and maneuvered through the debris until she bumped the sailboat's hull. A strap of material extended from Meka's hull and clamped to a deck cleat on the sailboat.
Nick and Riki leaned over the gunnel and pulled the young boy from the waves. He looked exhausted and sun burned.
“We have you. Are you Ataa Hettz?”
The small head nodded as his bottom lip quivered. In a small rasping voice he said, “They took my family. I hid under the trampoline until they left. I knew someone would come looking for us.”
“I'm Nick Blade, and this is Riki Dorn. We're here to rescue you and your family.”
The scratch of nails on fiberglass warned Nick a second before a furiously growling and snapping Nazzy jumped aboard Meka.
“Whoa, we're the good guys, Nazzy,” Riki said. “We're trying to help.”
One of the circling pelicans landed in the water next to Meka. A hatch popped open on its back, and Andarill stuck his head out. “Nick, a ship is approaching at high speed. My men report that it's the USS Independence, and it's making about forty knots on an intercept course.
“Damn, I've heard of it. It's a new littoral combat ship in the United States Navy. They designed it specifically for combat in the shallow island waters of a littoral zone. I read that the Navy deployed it to combat the pirates that frequent this area. I have a feeling it's loaded for bear, and we're about to become its first trophy in front of the fireplace.
“Durall, convert to yacht form and standby to recover all resources except the probes. We need to get out of here,” Nick said.
Durall shifted form and became a 140-foot luxury yacht. “Captain, I believe it is too late for us to leave without a fight. A tilt-rotator aircraft has just launched from the approaching ship, and I sense the ship’s weapons systems are trying to lock onto my hull.”
“Do you want me to disable the aircraft?” Andarill asked as he began to pull back into his cockpit.
“No. The Navy is here to stop the pirates and help their victims. Get your men back aboard Durall, and have them stay out of sight. Riki and I will try to keep this from becoming World War Three.



Chapter 3 – A Call to Arms
Lieutenant Casey “Big Dog” Kayhill followed the last of his team up the ramp of the V-22 Osprey tilt-rotator aircraft. He stopped at the top of the ramp for one last check of his men before liftoff. They were going into an unknown and potentially dangerous situation. This was his team's first hot deployment against possible pirates in the waters around Indonesia. The report of gunfire and suspicious activity had come from a small secret listening post on the island of Pulau Saubi. The system used multiple microphones to analyze gunshot signatures and to determine direction and distance.
A high-resolution photoreconnaissance satellite had locked onto the potential trouble spot as soon as the report came in.
Lt. Kayhill watched the attack by the two small boats unfold and end with the destruction of the catamaran. Three hours at flank speed had gotten the USS
Independence within striking distance of the wreckage when, unexpectedly, another craft had seemed to appear out of thin air. In one frame, it had just been the sinking cat, and in the next a large streamlined, for want of a better word, spaceship had been in the water next to the wreckage along with a flock of four very large pelicans circling the area. Now the screen of his combat-net linked tablet showed a large luxury yacht floating where the spaceship had been only seconds ago. Three of the large pelicans had disappeared into the yacht, but one still floated in the water next to a powerboat near the wreckage.
Watching through the cockpit windscreen, Kayhill tightened his grip on the pilot’s seat as the Osprey came to a hover over the yacht and sinking catamaran.
He instructed the pilot to descend to jump height and signaled three of his men into the water.
The pelican floating near the powerboat launched into the air so rapidly that Kayhill lost track of it as it passed under the V-22. “Crap, that bird must have a wing span of fifteen feet.” He turned to see if anyone had seen where the bird went and saw it hovering behind his aircraft about thirty feet from the open boarding ramp. It didn't flap its wings or shift in the turbulent air coming off the large spinning props of the Osprey. It just hovered unmoving thirty feet from the ramp.
Kayhill gripped the pilots shoulder, “Rotate the aircraft180 degrees and tell me what you see.”
After a slight depression of the left rudder pedal, “A lot of empty ocean, sir.”
Kayhill looked out the open back of the plane directly into the black eyes of the hovering pelican.
“Chief Wilkin, report.”
“Big Dog, we're in the water near the yacht. It recovered the speedboat through a hatch in the port hull, but once the boat was inside the hatch closed and there is now no indication it ever existed. There were three people, two adults and a child as well as a dog, on the boat when it reached the yacht. The sinking vessel is a sailing catamaran called the Kin-Gin out of Darwin Australia.”
“Your new mission is to board the yacht and secure the deck. The remainder of the team will repel down and assist.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Pilot, position us for deployment onto the yacht.”
The Osprey moved into position and the five remaining men of the team attached ropes to cleats near the ramp. At Kayhill's signal, the team fast roped onto the yacht's aft deck. Kayhill followed a few seconds later. To Kayhill's surprise, the three men he'd ordered to board the yacht were still in the water. His men on the yacht lowered ropes to them and hauled them aboard.
“Chief Wilkin, I'm glad you could join us.”
“Sorry, Big Dog. Every time we tossed a grappling hook over the rail and started climbing, it came lose and dumped us back in the ocean. I've never encountered a problem like that before.”
Kayhill signaled his men to spread out and search the ship.
Five minutes later, he rejoined Chief Wilkin on the aft deck. “I didn't find a single opening into the interior of this boat,” Kayhill told Wilkin.
“Same here, Big.” Wilkin removed his helmet and rubbed his clean-shaven head. You want us to use explosives?”
“I can just see the headlines if we do that. 'U.S. Navy uses explosives to gain entrance to luxury yacht on the high seas while it was rendering aid to sinking vessel.'“ Kayhill leaned against the smooth, seamless bulkhead, taking advantage of a little patch of shade.
Wilkin turned to stare aft at the approaching USS Independence. “Give me an order, sir. We'll try anything you suggest.”

When Kayhill didn't answer, Wilkin turned and stared at the unmarked and unoccupied bulkhead. The only thing that had changed was a very large pelican looking down at him from on top of the yacht's roof.
“Anyone have eyes on the Lt?”
After every man except the Lieutenant had reported in and a second sweep of the accessible decks was completed, he called the Independence for guidance.



Chapter 4 – Meeting of Minds
Lt. Kayhill fell backwards and landed on his ass in a carpeted passageway. He jumped to his feet, drew his sidearm and dropped into a combat stance. Nothing and no one moved.
“Wilkin, you have a copy on my transmission… Wilkin, do you copy this transmission? Independence this is Lieutenant Kayhill, do you read me? Shit!” 
Walking moved silently along the passageway, he opened the doors of four empty cabins before finding one that had woman's clothes scattered around. The well-appointed cabin held a closet, small bathroom, queen size bunk, and a vanity table with stool. He picked up a bikini top and his eyes widened at the size of the cups compared to the length of material to the rear hook. This bikini was from a woman with some truly outstanding attributes. He put the muzzle of his gun in one of the cups and pushed the tip out.
“Do you normally go around fondling strange women's bathing suits,” said a voice behind him.
Kayhill jumped about twenty-feet in the air while trying to spin around and get the muzzle of his semi-automatic pistol free of the day-glow yellow bikini.
The woman he'd been having a waking wet dream about was leaning against the cabin doorframe, her arms crossed under the former occupants of that bikini top. She had a peeved look on her face, but she was stunning. Her petite body had luscious curves in all the right places. Helen of Troy might have had a face that could launch a thousand ships, but this woman had one that could bring the entire Navy to its knees.
He finally got his gun clear and pointed in a usable direction. The bright bathing suit bra’s hooks snagged in the mesh of his combat vest.
“So now you're going to shoot me, because I caught you with your hand in my bra?”
“Ah, no. You just startled me.”
“I can see where you might get a little jumpy being caught wearing a women's things, especially if you hadn't been introduced to said woman.” Riki stared at her bikini top hanging down the front of Kayhill’s vest.
“What's your name, and what ship is this?” Kayhill said as he tried to remove the snagged bra hook without taking his eyes off the woman.
“Oh, now you want to get to know me. Next, you'll be asking me out on a date for dinner with a little light sex for dessert. I don't think so. Since you're on my ship, I'll ask the questions. What gives you and your merry band of swinging dicks the right to board a ship in international waters without so much as a 'Hello, may we please come aboard and talk?'“
“You were dead in the water next to a boat that was attacked. For all we know you’re the ones who committed the attack on the Kin-Gin.”
“Nice try, but we know you saw us rescuing that little boy and his dog. If we'd have been pirates, you and your boarding team would be fish food. One surface to air missile or RPG and no more fancy, tilt-rotor airplane.”
“We're the U. S. fucking Navy. No luxury yacht is going to take on a Navy unit and its boarding party and come out on top.”
Riki smiled and shook her head. “Lieutenant, you have a lot to learn about the universe. Get over yourself and realize you aren't the only good guys in the world, and I might put in a good word for you with the Captain.”
“I asked you a question. Who are you, and what's the name of this ship?”
Riki sighed, “I just knew you were going to be stubborn.” She stepped forward so his gun pressed into her cleavage. “Either put the gun down or pull the trigger. One way or the other you are going to show me some respect and common decency or I'm going to shove that thing up your ass.”
Kayhill reached for Riki's shoulder with his left hand while keeping the gun pressed against her sternum.

Riki wrapped her left hand around the gun with her little finger between the hammer and firing pin so that it could not fire. With her right hand, she grabbed his crotch, wrapped her leg behind his and shoved. He landed flat on the deck with enough force to drive the air from his lungs. She rolled off Kayhill's prone body and twisted the gun from his dazed grip. Tossing the gun into a corner of the cabin, she continued to search for additional weapons. His combat knife followed the gun, along with a backup gun, ammunition and two flash bang grenades. The pile of equipment disappeared into the deck.
Riki was sitting on the bed, legs crossed, when Kayhill quit gasping for breath. “You ready to play nice and go meet the Captain?” He wasn’t bad looking, kind of a less hairy Hugh Jackman as Wolverine clone with short-cropped mouse-brown hair.
Kayhill shook his head and sat up, taking several more deep breaths as he tried to ease the pain radiating from his crotch.
“Come on, stud-muffin. You can make it.” Riki helped him to his feet and pulled him out of her cabin.
Nick turned from the information on the view screen when he heard them come on the bridge.
“Captain Nick Blade, this is Lieutenant Kayhill of the U.S. fucking Navy. He wanted to meet you and see if the U.S. Navy could be of any assistance in helping us rescue the missing members of the Hettz family. Isn’t that right Lieutenant?”

Kayhill gave Riki a crushing look.
Nick stood up and held out his hand. “Welcome aboard Lieutenant. I didn't realize the U.S. had a Navy trained for that purpose.”
Riki released a snort of laughter.
Kayhill pulled his arm out of Riki's grasp and glared at Nick. The Captain looked like a playboy surf bum. Six-three of lean, ropey muscle topped by a mop of dark-brown, short-cropped hair that needed a trim, Blade had the strained look of a man with big problems.
“Sorry, Lieutenant. Riki's introduction just struck me funny.” 
“I'm Lieutenant Casey Kayhill, ‘Big Dog’ to my team and friends.” He took the offered hand.
Nick's expression sobered after Kayhill released his grip. “Ataa Hettz, the little boy we rescued, tells me the pirates took his father, mother and older sister with them in the speedboats after they attacked the Kin-Gin. They headed due west. Did your systems show you where they’re headed?”
“We didn't track the pirates after they left the area. We left the satellite focused on the sinking sailboat looking for survivors.”

Oh shit. “See anything interesting?” Nick asked.
Kayhill raised an eyebrow and just stared at Nick.
“Damn, I knew it was only luck we'd gotten away undetected this long,” Nick said. “Riki, do you have an opinion on what I should do?”
“I know you can't interfere with governments and politics, but what are your directives about the lives of visiting people?”
“Protect at all costs up to and including withdrawal and quarantine.”
“I think you just answered your own question. We need to find the Hettz family and get them to safety,” Riki said.
“Take a chair, Big. This will take a few minutes to explain. Keep an open mind and consider all angles before you do something impulsive or imprudent.”
Kayhill looked around the bridge, the only chair, the one Nick was using. He glanced at Riki with a questioning expression.
She gestured to a chair next to Nick’s that seemed to have grown from the deck.
Kayhill prodded the chair a few times before he cautiously settled into the seat.
“Here is what my probes have discovered.” Nick pointed to the view screens. Where one view screen had existed when Kayhill entered the bridge, three screens now displayed pictures of coastal waters from three different locations. One showed two boats speeding toward a narrow overgrown inlet.
“Durall, zoom in screen two and show us the occupants of the boats.” The picture snapped to a close up of the open boats. One of the boats held a woman and young girl along with three armed men, and the other, a man with his hands behind his back and blood streaming from a nasty cut on his head. In the second boat, two men held AK-47's on the bound man while a third controlled the craft and the fourth manned a tripod mounted machinegun.
“Durall, is Ataa awake?”
“I'm afraid he's sleeping, sir. The ordeal of the day had him reduced to a condition where I felt he needed a sedative and sleep to recover as quickly as possible.”
“Then please locate Nazzy and have him report to the bridge.”
“Right away, Captain.”
“So your name is Nick Blade and your side kick here is Riki,” Kayhill said waving toward woman lounging against the bulkhead.
“Oh, sorry I never completed the introductions.” Nick held out his hand again. “I'm Nick Blade and this is Riki Dorn, a friend of mine and crew member.”

Kayhill shook the outstretched hand and nodded.
A small dog scampered through the door and jumped up on the arm of Nick's chair.
“You sent for me, Determinist Blade.”
What the shit? Kayhill leap from his chair and stared wide-eyed at the little dog talking to Blade.
“Nazzy, is that the Hettz family in the boats on screen two?”
Nazzy took a long look at the screen and in a surprisingly soft voice said, “Yes, that's Chal in the rear boat and Omayda and Ronna in the lead. I think Chal has been injured. Please, we must go to them at once.”
“We will, Nazzy. We just need to do this so we don’t endanger the hostages any more than they already are,” Nick said as he waved at Lieutenant Kayhill. “This man has offered to help us save your friends. Lieutenant Kayhill, this is Nazzy, a longtime friend of the Hettz family.”
“Bu—but, you’re a dog—a talking dog.” Kayhill blindly reached for the chair he'd vacated and eased back into the seat.
“Are you sure he can help us, Determinist Blade. He appears to be somewhat limited in his intelligence.”
“I-I think I was just insulted by an animal. A chicken chasing dog and a baby one at that.” Kayhill leaned over to add bulk and intimidation to his statement.
Nazzy looked at Nick. “What's a chicken, and why would one chase it?”
“It's a bird we use for food. Dogs like to chase them because they are an easy meal. Never mind. Lt. Kayhill, Nazzy is not a dog. He's a Fenrealian. A noted language expert and longtime member of the Hettz family.”
Kayhill continued to stare at Nazzy.
Nazzy returned the stare and said out of the side of his mouth, “Is this guy dangerous? He's looking at me like I'm a chicken and he wants to chase me.”
“Lt. Kayhill, what you learn here today must stay between us. The long-range implications of our presence here and the spread of that knowledge to the general population of Earth could affect Earth's future in ways you cannot conceive. Do you understand what I'm saying?”
“I hear you. I can't say I understand you and what you're implying.”
“That's an honest answer. I think we can work with that. We are not a threat to the people of Earth, but we also need to keep our existence secret.”
“How do you expect us to work together if I can't tell anyone what's going on?”
“You can pass on the information that will help with the rescue, just omit the pieces that could cause certain kinds of knowledge to become widely known.”
“Knowledge like me meeting a talking dog… Sorry Fenrealian.”
“Now you're catching on. It could be disastrous if word of alien visitors started circulating. Believe me, if I had another way of getting the Hettz family back, I would not be talking to you. Earth could continue along its evolutionary path toward social maturity, never knowing other intelligent species existed. This situation has forced me to attempt limited contact and request your team’s assistance. Think of this ship as that of a friendly nation, one you’ve been temporarily assigned to assist.”
“Hey, Nick. Andarill wants to know if you want him and the royal guard to remove the armed men on deck,” Dustmopier called as she flowed through the door and up to Riki's shoulder. “Oops. Didn't know you had company.”
“That's okay, Dust. Lieutenant Kayhill and I were just talking about keeping secrets, and about how he can give us a hand. Kayhill, meet my partner and one of my best friends, Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera.”
“Here are two more not so intelligent questions. What's a First Prinas and what is Verdera?” Kayhill asked.
“I take back my crack about limited intelligence. It takes a goodly amount of it to admit you don't know everything and are willing to ask questions to get the answers you need,” Nazzy said.
Kayhill nodded his acceptance of Nazzy's reevaluation.
“First Prinas is the title of the heir to the royal throne. Verdera is Dustmopier's home planetary alliance. Her parents, Dominant Casterill and Primary Zilcia, currently rule it. Dustmopier is mated to Andarill, First Prince of Earth and the pilot of the combat flyer sitting on top of this ship.”
“You mean the Pelican?”
“Yes. It's a pretty good form of camouflage in this region.” Nick gestured at the view screens showing other pelicans near the coastal waters.
“A little large to be believable,” Kayhill said.
“Captain, our guests topside seem to be getting ready to use explosives to gain entrance.”
“Show me.” A fourth view screen snapped to life on the bulkhead. Two of the sailors on deck were applying a thin cord around an area about the size of a normal ship’s hatch. Chief Wilkin ordered the remainder of the team toward the stern and out of the blast area.
“Big, would you please contact your men and order them to stop what they are doing. Tell them we will provide refreshments in a few minutes if coffee and fruit juice is acceptable.”
“How am I supposed to contact them? My team comm is not working. SOP for a member of the team being out of contact for an extended period is to make physical contact and ensure the team member is not compromised.”
“So go out and talk to them. Just be careful about what you tell them.”
“Chief Wilkin won't buy it when he sees I'm unarmed.”
“Durall, return Lt. Kayhill's weapons.”
A pedestal emerged from the floor with all of Kayhill's missing weapons.
Kayhill checked that the weapons were loaded and returned them to sheath, pockets and holsters.
“Walk to the end of the passageway and ask Durall to open the hatch. Dust, have the royal guard ready to launch in five. We’ll need them to follow the boats once they reach the inlet. The probes can't fly under the canopy undetected. Durall, please provide refreshment to the men on deck.”



Chapter 5 – God's Ear
“Chief Wilkin, stow the explosives, they won't be necessary.”
“Lieutenant. Where'd you go? We searched the deck and couldn't find you.” Wilkin took a quick inventory of Kayhill's weapons and physical condition before signaling the sailors to remove the explosive cord.
The large pelican on top of the cabin settled back and nodded once.
“Independence, this is Big Dog. The situation on the yacht Durall has been resolved. I've agreed to cooperate with the yacht's captain to assist in the rescue of three hostages taken by pirates. He knows the kidnapped family and has recon assets tracking the fleeing speedboats. I will relay the coordinates of the pirates, but recommend we let Captain Blade take the lead for the rescue op.”
“Big Dog, Independence copies. Provide assistance at your discretion.”
“What's going on, Big Dog? Who's Captain Blade, and why would you agree to let him take the lead on this?”
“I’ll explain in a minute. Have the men stand-down on the aft deck. Refreshments will be made available shortly. You'll have to trust me that the recon available to the captain of this yacht is a lot better than what we have in this situation.”
Three distinct thumps from the top of the yacht followed closely by fading whistles caught the sailor's attention. Momentary contrails appeared to the west as three dark shapes dwindled from view.
Wilkin and the rest of the team looked to Kayhill for answers.
“Recon drones. The pirates are heading for a small inlet west of here and the assets tracking them did not have the ability to fly under the jungle canopy. Captain Blade, would it be possible to display the probe view you showed me earlier to my team?”
A large portion of the aft bulkhead facing the open deck came to life with a view from the probe tracking the bouncing speedboats. Three additional windows opened to show views from cameras approaching the area at high speed.
The yacht deck tilted as Durall got underway following the path of the contrails. Two rows of deck chairs and a table holding coffee, juice, and sandwiches appeared behind the boarding party.
Wilkin’s eyes narrowed at the appearance of the accommodations, but he took Kayhill’s cue and kept his mouth shut.
“Men, we’re in pursuit of the pirates,” Kayhill paced in front of the team as he talked. “It will take a while to get to the area you see on the screen. Refreshments are behind you, so relax while you can. You’ll see everything we receive from the drones displayed on the screen. If you have questions or suggestions, speak up. We can hear you on the bridge. As you've already noticed this yacht is rather unique, don't be too surprised if it demonstrates some remarkable capabilities. That is all for now.”
The boarding party hesitated. Several of the team members exchanged questioning looks. Wilkin flashed a stand-down but remain alert hand signal to the men. They finally relaxed a notch and several headed for the refreshment table as Kayhill signaled Wilkin to follow. The two walked out of sight before Kayhill began talking to the bulkhead. “Captain Blade, this is Chief Wilkin, my second in command. I know you wanted to limit knowledge of your situation and this yacht's capabilities, but I think we really need to read Wilkin in on everything. In a dangerous situation like this, it’s mandatory that more than one individual has the knowledge to complete the mission if the commanding officer is incapacitated.”
Nick’s voice seemed to emanate from the solid bulkhead. “I'll accept your evaluation of the situation, Big Dog. Let your men know you’re coming to the bridge. Riki will meet you at the hatch and act as your escort.” 
After informing the team of the meeting, Kayhill and Wilkin returned to the now open bulkhead hatch. Riki waved them through, and the hatch flowed shut behind them. All indications of its existence disappeared. Wilkin ran his hand over the smooth bulkhead, and glanced at Kayhill with a raised eyebrow.
Kayhill flashed him a wait hand signal and then gestured at Riki's back.
Now that Wilkin's eyes had adjusted to the dim interior light, the full effect of Riki's petite Playboy-model-figure and redheaded beauty astonished him.
Kayhill whispered, “Close your mouth, Chief. You're drooling on the carpet.”
Wilkin took a shuddering breath and cleared his throat.
“Chief Wilkin, this is Riki Dorn, a member of the Durall's crew. Don't let her stature and looks fool you. She's had some serious hand-to-hand training,” Kayhill said.
Riki turned back to the two men, “Chief Wilkin, it's nice to meet you. Thank you for assisting in our rescue mission.”
“Dorn. Any relation to the famous movie actor, Rip Dorn?” Wilkin asked.
“He's my father.”
“Is that why you're here? Is he the one backing this yacht and mission? Daddy's little girl has a big toy and wants to go play hero?”
Riki’s face transformed into a snarling mask, she planted her feet and turned on Wilkin, lines forming between her brows and at the corners of her mouth. “I haven't talked to my father in nearly a year. I don't think he even knows where I am. This is not my yacht and my father has no monetary or personal interest in it. I'm here because of my training as an Agency field operative and my Ph.D. in criminology from the U of Maryland. I can't hump a hundred pound pack as far as you and your team, but I will put my martial arts skill and marksmanship up against your best. You name the time, place and weapon. You want to test me, ask Kayhill here how well that went.”
 “Don't even consider it, Chief. I need you in one piece and with all your parts working,” Kayhill said.
“Come on. We're wasting time. The bridge is this way.” Riki turned and stomped off down the passageway.
Nick’s attention was riveted to the view screens when the three entered the bridge. Nazzy and Dustmopier sat in the chair that Kayhill had used when he was on the bridge earlier.
Chief Wilkin stopped abruptly and his hand snapped to his sidearm when Dustmopier turned to look at him.
“What the hell is that?” Wilkin said.
Dustmopier leapt from the chair to Riki’s shoulder.
Dust waved one of her very human-looking three-fingered hands at Nazzy. “I assume you are referring to Nazzy. He’s a Fenrealian.”
Nazzy glanced over his shoulder and nodded at Wilkin.
Kayhill walked to the chair Nazzy occupied. “Mind sharing your chair?”
“Not at all, Big Dog.” Nazzy said.
Kayhill picked up Nazzy, sat, and then placed him in his lap.
“Lieutenant, what the fuc—”
“Stand down, Chief. Just accept what you see and hear as real. Captain Blade and his friends have asked us to help them rescue the family kidnapped from the Kin-Gin.” Kayhill scratched Nazzy behind the ears.
Nazzy’s eyes began to droop, and he laid his head on his front legs and sighed.
Riki kept a close watch on Chief Wilkin, gauging his reaction to the crew and passengers.
“Welcome to Durall’s bridge, Chief Wilkin,” Nick said. “Please join us. Three of my crew are tracking the fleeing boats. Chal Hettz is in the trailing boat with four pirates, and Omayda and Ronna Hettz are in the lead boat with three.” Two additional chairs rose from the deck in front of the view screens.
Riki touched Wilkins on the shoulder.
Wilkin jerked, spun toward her, grabbed for her wrist and drew his pistol.
“I’m sorry, Chief. I didn’t mean to startle you, I just wanted to point out the chair next to Lieutenant Kayhill,” Riki said.
“You going to plug her, ventilate her worthless hide, turn her into Swiss cheese?” Dust whispered in Wilkin’s right ear.
Wilkin snapped his head to the right and came eyeball to eyeball with two green eyes poking out of a pile of striped fur. “How did yo… You were on…” Wilkins waved toward Riki’s shoulder.
“I knew you wouldn’t pull your gun on me, it had to be Seabiscuit you intended to shoot. But accidents have been known to happen, so I thought I’d be safer watching you put her down from over here. When I first met her, I asked Nick to let me drown her. She has that effect on people,” Dust said. “So what do you think? Right between the eyes, or through the heart? With the head shot, we’ll have brain matter all over the bridge. With the heart shot, you’re going to destroy her ego. But hey, it’s your bullet.”
Wilkin shook his head, and then glanced at Kayhill as if looking for directions.
“Put the gun away and take a seat, Chief. We have pirates to locate, and three people to rescue,” Kayhill said turning back to study the view screens.
“Please have a seat next to Lieutenant Kayhill, and take the First Pain-In-The-Ass of Verdera with you,” Riki said, ignoring the gun and moving to stand behind Nick’s chair.
Wilkin holstered his weapon and eased back in the indicated chair. Dust remained on his shoulder and occasionally turned to whisper in his ear as she pointed to the various screens.
Wilkin jumped the first few times she did it, but soon began asking Dust questions.
 Riki continued to observe Wilkin in her peripheral vision as his eyes flicked from screen to screen following Dust’s gestures.

“Durall, add another view screen above the others. Display a satellite view of the region surrounding the inlet the pirates are entering,” Nick said as a feeling of impending doom hit him.
The view screen appeared on the bulkhead above the existing ones. Two slowly flashing red dots indicated the speedboats with the captives nearing an inlet labeled “God’s Ear.” 
“It looks like they’re headed into God’s Ear.” Nick noted that the inlet funneled to an enclosed series of islands and waterways that really did resemble the ridges and whorls of the human ear.
“They have a greeting party,” said Kayhill.
A large number of small watercraft emerged from the cover of the jungle canopy. The speedboats slowed and allowed the others to surround them. There was a brief struggle as two of the pirates pulled Ronna from Omayda’s arms and tossed her into one of the boats from shore. The flotilla then broke into three separate groups and headed for the inlet.
Omayda continued to fight her captors until one of them delivered a blow to the side of her head, and she dropped to the deck.
“The situation just got a lot worse. It looks as if they are taking the prisoners to three separate areas. That’s going to make rescue and coordination a real nightmare,” Nick said.
Nick leaned forward and tapped an icon on the closest view screen. “Pelican flight, separate and track the three hostages. I’ll have Pelican Lead join you for coordination and back up.” 
The views from the three royal guard combat flyers shifted to comply with the new orders, and Durall rocked slightly as Andarill launched from the top of the cabin. The view screen displaying the aft deck showed the relaxing boarding party jump to their feet with weapons in hand, as Andarill’s departure captured their attention. Shouts of, “Did you see that?” and, “What the fuck, that thing changed shape in midair,” came from the screen.
“I should talk to them and let them know that wasn’t a threat,” Wilkin said.
“That’s a good idea. I think it would help to settle the team down if they had something to do, but in this situation, I don’t have a clue what it would be,” Kayhill said.
“The probes are running low on fuel. Normally, I would recover them on the aft deck and Durall would take care of stowing and servicing them. How about I land them in the water, and you can have your men retrieve them and stow them in the hold?” Nick said.
Kayhill looked at Wilkin, who nodded his agreement.
“That will give the men access to the interior of Durall,” Kayhill said.
“It’s going to happen anyway. We can’t keep them corralled on the aft deck much longer. Someone’s going to need to use the head eventually. Riki, would you help Chief Wilkin explain what assistance we need, and then assign the men to cabins? Meka is still in powerboat form. When they’ve stowed their gear, take them to the hold and introduce them to her. Emphasize that everything they see is classified, and not to be discussed with anyone when they return to the Independence. Make sure to have a couple of the team hang on to their rifles. There are a lot of sharks in these waters.”
Riki led Wilkin from the bridge.
“With that many sailors, do you think your secrets will be safe?” Kayhill asked.
“That’s why I had Riki go with Wilkin. After getting one look at Riki and having the chance to work with her, how many of them will remember much about the technology? Especially if she decides to join them when they recover the probes and she wears her bikini.”
“Good point.”
Kayhill and Nick watched the team’s reaction as Riki and Wilkin stepped onto the aft deck. After a few whistles and off color comments, Wilkin got their attention and explained what they were going to do. Riki led the way into Durall and assigned two men to each cabin, which now held sets of bunk beds.
Kayhill squirmed in his chair as his men stowed their gear and formed up for the trip to the hold.
“What’s the matter Big? Afraid your men will have all the fun?”
“Maybe a little.”
“Go ahead and join them. I’ll have Durall record everything, so you can review it later.”
“Fantastic idea. We may need the footage to plan the rescue.” Kayhill eased out of the chair and slid Nazzy to the warm seat he’d just vacated. Dustmopier jumped onto the chair and joined Nazzy as Kayhill hurried from the bridge.
“Too bad we’re not a race that colonizes planets. All we’d have to do to take over Earth is find a few Riki clones and all the fighting men on the planet would drop their weapons and start panting,” Dust said.



Chapter 6 – God's Outer Ear
Omayda reached for Ronna as rough hands ripped her daughter from her arms. She screamed at the men who held them prisoner then turned on the nearest and began clawing at his face. The man standing behind her clouted her ear and she lost her balance and fell to the deck. By the time her head cleared, Ronna was in another boat being held between two deeply tanned men dressed only in shorts. The pirates with Chal had veered off, and she’d lost them among the other watercraft milling around the multitude of narrow gaps that provided entry through the wall of jungle foliage.
The smell of rotting vegetation mixed with burned motor oil and human sweat made Omayda’s stomach roil. She crawled to the gunnel, and hung her head over. One of her guards made a move to grab her, but stopped when he saw the colorless, sick expression on her face.
He jabbed his rifle at her. “You stay put. No more trouble or I tie you to seat,” he said in broken English then repeated it in French.
Omayda gagged several times, and spit to clear the foul taste from her mouth. Taking deep breaths, she pulled the tie of her light beach wrap free and slid her feet from her deck shoes. She watched out of the corner of her eye, waiting for the men to turn away from her. The guard who’d slapped and snapped at her continued to watch. With a display of convulsive retching, she shifted her shoulders and chest over the side. The guard realized she was hanging at an unstable position in the pitching boat and grabbed the back of her wrap to pull her back. With a final push with her legs, she slipped from the wrap and crashed into the roiling water. She changed direction toward the shore and dove for the seabed swimming hard. The webbing between her fingers and toes enabled her to move quickly and smoothly through the water. The surprised pirate shouted, threw the wrap into the water marking where she’d disappeared.
The drone of the speedboat’s engine faded, and then built in volume as it headed back towards the floating wrap.
Omayda swam hard for shallow water and the shore. Before entering the water, she’d seen a point of rocks jutting into the ocean. It formed the base of a large coral reef teeming with life. Large schools of bright silver fish flashed above her as they changed direction in a writhing swirl. 
Her lungs burned as she ran out of oxygen. Using the natural buoyancy of her body, her speed increased as she rose toward the surface. Flipping to her back, she let her feet sink. Omayda broke the surface with her face as low in the water as she could manage while still dragging in gasping breaths. The swells rolling toward shore helped conceal her as she matched her speed to the wave travel and stayed in a trough. Schools of small, reef-dwelling fish with a few larger predators chasing them flashed past on her approach to the barrier reef.
The sound of outboard motors increased as more and more pirates joined the search. Taking a deep breath, she headed for a gap in the reef, and from there to the lee of a large section of coral reef sticking above the water. The turbulence around the coral was tremendous. She forced her way close to the shore side of the rocks where a pool of quiet water gave her a chance to rest and observe. The water still rose and fell with the surge, but by using her hands, she fended off the abrasive surface. Panting, she rested and regained her breath.
Whenever the drone of an outboard motor sounded close, she slipped under the water and waited until the sound receded. As the noise of the search moved closer to the inlet, she peeked around the boulder. All but one of the pirate boats had moved into the inlet. The remaining boat slowed and three men lifted a wooden crate onto the center set. Flipping the top open, each man pulled out two hand grenades. Taking turns, they pulled the pins and threw the grenade as far from the boat as possible. After a short delay, the surface of the ocean erupted with muffled explosions followed by geysers of water and sea life. When the crate was empty, the ocean littered with dead and dying fish, seaweed, and a plastic bucket resurrected from its watery grave, the boat accelerated into the inlet.
The only thing alive in the area was a very large bird circling above the expanding circle of dead fish. Strange it doesn’t land for a free meal.
Using the last of her strength, she climbed the rock and draped her arms over the top. A small ledge gave her toes just enough purchase to hold her body out of the water. The warm sun felt wonderful on her back as a little strength returned to her body.
“Help me, Thymeana. If you have it in your power and feel compassion toward this lowly disciple, help me to rescue Ronna and Chal. Please watch over Ataa and Nazzy until we are together again,” she prayed. “If they have already passed into your realm, hold them close to your heart for me.”
Her eyes drifted closed as stress, physical exertion, and hopelessness overwhelmed her. She jerked awake with a yelp when the rising tide swept her off her perch and dumped her into the turbulence boiling around the rock. Several frantic strokes pulled her into the relative calm water between reef and shore.
The sun was approaching the western horizon. She must have slept for several hours. The back of her neck, arms, and legs felt like they were on fire. Wonderful. She didn’t want to know how bad the sunburn was. There was nothing she could do about it, except limit future exposure. The cool water helped numb the tight sting, but after only a few minutes of swimming, the salt found its way to the nerves just under the skin and the pain flared to new dimensions of agony.
Omayda eyed the approaching jungle with trepidation. The ocean was home, a place she’d known since taking her first swim when she was eight-months old. That ocean hadn’t been this one, but Earth’s ocean was so similar, with many species almost identical, it felt comfortable. The plants, animals and insects of the jungle were a different story. There was nothing even close on Theoaa. There, the land tended towards sparse vegetation with few animals and insects.
The dense screen of vegetation that marked the shore was only fifty-yards away when something very large and heavy bumped against her left hip and thigh.
Omayda emitted a choked scream and rolled to the right. When the water cleared from her eyes, she saw the large bird creature floating ten feet away. She kicked away and looked for an avenue of escape. The shore was still many yards away and the rocks were well out of reach across a quarter mile of ocean.
“If you think I’m going to make an easy meal, think again bird.” She splashed water at it and yelled before she remembered the pirates could have posted a lookout. “There are all kinds of fish floating in the water over there.” She waved in the direction of the reef. “Go eat them, and leave me alone.”
The strangely textured bird did not react to the sound or splash of water that landed on it.
She whispered, “What the hell are you? I don’t remember hearing anything about a flying critter like you in the environmental briefing.” Still no reaction. With a slow flick of her webbed feet, she eased closer. As she approached, she could see it was not an organic life form. The surface was a metallic material colored to look like feathers. The head turned in her direction and the black featureless eyes stared at her, eyes that looked more like glass lenses than living tissue.
Omayda reached out a hand to touch the thing, but snatched it back when the snarl of an outboard motor signaled a boat leaving the inlet and heading toward her. “Damn. Someone was watching.”
The bird thing moved toward the open ocean, spread its wings, and accelerated. With a few flaps, it leapt into the air and circled toward the approaching boat.
The boat looked like the one Chal was in. The speedboat with the large gun mounted on the tripod. As the bird machine approached, the gunner opened fire, trying to shoot it from the air. Lines of glowing bullets danced through the sky as they chased the elusive bird. Several minutes later, barrel smoking, the gun fell silent. Either they were out of ammunition, or the gun had malfunctioned.
Omayda took several deep breaths, and sank below the surface before swimming as fast as she could back toward the reef and its concealing rocks. Better to hide in an area she’d seen, than in one totally unknown to her. The turbulence and danger of having their boat stove in would keep the pirates at a distance. She went deep; it would be harder for the searchers to see her from the surface. As she approached the devastated reef, she released the little remaining air she in her lungs with a gasp of shock. Wide eyed, she watched the approach of the largest shark she’d ever seen on this planet. The monster had to be twenty-five-feet long and five-feet in diameter. It was heading for her, mouth open, a mouth large enough to swallow her in one bite. With no air and little strength, she thought, Open your arms, Thymeana. I come to join you and those you embrace.
Dark metallic tasting water enveloped her in a rush as the enormous shark closed its gapping maw over her. Light and awareness faded.



Chapter 7 – In God's Ear
Ronna fought the arms pinning her to the floor of the speedboat. Once she got a heel free and landed a blow near enough to her captor’s prized possessions. He loosened his hold and shifted away. “When I get free you better take your manhood and run, because I’m going to make sure you become a soprano,” she ground out between her teeth. She couldn’t tell if he understood her threat, but the implication was clear. He snarled and put a semi-automatic pistol to her head.
“Sit! No move.”
With a final twisting jerk, she pulled free and leaned against the side of the boat. In the distance, she saw the boat with her mother veer off toward another waterway. She’d lost track of the one carrying her father.
Shouts and curses came from the boats around her mother as they lost speed and curved in ever widening circles. At sporadic intervals, one of the craft stopped and a pirate plunged his head into the water.
Ronna leaned forward, watching the confusion. Something had happened; it involved her mother and the pirates weren’t happy. She shifted to her knees and grasped the gunnel for support. Her guard growled a warning and pushed her down with a hard, bare foot planted on her chest.
She grabbed the ankle of the foot pinning her to the deck but was unable to shift it. The pirate sneered at her ineffectual attempt to get free.
“What’s happened to my mother?” Ronna panted as the breath squeezed from her lungs.
“Not you problem,” came back in broken English. “You problem, you need please me. You may be freed one day if I choose. You, worthless female, only good for ransom, or please man when he have need. Remember, and you might live.”
Ronna released the ankle and moved her right hand to the pirate’s smallest toe. With a savage wrench, she grabbed the toe and bent it back until she felt it break. The man screamed and stepped back, removing the pressure from her chest. A two-footed kick to the stomach catapulted him over the side; his gun spun off and disappeared with a splash. She scrambled for the gunnel, but the other pirate fell on her, and grabbed her around the neck, pinning her on her stomach. Her vision dimmed as all the air jetted from her lungs…
A rough hand grabbed a hand full of hair, the weight lifted from Ronna’s back and she was pulled to a sitting position. She fought to pull air in to her collapsed lungs as the light faded when the boat reduced speed and entered the covered inlet. Sounds changed from the slap of waves and wind to a myriad of animal calls and the drone of insects. An occasional shout from a human throat pierced the natural background hum.
The pirates wove through a confusing amalgam of intersecting channels, fresh water tributaries and stagnant backwaters. Endless minutes later, they tied the speedboat to a crude pier made of bamboo poles rammed in the muddy bottom. Cross members of half-split bamboo tied pairs of posts together to support a crooked, staggered walkway just wide enough to accommodate a single person.
Ronna’s guard pulled her to her feet and replaced the arm around her neck with a piece of coarse rope. He lifted her to the walkway and climbed up behind her. She felt his fist twist into the back of her top and pull tension on the rope as he shoved her toward shore.
“Walk!”
Propelled from behind, Ronna tried to avoid the worst of the splinters sticking from the rough split wood. Fortunately, most of the sharp slivers had been broken off from heavy use, evidenced by the occasional bloody footprint.
Shore was a spongy, waterlogged tangle of tree roots, moss, underbrush and rotting vegetation. The narrow path slowly climbed to more stable ground as the trees changed from mangroves with large roots disappearing into the water, to much taller mahogany trees with interlocking crowns that blocked the sunlight.
Ronna gasped as a scream ripped through the tangle of vines and trees. Noise from slapping branches and more screeches drew her attention upward to where several small animals ran and swung through the treetops. Sporadically, one of the animals would catch another and a fight would ensue with accompanying screams. While watching the scene above, she tripped over a root and would have fallen on her face if it weren’t for the pirate’s firm grip. She went to her knees and choked as the rope closed off her throat.
“Watch ground. Walk.” Her guard gave her a jerk and shove from behind to get her up and moving.
Ronna wildly swung a closed fist behind her at head level hoping to catch him off guard. The rope around her neck tightened as the man behind her snarled in her ear.
“You want play with me, little hell cat? We play. Tonight. I come play.” The tongue licking up the curve of her ear shocked all thoughts of additional struggle from her mind. Another shove got her moving.
She noticed several thatched- roofed, open-sided huts set on stilts above the jungle floor. People, mostly women and very young children occupied the woven-mat covered platforms. The children crowded the edges watching the pirate force her along the path. The women, when they looked up, seemed to be more interested in checking on the children rather than observing her. The pirate pushed her toward a cage in the center of the small village. A cable that disappeared into the treetops above was fixed to the cage top. Approaching the circle surrounding the enclosure, the stench of urine and human waste made Ronna’s eyes water. It was apparent the cage had been in use for a long time to produce the mound of human excrement under it.
A wide trench encircled the cage. Sharpened bamboo stakes jutted from the sides and bottom of the partially water-filled ditch, others stuck up at random intervals on the patch of level ground where the cage rested. Some even stuck through the cage floor.
“No touch stakes. Poison tips,” he said as he forced Ronna around the lethal spears to the cage door.
The cage was constructed of four-inch diameter bamboo, the floor, sides and top slats alternated so that the width of the bamboo determined the spacing between bars. One side, hinged at the bottom to create a door, lay open. The pirate tied Ronna’s neck rope to a back wall slat, and then carefully stepped out of the cage and raised the hinged side, pulled the cable through the top of the door, and connected a loop in the end to a D-ring bolted to the main cable.
Once clear of the stakes, the man climbed a ladder leaning against a small platform mounted on a tree about twenty feet off the ground. The other end of the cable supported a bamboo structure partially filled with short logs. He grunted as he pitched three additional logs from the platform into the suspended structure. The additional weight pulled the log basket to the ground and raised the cage with Ronna an equal distance in the air.
The weight of the enclosure and its occupant now held the door shut. If a prisoner did manage to get out of the cage, he would have either to jump onto the poison stakes below, or attempt the hundred-foot climb, up a three-eighths-inch steel cable.
Ronna shivered at the thought of one of the wicked looking stakes impaling her body. She worked at the knot in the rope around her neck and finally freed herself. Through the trees, she could see the children sitting on the edges of the hut floors, watching her. All of the children were young; five or six-years-old or younger. The women ignored her calls for help, and continued preparing food or mending clothes. A few slightly better dressed women lounged in hammocks and fanned themselves with large leaves.
Incomprehensible chatter announced the arrival of the men from the flotilla of watercraft. Most of them carried rifles or pistols, a few carried larger guns with belts of bullets hanging from them. The group appeared to be mad and occasional shoving matches broke out between the men. Ronna recognized the man who seemed to be the center of attention. He was one of the men who’d guarded her and Mom on the trip into shore.
“Hey, where’s my mother?” Ronna screamed. “Let me out of here. Take me to my mom.”
One of the men, the one limping as if he had a broken toe, the most vocal of the group, raised his rifle, aimed at her and pulled the trigger.

Chal stumbled along the jungle path, his mind dull and fogged. He kept going over fragments of scenes from the last few hours, but large gaps riddled his memory, confusing the events he tried to piece together. Something had happened to their sailboat. There’d been loud noises and… And something had happened to the kids…
“Keep moving. Tell contact name and phone number. You no go home until you say name and phone number for ransom call.”
The vision of a man standing over him, and then the shocking pain as the rifle butt connected with his head, flashed through his mind.
Chal received another jab in the kidneys from something small and hard. The stabbing pain snapped him back to the present. “What number? Phone who?” He shook his head, but all that did was make it ache more. He wrapped both hands over his temples and squeezed. A groan escaped, and his vision dimmed.
The pirate behind Chal forced him to walk, but after a few more staggering steps, Chal felt the pirate grab him by the belt and shirt and half carry, half drag him. His guard got him to a structure and lowered him between sharpened stakes sticking through the floor.
Chal’s muddled mind cleared a little, and he tried to push himself to a sitting position. He felt the floor sway and the ground dropped away. The movement was too much. His stomach lost its fight to keep his breakfast, and he vomited between the bamboo poles of the floor. That helped clear his head and he realized he was in a cage suspended two stories above the jungle floor. Using the poles along the sides for support, he managed to pull himself into a corner and brace his back to keep from wavering. Dragging in deep breaths, he lowered his aching head to his knees.
A few minutes later, he raised his head and searched the surrounding jungle. He had to find someone… He needed to help—his family. “Omayda! Ronna! Ataa! Nazzy! Where are you?” The effort of yelling their names slammed the pain in his head to new levels of agony.
Looking down at his captor, his thoughts flashed back to the attack on the Kin-Gin, the same grinning face he’d seen moments before the rifle butt connected with his forehead.
“Give phone number and contact name for ransom. We let you see people you call for. No tell. No water, food. Never see family no more.”
In the distance, a rifle shot cracked followed by a piercing scream, a girl’s scream.



Chapter 8 – Team Work
Riki led the boarding party into Durall’s aft hold and walked over to pat the bow of the speedboat. “This is Meka, She, like Durall, the yacht you’re on has an artificially intelligent processor for a brain. You can talk to her, and she’ll respond in ways that seem to be the responses of an intelligent being. Also like Durall, she is mission adaptive. Meka, Lieutenant Kayhill and his men will be helping us recover the drones and rescue the Hettz family.”
“I know, Riki. I’ve been linked to Durall and understand the situation,” Meka said. “Glad to have you boys aboard. With Riki and Nick locked in a mating dance spiral, it’s gotten a little boring around here. You nine big, strong, handsome hunks should enliven things a little. Who wants a ride?” Meka said in a perfect, lusty May West voice.
“Meka. These are young impressionable—men. You’re going to make them think you’re fast and loose.”
“Fast, for certain, but I don’t have a loose part anywhere in my body.”
The last statement received whistles and numerous off color comments.
Kayhill stepped from the group and joined Riki. “Settle down. I know some of this seems like fun and games, but this is a serious situation. We need to retrieve three surveillance drones and get them back aboard for refueling. Miss Dorn will explain what Captain Blade needs. Some of you will deploy in Meka to bring the drones back. The others will stand by to rack the drones once they’re aboard. These are dangerous waters so keep your eyes open, your brain engaged and your weapons handy. Chief, Miss Dorn, please brief the evolution specifics and make your assignments.”
Riki detailed the process of loading the drones on Meka, and she showed the team the storage racks and fuel connections in the hold. Chief Wilkin selected three men and himself to go with Riki on Meka. He then assigned two men to handle the drones in the hold. The last two sailors, he ordered to the aft deck for shark watch. Their orders were to warn the team in the water of any shark sightings, and if necessary, protect them from attack.

Wilkin stowed his combat gear and weapons aboard Meka, and then he and the three others stripped down to swim trunks while Riki went to put on her bathing suit.
One of the sailors climbed aboard Meka. “Hey, sweetheart, let’s see what you’ve got for an engine?”
“Are you saying, you’ll show me yours if I show you mine?” Meka asked with a purr.
The young sailor laughed, “I just wanted to see what you used for power?”
The engine hatch cover popped open, and the sailor leaned in for a look. He let out a whistle and said, “Chief, you won’t believe what Meka has for an engine. It’s a Lexus LFA V10, hooked to a propulsion unit that must be some kind of water jet system. I wonder how they get spare parts for this engine. The company is only making a few each month for their LFA sports cars.”
“What makes you think I need spare parts? All of my parts are perfect.” The engine hatch closed with a snap.
“Way to go sailor. I think you pissed her off,” Wilkin said.
“Sorry, Meka. I didn’t mean you weren’t perfect. It’s just that the engines I normally work with sometimes need replacement parts.”
“Apology accepted,” she said in an aloof sulky voice.

When Riki jumped aboard Meka, every male pair of eyes tracked the day-glow yellow bikini. She took the seat behind the wheel and waved the others to seats behind her. “Hold on. Durall is not going to stop for our launch, so I need to counter his speed. Otherwise we could flip out of control when we hit the water. Meka, link with Durall and prepare for launch.”
A hatch appeared in Durall’s hull, and Meka shot out with enough speed and elevation to clear the wake turbulence. With perfect timing, they hit the crest of a swell with a light slap.
“Meka, how about a little music. Play ‘Born to be Wild’ by Steppenwolf.” The song belted out as Meka accelerated in front of a twenty-foot rooster tail.
“Yee Ha!” “Show us what ya got, baby!” came from one of the sailors seated behind her.
Riki’s head nodded in time to the music as she closed on the first drone.
Two men rolled off the stern when she approached the six-foot long drone shaped like an elongated lifting body. Floating in the sea, the drone could have been mistaken for a small surfboard. Working together, the two in the water and the two in Meka lifted the probe aboard and locked it into the brackets in the center of the deck. The two in the water climbed aboard, and Meka cut a 180, and headed for the speeding Durall.
Durall slowed at their approach. Wilkin used a boat hook to pull Meka tight to Durall as the three remaining sailors handed the drone to the two inside. Everyone took his seat, and with a change of music, Riki took off for the next recovery.
The third probe aboard, Riki kept the throttle open as she approached the hatch. Meka slid into Durall and stopped in the exact location she’d occupied before the mission. The hold crew secured the last probe and connected the fueling hose.
Riki had a leg over Meka’s side when Nick’s voice echoed through the hold. “We have an emergency. Omayda has escaped from the pirates and is hiding behind a rock about a quarter mile from shore. So far, the search for her has been unsuccessful. Riki, I want you, Wilkin, and Nazzy to take Meka and get Omayda out of there without being seen. I’d ask a couple of more men to go, but for this mission, I think sending the minimum necessary is best. Everyone else, please, stand by and keep an eye on the view screens. If this goes wrong, we may have to go in with all the resources we have.”
Riki pulled her leg back into Meka. “Meka, configure for high-speed water travel.”
“Ready, Miss Dorn. Hydrofoils will deploy just before we hit the water.”
Wilkin faced his men. “Those of you who’ve been in the water, hit the showers. The rest of you gear up and stand by for orders on the aft deck.”
One of the sailors spoke up, “Take a couple of us with you, Chief. If this goes sideways, a couple more trigger fingers could make a big difference.”
“No. We’ll do this the way the Captain ordered. Radkey, you’re acting Chief until I return. Get the team squared away and ready for action.”
“Aye aye, Chief. You heard the Chief. Let’s move.”
The sailors gathered their gear and headed for the exit when Nazzy skidded through the hatch and made a beeline for Meka, nails digging for traction.
Chief Wilkin leaned over Meka’s side and held out his arms. “Come on Nazzy. I’ll hold you while we launch.”
Nazzy sprang into Wilkin’s arms. “Let’s go. We need to get to Omayda.”
Riki saw the last two sailors in line lock eyes, their expressions shocked. She waited until Wilkin, with Nazzy wrapped in his arms, had his seatbelt fastened. “Launch when ready,” she ordered Meka.
A hatch opened in Durall’s hull. The launch was at a slight angle to Durall’s direction of travel. Meka’s thrust added to Durall’s forward momentum, and Meka hit the waves at close to sixty knots. The hydrofoils snapped out, cut into the waves and provided lift to keep her hull suspended several feet above the wave tops.
The spray, kicked up by the foils and the occasional wave reaching the hull, blew back over Meka’s passengers and felt like hail hitting bare skin.
“Meka, enclose the cockpit,” Riki said.
A clear bubble extruded out of the dashboard and completely covered the open passenger deck. A screen appeared on a section of the bubble. It displayed a view from the combat flyer circling the area where Omayda clung to the rock. When the grenades exploded and destroyed the reef, Wilkin said, “Those bastards. They’re not taking any chances she‘ll escape. They’d rather kill her.”
“Meka, how long before we reach that area?” Riki asked.
“Two-hours and twenty minutes at this speed, I can cut that to fifty-eight minutes if I go to top speed, but we will have a rooster tail seventy-feet high. Any ships or fishing boats in the area will spot us.”
Riki turned to Chief Wilkin. “What’s your tactical recommendation, Chief.”
“If we had the connection, we could call the Independence and have them scan for any vessels along our course. Does Durall have recon assets that could help.”
“The probes could do it, but refueling will take another half hour. Make the call to your ship. Just tell Meka what frequency you need.”
Meka made the connection.
“Independence, this is Chief Wilkin.”
“Copy you five-by-five, Chief.”
“I’m assisting with the rescue of one of the hostages. We’re in the hydrofoil Meka, headed for the hostage’s location. We need eyes ahead of us to avoid detection by hostiles. Can you assist?”
“Stand by, Chief.”
“I’m receiving your location information over the combat net and a recon feed from a drone circling the hostage on a relay from the yacht Durall. I read your speed as six three knots on a course of two-one-one true.”
“Affirmative, Independence.”
“Your course is clear for five eight nautical miles. You have a small inter-island freighter closing to five nautical miles at that point.”
“Understand we’re clear for the next five eight nautical. Keep me informed of any changes.”
Meka increased to top speed, and Riki and Wilkin watched the plume of water behind them grow to spectacular heights.
“Chief Wilkin, Independence. My systems show your surface speed has more than doubled, and I’m picking up a surface paint from a seventy to eighty foot wave at your position. Do you need assistance?”
“Negative, Independence. The radar return is a reflection from our wake.”
Nazzy stood braced in the chair next to Riki. “How long before we get there?”
“Meka, ETA to Omayda?” Riki said.
“If I can maintain this speed the entire distance. Fifty-three minutes.”
Nazzy stared at the view screen display of Omayda. “I think she’s too exhausted to make shore. She’s draped over a rock near the reef. All the pirate craft have left the area, so maybe she’ll be safe until we get there.”
“Don’t worry, Nazzy. We’ll get to her,” Riki said.
Chief Wilkin checked the combat gear he’d stowed aboard before they retrieved the probes. He released the magazine from his assault rifle and checked its load, reseated it and chambered a round. “You have a weapon, Riki?”
Riki swept her eyes down her bikini-clad body. “All I have on me are two Glock 19s, a K-bar combat knife and an H&K MP7 submachine gun with 5000 rounds of ammunition.”
Wilkin raised an eyebrow at the sarcasm. “Good. You’re all set, then. If you need a backup weapon use this.” He reached in his pack, pulled out a Glock 23 and handed it to her. “You know how to use it?”
Riki braced her hip against the helmsman’s chair and took the gun in both hands. “I carried one of these when I worked for the agency.” She caressed the matte black finish on the weapon before checking its load and action.
Wilkin handed over two spare clips. “Sorry, I don’t have a holster for it.”
“You may have to fight me to get this back, Chief.”
Wilkins face broke into a grin. “Now that sounds interesting.”
“Hang on. I’m slowing to bypass the freighter,” Meka said. The plume behind her settled to less than 10 feet.
Ten minutes later, Meka accelerated back to top speed.
“Meka, when we’re twenty miles from Omayda’s location begin slowing to keep our rooster tail below the sightline of any lookouts on shore,” Riki ordered.
“If I have to. But wouldn’t it be more exciting to go in at top speed and knock those pirates clean out of their ratty shorts?”
“Meka, this is a stealth mission. We don’t want them to know we’ve been here. That way we’ll have the element of surprise when we come back to rescue Ronna and Chal.”
“Gotcha. Stealth it is. Good thinking, Riki.”
Wilkin walked up and stood between the helm and the chair Nazzy occupied. A green smudge appeared on the horizon. “Do you always argue with your boat when you go on a mission?”
“Meka is a touch aggressive. I guess that comes from her sports car heritage. When Durall programmed her AI unit, he biased the initial values to reflect that heritage.”
“So you’re telling me your yacht programmed the brain of this craft?”
“Yes, as well as making a few other modifications, so that Meka could become a multicraft.”
“Multicraft?”
“Wait a few minutes, we’ll show you.”
The shoreline became more distinct with individual islands appearing where it had looked like a solid land mass.
“This is close enough, Meka. Let’s approach from underwater.”
The hydrofoils retracted and transformed into attitude control surfaces as Meka slipped below the surface.
Wilkin picked up Nazzy and dropped into the chair next to Riki. “Multicraft. I get it. Meka can change into different configurations.”
“I thought it would be easier to show you, rather than try and explain.”
“Where can I get one of these?”
“Sorry. Meka is one-of-a-kind.”
“We don’t have technology like this either,” Nazzy said. “We have to buy it from Verdera or several other species that exported it. Thank the Holy Pack Leader they’ve developed voice control,” Nazzy said holding up a very doglike paw.
Wilkin said nothing. He just stared at Nazzy.
“We were trapped on our planet until the Verderans landed and helped us join the Confederation of Sapient Species.” Nazzy explained. “We had no technology, just our language skills.”
“So why did you come to Earth?” Wilkin asked.
“The same reason most people come to Earth—a vacation. I’ve lived with the Hettz family for years. Chal and Omayda are aquatic scientists. They have published some very important work on sustainable ocean life and pollution. I travel with them to translate and to teach Ataa and Ronna new languages. Those kids are quick. Ataa speaks seventeen completely different argots, and Ronna is almost as good.”
“How long have people been coming to Earth to vacation?”
Nazzy waved a paw at Riki. “Riki would know that better than I would. She was born here.”
“I don’t know a definite date when first contact was made,” Riki said, “but I did read something about a scouting expedition helping save a large group of Earth humans from a deadly illness at a place called Roanoke. The only way they could save them was to take them to a Confederation hospital for treatment. I think that was 1580 something, so maybe 400 years, give or take a few.”
Meka interrupted, “Riki, the ocean floors coming up. We’re approaching the reef.”
“Locate a gap in the coral, and bring us in as close to Omayda as possible,” Riki said.
“We have a problem. Omayda is off the rock and swimming for shore. I won’t be able to get to her without being seen.”
“Andarill, this is Riki. We’re in Meka approaching the reef. Can you make contact with Omayda and have her come back to deeper water?”
“I’ll try,” Andarill’s reply came from the speaker in the dashboard.
They watched as the large pelican landed next to Omayda and startled her.
“Riki, we have another problem. A boat just emerged from shore, and is heading for Omayda and Andarill,” Meka said, as she expanded the view screen to show the approaching boat from the combat flyer’s eyes. Omayda dove and headed back towards the reef.
“I’ll try to distract the Pirates while you get Omayda,” Andarill said.
The view screen showed Andarill taking off and getting the attention of the men in the speedboat. Glowing tracer rounds from the large machine gun mounted on the boat began streaming towards the combat flyer.
“He doesn’t stand a chance against that gun. Get me to the surface, and I’ll give him supporting fire,” Wilkin said, as he transferred extra magazines from his pack to his vest.
“No. Our part of this is to rescue Omayda and get out of here without detection. Andarill can take care of one little machine gun.”
As if to prove her point, the gun on the speedboat stopped firing. Meka zoomed the display and centered on the machine gun. A perfect hemisphere of metal was missing from the breach where the belt of ammunition entered the gun. The next shell in the belt had a curved section of the casing missing, and gunpowder spilled to the deck.
“What happened to it? I’ve seen breach explosions before, but nothing as clean as that,” Wilkin said.
Riki shrugged. “It must have been metal fatigue.”
“Riki, we’re too late. It’s going to eat her,” Nazzy shouted as he leaned toward the front of the canopy.
Riki shifted her attention from the view screen just in time to see Omayda disappear into the mouth of the largest shark she’d ever seen. “Meka, ram that thing. Maybe we can get it to blow lunch.”
Meka surged forward and smashed into the massive animal. Nazzy yelped as he slammed into the canopy. “Oomph,” Riki took the steering wheel in the stomach, and Wilkin landed on top of Nazzy, taking a blow to the forehead from the canopy.
Dead fish, a lobster cage, two dented SCUBA tanks and an unmoving Omayda littered the surrounding water. Blood streamed from a double row of punctures in Omayda’s left shoulder. The huge shark circled the debris field snapping up the expelled morsels as fast as it could get to them.
“Meka, cover Omayda and sink to the bottom to shield her from that monster. Then get her in a medi-chamber as quickly as possible,” Riki wheezed.
Meka settled to the sandy bottom, kicking up silt and pieces of dead fish. Seconds later, Omayda’s body rose through the deck between the seats. A band of Medi-chamber material covered her nose and mouth, and another encased her left shoulder.
The shark continued to circle above with occasional darting attacks at Meka’s clear canopy.
The air filled with the scent of butchered fish and stomach fluids, emanating from Omayda’s clothing.
Nazzy jumped to the floor and scrambled to Omayda’s face. “Omayda, open your eyes. You’re safe. It’s Nazzy. Please open your eyes, so I know you’re okay.” Nazzy licked her face and ears. When his tongue darted into her ear, her eyes popped open and she released a startled, muffled squeal.
“Thank the holy Alpha Male you’re alive.” Nazzy said between laps on Omayda’s contorted face.
“Meka, release her head before that silly Fenrealian starts removing skin,” Riki said.
The band across Omayda’s mouth and nose retracted into the deck, freeing her head to move.
Omayda sputtered, “Nazzy stop licking me. Your breath smells like dog ass.” The deck under her rose to form a chair. Nazzy lay on her stomach with his head resting on her chest. An occasional tongue flick moistened her cheek or chin.
The shark made another pass at the clear bubble above them. Terrified, Omayda cringed down into the chair padding.
“The pirates are closing in on the disturbance that shark is causing,” Andarill reported. “You need to get out of there or hide.”
“We’ll hide until they leave or this monster goes looking for easier prey,” Riki told Andarill. “Meka, adapt to look like one of the rocks in this area.”
Meka’s exterior transformed to match other outcroppings in the seabed. The clear canopy darkened and went opaque, while its inside turned into a screen showing the view from their position on the bottom.
The drone of the outboard motor in the speedboat drew the attention of the shark, and it attacked the churning water caused by the prop, snapping its jaws over the flashing blades, biting off the lower portion of the drive housing. Distorted screams of dismay warbled through the water as the pirates realized the hunters had become the hunted. Bullets zipped through the water as the massive shark made its next pass.
Blood streamed from bullet wounds dotting its hide. Within minutes, the water around the reef was swarming with sharks.
The pirates used two short emergency-paddles, but didn’t make much headway toward shore. The splashing and thrashing drew the attention of several of the larger predators. Seconds later, the paddler on the right side of the boat followed his paddle underwater as a sixteen-footer snapped its jaws around the blade and sprinted for the bottom.
Realizing the danger, the pirate released the paddle and stroked for the surface.
Dinner came early for the milling sharks.
A holstered pistol with a severed hand holding the grip sank towards the seabed; a passing shark snatched it, chewed twice, and swallowed.
The pirates in the boat went completely still. The majority of the swirling hunters ignored them once the paddling stopped, concentrating instead on the wounded great white. Two of the larger sharks tore huge chunks of hide and muscle from the frantic giant. It slammed into a nearby outcropping, and crushed one of its attackers against the rocks. In a desperate attempt to escape, it rocketed for the surface. Rolling to the right, it slammed the remaining attacker into the bottom of the speedboat, knocking a large hole in the fiberglass hull before heading for open water.
Many of the larger sharks followed the blood trail; while the smaller ones contented themselves with devouring the dead fish cluttering the ocean and nosing the sinking speedboat.
“I think we can leave now. In a few minutes, the remaining pirate-snacks are going to be too busy to notice us, and if we wait, the shore lookouts might send other boats to assist them,” Riki said.
Omayda struggled to rise from her chair. “We can’t leave. We have to find Ronna and Chal!”
“We have them under surveillance, but we don’t have the resources to rescue them at this point. In a few hours, the remainder of the rescue team will be in position to assist us. We need to get you back to our ship. I know one little boy who will be very happy to see you,” Riki said.
“Is—is he okay?”
“He’s fine. A little tired and sunburned from the time he spent in the water, but he’s going to be all right.”
The sound of a distant gunshot cracked from the screen showing the view from the combat flyer. A large flock of birds burst from the jungle as a scream ripped across the water.
“That sounds like Ronna screaming,” Omayda gasped.



Chapter 9 – Revelations
Nick rotated his attention between the four views from the combat flyers. Kayhill sat in the chair next to him with Dustmopier perched on his shoulder.
“Nick, this is Riki. We have Omayda onboard, and she’s alive. She has a nasty shark bite on her left shoulder. Meka is treating her wound. She should make a full recovery once we get her to Durall.”
A cheer boomed from the screen showing the sailors on the aft deck. A second cheer went up as the pirate speedboat settled below the waves in the view from Andarill’s flyer.
The crack of a rifle shot followed by a scream jerked Nick’s attention back to the combat flyer displays.
“There. Pelican Three’s screen,” Dustmopier said.
A distant view of a bamboo cage showed a human figure collapse to the floor.
“Pelican Three, who’s in the cage?” Nick said.
“The girl Ronna,” came back.
“Can you determine her condition?”
“Not from here, sir. I can leave the flyer and go in through the overhead canopy tree-to-tree. I should be able to slide down the cable to check on the girl.”
Nick hesitated. If he authorized the mission, there was a good chance the sailors would see the windalfluff, and know Durall’s crew included non-humans. If he didn’t send the guardsman, the girl might die from the gunshot wound. Nick glanced at Dustmopier for guidance.
Dustmopier stared back, a look of indecision visible on her furred face.
“They’re good men. They’ll understand the situation and do the right thing,” Kayhill said.
“Pelican Three, do what you can. If she’s still alive, protect her at all costs. Deadly force is authorized to save the girl,” Nick said.
The view from Pelican Three stabilized as the flyer landed on a high tree branch. The picture blurred as the camera lens’ point of view shifted from pelican eyes to knot holes embedded in tree bark. The view from Andarill’s sensors showed the landed combat flyer transform to look like a large burl attached to a tree trunk. On the edge of the screen, a section of simulated tree swung open, and the elite royal guardsman pilot jumped down to the branch. His sidearm and sword attached to his combat harness, a quantum rifle in his hands. In addition, he had a small pack centered on his back. He paused at the end of the limb and watched the area for a few seconds before leaping to the next tree and disappearing.
Nick waited for the reaction from the boarding team on the aft deck.
After a few seconds, “Ahh—did any of you guys see what I think I just imagined?” came from a young man with shoulders that looked like they could bench press a 747, and a face that said he should be in high school.
“You mean the furry little critter jumping out of a tree, the dust mop that looked like it was going hunting for a grizzly bear?”
“Was that a rifle it carried?” came from another.
Nick turned to Kayhill and Dust. “We better go out there and explain a few things.”
“Why don’t I go,” Dustmopier said. “That way they can get a close look at a windalfluff. I might even do a segment from my last show as a diva.”
Kayhill turned to look at Nick and mouthed, “Last show?”
“Before Dust became my partner, she was an entertainer on an intergalactic cruise ship. She was the entertainment headliner and got stranded on Earth when a solar flare caused her ship to leave early,” Nick said.
Kayhill turned the other way and came eye-to-eye with Dust. “How does the First Prinas of Verdera become a cruise ship entertainer?”
Dust gave the windalfluff equivalent of a shrug. “Great voice, perfect timing and snappy material. In my younger, wilder days, I felt smothered by my parents’ expectations. So, as you say on Earth, I ran away and joined the circus. Now, I’ve reconciled with my parents, mated, and will become a mother in less than a month. My life has settled into middle-aged boredom. All I get to do now is chase pirates, rescue torture victims, and help Nick keep you humans from murdering each other. I can’t wait for the nits to erupt, just to get a little excitement in my life.”
“I can see where it would be dull, being stuck on Earth, after cruising to exotic destinations,” Kayhill said.
Dustmopier climbed down from Kayhill’s shoulder and headed for the bridge hatch. She turned back to Kayhill. “Actually the last few years on Durall with Nick have been the most stimulating, fulfilling years of my life. I truly feel as if I’m making a difference. My life has meaning beyond being a gene bank for the royal family. Well, the show must go on. Durall, a stage below the view screens on the aft deck if you would please. Oh, and would you transfer my pulsonic to the stage? It’s in my quarters next to the cruise trunks.”
“I’ll do it immediately, Prinas Dustmopier.”
Nick and Kayhill turned to the screen showing the aft deck. They watched a stage grow out of the deck, and Dustmopier’s pulsonic slowly rise from the floor. Durall extended a canopy of light fabric over the aft deck to control wind and light. A spotlighted, round, Dustmopier-sized hatch appeared at the back of the stage.
As these changes took place, the team of sailors quieted and all of their attention focused on the stage. The only sound was Durall’s passage through the sea and a light breeze blowing across the deck.

Dustmopier slowly walked through the Hatch to the front edge of the stage without saying a word. She bowed to the men and turned to the pulsonic. She settled onto the low pedestal before it. The instrument had a keyboard much like a piano with only white keys. Built in a semi-circle, with two small data screens and a control pad mounted on a vertical panel above the keys, it looked similar to a customized rock band synthesizer.
Dustmopier smiled at the men. “This first song is something I composed while I was still on Verdera. I’ve translated it into English from my native Verderan.”
She stroked several keys. The pulsonic emitted the sounds of a Verderan forest at twilight. She continued to play as she sang a ballad that described her feelings and observations as the light faded in the forest. The notes from the pulsonic were reminiscent of a wind chime overlaid by the sounds of wind and leaves in a gentle breeze. When the song ended, Dustmopier turned on the pedestal to face the men. “Hello, my name is Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera. As you may have noticed, the crew of Durall is a mixture of human and nonhuman. To answer the overwhelming question I see in your eyes, yes, some of us are alien to this world. I’ve lived on Earth for five years. Nick Blade, the captain of Durall, and I have been partners for most of that time.”
She stroked a few tinkling notes on the pulsonic. “I came to Earth working as an entertainer on an intergalactic cruise liner. Due to an accident of nature, my ship left me stranded during an emergency departure. I know you have questions but please save them for later.”
Turning back to the keyboard, “I wrote this next song after a successful hunt for cheetah in the wilds of Africa. Don’t worry, I don’t eat cheetah. It was a catch and release hunt.”
A few laughs and chuckles came from the seated sailors.
The song described the exhilaration of discovering, stalking, and running down her prey. It ended with a description of her releasing her catch and playing a game of tag with it and the other members of its coalition.
As the last notes of the song faded, “Are you the same species as the one we saw on the view screen in the jungle?” one of the sailors asked.
“Yes. I’m a windalfluff. You saw one of my three royal guardsmen or bodyguards. The fourth windalfluff flying the combat flyer that made contact with Omayda is my mate, Andarill. We’re expecting nits in a little over a month. That’s what we call our young.”
One of the sailors raised his hand then dropped it as if he just realized he wasn’t in school. “How many windalfluffs are on Earth?”
“I’m not sure.” Dustmopier turned to the wall of view screens. “Nick, do you have that answer in your database?”
Nick’s voice came from the wall, “Currently there are twenty-seven windalfluffs on Earth, which includes the five on this ship.”
“Why are you revealing yourself and telling us this information?” another sailor asked.
Dustmopier stepped down from the pulsonic and walked to the front of the stage. “We need your help with the rescue. We need your physical strength, knowledge of the local environment, and understanding of how the pirates will react in stressful situations. We have technology, advanced by current Earth standards, but not much of it. We can be the eyes and ears for the rescue, but you will have to be the bodies, brains, and muscle.”
“Who are the people who were taken hostage?”
Dust watched as Ataa stepped into view.
“They’re my mom, dad and sister,” Ataa said in a small voice from beside the stage.
He walked out of the shadows and tried to hoist himself onto the platform. A sailor stepped forward and lifted him to a sitting position on the front edge of the platform.
“We came to Earth on a working vacation. Mom and Dad wanted to study Earth’s oceans and compare them to the oceans on our planet Theoaa. You have a much higher land to sea ratio on Earth. When our planet formed, it was never very volcanically active, so in general, our planet is smoother than Earth and oceans cover a larger amount of its surface.”
Dustmopier put a hand on Ataa’s shoulder. “This is Ataa Hettz. We pulled him and Nazzy off the wreck of the catamaran Kin-Gin. Nazzy is the little dog some of you may have seen in the hold.”
“How do you know about land/sea ratios and planet formation?”
“Mom and Dad are aquatic scientists. I’ve attended every exchange program and scientific conference they’ve taught or given a presentation at since I was born. I guess I just picked up a little information along the way.”

“Captain, Meka will be docking in approximately twenty-four minutes.”
“Thanks, Durall.” Nick leaned toward the screen. “Ataa, this is Nick Blade. A small speedboat will be docking in a few minutes. Your mother is on board and safe. If everyone would please make their way to the aft cargo hold, Lieutenant Kayhill and I will join you there.”
Ataa’s startled face stared back at Nick from the view screen. “Mom’s safe? Thanks Determinist Blade. Dad told us that you would help us if anything bad happened while we were on Earth.”
“I’m working on fixing everything, Ataa. Go with the sailors, and I’ll meet you in the hold in a few minutes.”
Nick watched as one of the sailors turned and offered Ataa a piggy-back-ride, while another asked Dustmopier if she wanted to ride on his shoulder.
Nick said, “They seemed to have accepted Dust and Ataa.”
“I told you, they would understand. I knew they’d adapt to the situation and use good judgment,” Kayhill said.
“Let’s go down to the hold. I’m sure the men have more questions, and I need to explain how important it is that this knowledge stays within our small circle.
Nick led the way to the hold. He heard someone ask, “What did Ataa mean when he called Captain Blade, Determinist?”
The group turned at the sound of Nick and Kayhill stepping through the hatch.
“Determinist,” Nick said, “is the title given to the person assigned to expedite a civilizations presentation to the Confederation of Sapient Species. We have the duty to help and protect off world visitors to a planet that is not yet a member of the Confederation. In addition, the Determinist monitors the development of the indigenous species and reports on their progress toward social maturity.”
“How many members are in the Confederation?” asked the sailor with Dustmopier on his shoulder.
“There are two-hundred-thirty-six current members with four applications pending final Determinist report and Confederation membership vote. As you’ve probably guessed, Earth is not yet at the stage of social development where it would be considered for admission. The basic requirements include a species wide government that can negotiate treaties and trade agreements that are binding on everyone in the society. I believe Earth is still a long way from having a stable world government.”
“How old is the Confederation?” Kayhill asked.
“The first two species formed the Confederation 28,000 years-ago, but it’s only been in the last 20,000 years that Confederation membership has really taken off. Before that, a new species was discovered about every hundred years and only one in eight was offered membership.”
“What happened to the other seven?”
“Most of them became extinct due to natural causes or committed suicide by technology.”
“What do you mean, ‘Suicide by technology?’” someone at the back of the group asked.
“It’s when a species develops a technology so dangerous or disastrous to their eco system that they kill themselves.”
“Why doesn’t the Confederation step in and save them?” Kayhill asked.
“It’s not something we do. No Confederation affiliate can interfere with the natural evolution of another race until a species becomes a member. Once they join the Confederation, natural evolution is a moot point. The diversity of technology and social systems colors everything from that point forward. That’s enough background for now. Meka will be arriving in a few minutes. I need four volunteers to carry Omayda to a cabin.”
Dust grabbed a hank of hair and leaned close to her sailor’s ear. “Step forward, Tommy. I’ll show you where to take her.”
The entire group stepped forward. Kayhill pointed to four individuals, including the sailor with Dustmopier.
“Durall extruded a stretcher near the probe racks,” Dustmopier told her mount. “Let’s go get it.”
The men cleared the center of the hold. Durall’s hull opened, Meka flew through the opening and slid to a halt. The clear bubble over Meka’s deck retracted, and the four volunteers shifted Omayda to the stretcher. Nazzy jumped on the stretcher and sat between Omayda’s feet. With a man at each corner, they carried the stretcher from the hold. The sailor with Ataa on his back walked along side, so that Omayda could hold her son’s hand. Nick heard Nazzy giving orders as they disappeared down the passageway.
Riki and Wilkin collected their gear then joined Nick and Kayhill.
Nick asked, “How is Omayda doing?”
“Meka’s limited medi-chamber did a good job of stabilizing the wounds from the shark. Durall should have no trouble treating her,” Riki said. “That was the biggest damn fish I’d ever seen. It scared the hell out of me, and I was inside Meka. I’ll be surprised if Omayda doesn’t have nightmares for years about that monster.”
“She’s one strong woman. As soon as she regained consciousness, Omayda insisted we help her to rescue the others,” Wilkin said.
“Bring your men to the bridge. I want to get a report from Andarill and his scouts,” Nick said, turning toward the hatch.
Kayhill signaled the sailors to follow. They met the returning stretcher detail in the passageway.
“Durall has Omayda in a Medi-chair on the bridge. She wouldn’t let us put her in a cabin. She wants to see everything that’s happening to Chal and Ronna,” Dustmopier reported.
As the group entered the bridge, Durall expanded the room to accommodate them. Captain’s chairs flowed from the floor in two concentric semi-circles facing the view screens. The ones in back sat about a foot taller so the occupants could see over those in front.
Omayda’s Medi-chair reclined at the center of the semi-circle of chairs. Ataa and Nazzy lay on the chair with her.
“Omayda, I’m Nick Blade, Determinist of Earth. How are you feeling?”
“My shoulder’s throbbing, but whatever Durall gave me for the pain is starting to work. The smaller punctures are itching like crazy.”
“Good. That means you’re healing,” Nick said.
Omayda grabbed Nick’s arm. “When are you going to get Chal and Ronna back?”
“Soon. We have to gather information on their condition and study the setup the pirates are using to hold them.”
Nick took his seat and asked Andarill to report on Pelican Three’s progress at getting to Ronna.



Chapter 10 – Hostages
“Pelican Three is hidden in the foliage directly over Ronna’s enclosure,” Andarill said. “He’s waiting for the sun to set before he goes down the cable. The pirates and their families have been chattering non-stop since their man took that shot at Ronna. Several of them are constantly watching the cage.”
The screen showing Andarill’s view slowly circled about twenty-feet below the jungle canopy.
“I ordered Pelican One to land and move into position above Chal’s cage. The pirate leader is below his enclosure now. He’s demanding a name and phone number to contact for a ransom demand. Chal appears to be confused and seems to lose consciousness at times. The wound on his head is no longer bleeding, but it has formed a large bump.”
Andarill’s camera pickup steadied as his combat flyer landed on a large branch and zoomed in on Chal in his cage. Chal looked pale and drawn. He was slumped in a corner making feeble movements to right his body.
“Chal!” Omayda tried to sit up. “We’ve got to help him. He’s hurt.”
“As soon as the light fades, the windalfluff from Pelican One will check Chal’s condition,” Nick said. “We can’t take the chance of the pirates seeing him. I want them to believe they’re safe in their hideout.”
The light on the screen faded as the sun settled into the sea to the west.
The group on Durall’s bridge watched as the pirate leader gave up harassing Chal for a contact name. He walked to the nearest hut, and climbed to the mat covered floor where he shoved people out of his way as he stalked to a deeply carved gilt chair upholstered in red. He yelled something unintelligible and a woman jumped up and scooped food into a bowl. She went to her knees and held the bowl above her head as she presented it to the man in the chair. He snatched it from her hands, and then used his right foot to push her over on to her back. He snarled a few words and raised his right hand as if he would backhand the prone woman who scrambled out of reach.
“Does anyone know the dialect the pirates are speaking?” Nick asked the assembly.
One of the men in the back row said, “I recognized a few words that might be derived from Dutch, but the rest of it was meaningless to me.”
“Nazzy, do you understand anything he’s saying?” Nick asked.
“I’ve been listening to the chatter recorded earlier,” Nazzy said. “I understand about half of what they’re saying. Most of the talk is recriminations from the leader about the attackers sinking the sailboat before they could search it for valuables. Some of it’s the leader berating the men who lost the woman hostage. He’s not a happy den mate. Now he’s asking about the loss of the speedboat and machine gun.
The leader doesn’t seem to be concerned about the men eaten by the sharks, just the loss of the equipment. He wants some of the women to paddle out to the reef and recover the machine gun from the sunken boat. He’s ordering four women to go attempt to recover the gun now. They are the wives of the men eaten by the sharks.”
“This asshole’s a real gem. I can’t believe someone hasn’t fragged his ass,” Riki said.
“The women going to dive for the machine gun no longer have men to protect and provide food for them. The leader is telling the others he hopes the sharks eat them, that way the group doesn’t have to continue feeding them,” Nazzy translated.
The pirate leader ate and swept the hut with angry smoldering eyes.
The view from Andarill’s camera pulled back and focused on the cage holding Chal, while Pelican Two landed and covered the area near Ronna’s cage.
The windalfluff from Pelican Three was poised on the limb with the cage suspended below. He took his time making a slow scan of the area. Apparently satisfied that no one was watching he removed a coil of rope from the pack he carried. He added a weight to one end and lowered it toward the cage below. When the weighted end reached the cage, he worked the rope until it wedged in the cage top near the mounting point of the cable. He closed his pack and strapped it in place on his back, and then checked his weapons to ensure each was secure. He walked over the limb to the bottom side, wrapped the rope around, and around the cable until it made a spiral with the steel cable at its core. He then tied the upper end to the massive limb.
“How can he hang upside down like that?” Wilkin asked.
Dustmopier extended her front left leg so the men could see the three toes on the end. She flexed the tendons that extended the curved, cat-like claws from each toe. “Six legs, three claws on each, that’s eighteen of these little babies to hold on to anything that can be gripped.”
Tommy Flame, the sailor acting as Dust’s perch, gave her a shocked look. “I don’t feel your claws in my shoulder?”
“We also have extremely good balance. No need to damage the riding stock unnecessarily.” Dust leaned forward and gave Tommy a loud smacking kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry kid. You’ll know if I have to get a real grip on you.”
“He’s climbing down to Ronna?” Nick said, drawing everyone’s attention back to the screens.
The windalfluff went down the cable like a squirrel down a tree, using the rope to anchor his claws. Within seconds, he was in the cage and checking Ronna. A new view port opened on the wall when a handheld camera showing a jerky view of the crumpled girl activated. The windalfluff scampered into view after he’d mounted the camera to the cage wall. The unit had an audio pickup.
The windalfluff was quietly commenting as he worked. “The girl seems to be unconscious. She has a wound in her right side just above the hip. Blood flow has slowed and almost stopped.”
One of the sailors stepped forward. “I’m medical corpsman Jerkowski. Unless you have a doctor on your crew, Captain Blade, I’m the medic for this outfit.”
Nick nodded and waved the man forward. “The audio is two-way, so just tell the royal guardsman what you want him to do.”
The team crowded in, listening and watching as the corpsman walked the windalfluff through an exam and treatment. The limited med kit from the combat flyer was intended to treat a species from many light years distant, but a bandage was a bandage, its purpose to cover a wound and protect it from attack by foreign organisms while providing a platform for clotting. The antibiotics in the kit were universal, developed to treat a wide variety of warm blooded species. Painkillers were another story. “Our species doesn’t use them,” the windalfluff said in answer to the corpsman query.
“Why don’t you use painkillers?” Tommy asked Dustmopier.
“On our home planet, we are one of the smallest species,” Dustmopier explained. “We evolved in an environment that was extremely hostile to our survival. If one of us was injured while fighting an opponent, there was only two possible outcomes: eat or be eaten. Humans release adrenalin to help them during times of stress. We release something similar, but much more potent. Think adrenalin on steroids. It triples our strength and speed, and is the last resort to win a confrontation. Once the effects wear off, our bodies are essentially helpless for an extended period unless we can eat fresh meat. We become easy pickings for anything wanting a snack. On Verdera, an injured windalfluff is like a bleeding fish in the middle of a school of sharks, no need for painkillers.”
“That’s all I can do for her. Now it’s up to her body to heal unless we can get her back to Durall,” the guardsman said.
“We’ve got to go get them. We can’t just leave them in the hands of those bastards,” Omayda said hugging Ataa.
Nick turned to Kayhill. “You and your team up for a little midnight rescue work?”
The resounding, “Sir, yes sir,” from every man in the boarding party caused Nick to grin.
“Durall will arrive at the inlet to Gods Ear in two hours,” Nick said. “We’ll need to divide into two teams and make simultaneous rescues. Riki has the most experience in planning and executing clandestine raids, so I want her to take the lead with myself, Kayhill and Wilkin assisting…” 
One hour and thirty-six minutes later, Durall transformed for underwater operations and slid beneath the waves. The teams sat in the forward hold, assigned and briefed. Team Riki would take Meka and go for Chal. Team Nick would remain on Durall and move in to rescue Ronna. Pelican Three would stay with Ronna and provide close in protection, and Pelican One would do the same for Chal. Andarill and Pelican Two would provide air support and visual coverage.
Durall eased toward the inlet underwater. Twenty-five minutes until Meka and Team Riki planned to launch, the Independence hailed Kayhill.
“Lieutenant Kayhill, this is the Independence. Return to the ship immediately. We are receiving an SOS from the cruise ship Princess Azoa; they are under attack by a large force of pirates. The Captain has ordered you and your team back to the Independence. Acknowledge.”
“Acknowledged, Independence. My team was about to commence a rescue of the family taken by pirates earlier today. Can we delay our return for two hours to complete the rescue?”
“Negative. The Azoa reports at least ten pirate vessels, eight small speedboats, one fifty-foot heavily armed patrol boat, and a small freighter-sized support ship in the attack group. The pirates launched machine gun and RPG attacks killing three passengers and the first officer. They have ordered the Azoa to stop her engines and prepare for boarding. We need you and your team back on board the Independence ASAP. The Azoa’s captain is attempting to evade the pirates until the Independence can mount a counter attack.”
“Message received, Independence. Proceeding back to the ship with all possible speed,” Kayhill said. “I’m sorry Captain Blade, but this mission takes precedence. We need to return as quickly as possible.”
“I understand,” Nick said. “Durall, reverse course and take us out to sea. Will you need Meka to take you back to your ship?”
“No. I’ll have the V22 from the Independence pick us up.”
Omayda franticly said, “You can’t leave now. We need to get to Ronna and Chal. She’s wounded and Chal obviously has a serious head injury. You can’t leave them.”
Nick said, “I’m sorry Omayda, but Lieutenant Kayhill and his men have to return to their ship. I can’t interfere with their orders and responsibilities. I promise that I and my crew will do everything in our power to rescue your family members.”
“We don’t want to leave, but we must obey our orders,” Kayhill said.
Nazzy and Ataa snuggled into Omayda, trying to comfort her and themselves. 
“I want to thank you and your men for your assistance,” Nick said to Kayhill as he held out his hand. “Please remember our discussion earlier and remind your men of the need for secrecy.”
Kayhill shook the offered hand and smiled at Nick. “No one would believe us if we did tell them about you and your crew of integrated species. When we get this latest attack resolved, I promise I’ll try to get permission to come back and assist with rescuing Ronna and Chal.”
“We’d appreciate the help. I’m not sure if Riki and I can get them out of the pirate camps by ourselves. I wonder if the group that is attacking the Azoa needed assistance, would that group contact this pack of cutthroats to back them up? Durall, display an overview of the Azoa and Independence.”
“What are you thinking? The Independence is still hours from the Azoa,” Kayhill said tapping the screen.
“Durall, launch two probes to cover the Azoa attack. When they are in position, stream live video to this screen and to the Independence.”
“Immediately, sir.”
Two of the racked probes slid into Durall’s hull and a moment later the whoosh of escaping compressed air signaled their launch.
“They’ll be on target in less than six minutes traveling at Mach three,” Nick said as he switched to the screen showing the view from Andarill’s combat flyer. “Andarill, do you have any pirate activity around Ronna’s cage?” Nick said to the screen.
“Negative, Captain. It looks like the camp is settling down for the night. The pirates have posted sentries on all of the inlet waterways and a few around the camp itself. Other than that, it’s quiet.”
“Okay, stand by for a new mission,” Nick turned to Kayhill and Wilkin. “What do you think the pirates attacking the Azoa will do if some of their boats become disabled?”
Kayhill consulted Chief Wilkin for a few seconds before answering. “It depends on how many of the boats are disabled. If it’s one or two, they will probably have an equal number of functional units stop to assist the one’s having problems. If—say half their force has problems, they will stop the main body until their support ship comes in to help. More than likely, they will have at least one boat continue harassing the Azoa.”
Nick went back to Andarill’s screen. “Andarill, Durall is sending you video of an ongoing attack on a cruise ship about 180 nautical miles northeast of here. Proceed to the area at top speed and disable at least five of the attacking boats, but don’t sink them. I want the remainder of the attack force tied up saving their friends. I’m hoping they will call the band of thugs holding Ronna and Chal for assistance. Maybe that will thin the herd and make the job of rescue easier.”
“I have the coordinates and will leave Pelican Two in charge and as backup to the other two guardsmen. ETA at the sight of the cruise ship attack: thirty-six minutes.” The view from Andarill’s combat flyer became dizzying to watch as he flew between the jungle-canopy tree branches heading for an opening to the sky above.
“Damn, but that fluff can fly,” came from someone in the group of sailors.
Dust hugged Tommy’s neck. “That’s my domid. The only one on Earth who’s better in a combat flyer is me.”
“Big talk little future mama.” Tommy ran a finger between her eyes and down her back.
“It’s true. When Anda and I trained together, I always won the ACE contests.”
“ACE?”
“Air combat engagements, I guess they’re normally called dogfights on Earth. I never could figure out why dogs would fight in the air. Why not bird fights?”
“It’s probably because dogs circle each other looking for an opening before the actual clash, and in the early days of air combat, the pilots did the same thing.”
“We better move this party to the deck and make sure your men have all of their equipment,” Nick told Kayhill. “Durall, we’ll need a helipad on the stern.”
“Already configured, Captain. The Independence’s aircraft will be here in less than an hour. If I might suggest, sir, hold off on leaving the hold until just before the aircraft arrives. We are currently encountering a rather heavy downpour.”
Nick glanced back at the screens showing Ronna’s and Chal’s cages. Heavy rain fell in widely spaced columns where openings in the overhead canopy lined up. Other areas were just beginning to receive intermittent showers as the foliage above dumped its overload of water.
The pilot from Pelican Three tied a light tarp above Ronna to deflect the rain and then settled next to her right hip, rifle in hand, eyes scanning for threats.

Andarill approached the zigzagging cruise ship from the port side. Six small speed boats made darting passes at the 70,000 ton liner, veering off just out of range of the fire hoses the ship’s crew aimed at them.
Most of the ship’s cabin windows were shattered and the lifeboats suspended from the davits hung at crazy angles, their hulls peppered with bullet holes. A few had been hit by RPGs and only a portion of the fiberglass hulls remained hanging as shredded symbols of the death waiting for the passengers and crew if the liner went down.
Andarill slowed and targeted the engine of the next boat making a dash for the cruise ship. He waited until it reached the edge of the fire hoses’ water arc before he fired. The craft slowed and wallowed in the bow wave as its crew franticly tried to restart the engine. The ship’s captain must have been watching the attack because the liner carved to port, closing the distance to the pirate boat. Three streams of water converged on the powerless boat and filled it to the gunnels, knocking two of the pirates over the side.
A second pirate boat made a dash for the crippled craft, the pirates on it firing AK-47s at the crews operating the hoses. The man aiming one of hoses was hit, and the hose thrashed in wild sweeps knocking several other crewmembers off their feet before the water was turned off. The pirates cheered and concentrated their fire on the two remaining hose crews.
Anda looped his flyer and blasted the engine and part of the stern off the second boat. The sudden deceleration pitched the pirates forward. One of them held his trigger down and sent most of a clip of bullets into the helmsman and the dash of the boat, killing the man and destroying the steering wheel, radio and most of the windscreen.
The cruise ship reversed its helm and pulled away from the two disabled pirate boats. Of the four remaining speedboats, two fell back to help the disabled vessels while the other two changed tactics and looped wide to get in front of the liner, attacking from the bow where the rate of closure extended the range of their guns while reducing the effective distance the fire hoses reached.
The pirate gunners concentrated their weapons on the bridge windows, but the speed and waves made a coordinated attack next to impossible.
Andarill circled to starboard, blasted the rudder off one of the attacking boats and put a two-foot hole in the prow of the second. The pirates on the rudderless boat franticly tried to turn, but too late. They hit the massive liner just aft of the bow and caromed into a roiling mass of smashed fiberglass and pin wheeling bodies. The boat with the hole in the bow had to reduce speed and turn to run with the waves or take the chance they would plow into a wave and fill with water. The cruise ship turned to chase the fleeing pirates, forcing them to increase speed to escape or follow their companions beneath the keel of the huge ship.
Andarill watched the tableau for several minutes before turning back toward the main pirate force. He was surprised to see the large patrol boat coming toward him at a good clip. Three machine guns opened up and zeroed in on his flyer. Bullets flashed past on all sides as he took evasive action.
Andarill didn’t dare turn to either side or his small flyer would be ripped to pieces. He could dive or climb, but this close to the water a dive was out of the question. Up. He pulled into the vertical and shoved the throttle to the stops. The gunners couldn’t keep their sights on him but the shoulder-fired surface to air missile didn’t have the same problem.
“Come on sweetheart. You can do it.”
The only thing that saved him from annihilation was the machine gunner’s zeal to bring him down. One of the lines of tracers closed in on the climbing combat flyer and detonated the missile a second before it would have completed its mission. The warhead exploding temporarily blinded the gunners, so that they lost their target.
The explosion was close enough to Andarill’s flyer to send it cartwheeling through the air. Andarill watched as system after system shut down or sounded warnings of extensive damage. He tried to raise his left hand to silence the alarms, but the pain nearly made him pass out. The windalfluff had no control of his left arm or the leg directly behind it.
Andarill could still fly using his right hand if he could just stop the flier’s rolling spin. He slammed the controls to counter the roll then eased back to stop the spin. The flyer wanted to fall off to starboard and roll, but with almost full port trim and stick, he could travel in a semi straight line. The view screen was out, so he popped the hatch and extended one eye into the slipstream. The ocean came up fast and the only possible place to land was the cruise liner Princess Azoa. He aimed for the promenade deck and its scattered rows of empty deck chairs. When he was positive he’d land on the ship he pulled his eyestalk inside and tried to close the hatch.
“Yeeeeaaaaah,” Andarill screamed as the flyer bowled into the deck chairs, smashing and tearing completely through them and coming to a slamming halt in the netting covering the drained swimming pool. The mangled ball of deck chairs, railing and combat flyer looked like a pile of carnage from one of the RPG attacks. Andarill dangled upside down from the open hatch of the twisted flyer.
“Dust—my life’s love, I’m sorry I failed you. Love the nits for m…”



Chapter 11 – Devastation
The boarding party and crew on Durall watched the view screens as Andarill disabled the first two powerboats. When the second filled with water from the fire hoses, a spontaneous cheer filled the hold as if they were watching their favorite football team score.
Dust pulled on Tommy’s ear and shouted, “That’s my guy. Did you see that? He took out each boat with only one shot. That should slow them down.”
Durall broke into the celebration. “Sir, the aircraft from the Independence is making its final approach. I’ve stabilized my speed and course, but the visibility in this rainsquall is limited and the light is fading quickly. I suggest, Lieutenant Kayhill and his men proceed to the helipad immediately.”
“You heard Durall. Grab your gear and fall in!” Wilkin said.
The cheering instantly stopped and Tommy gave Dust a stroke and hug. “Take care of yourself and those little ones, future Momma.”
“I will. I’ll have Nick send word to the Independence when they erupt. It’ll have to be in code. Maybe something like the ship’s cat had her litter, but you and the boys will know what it means.” Dust jumped to Riki’s shoulder and waved at the rest of the sailors as they filed out of the hold and up the stairs to the deck. Nick and Riki were the last to step out into the rain. Dust went to the bridge to watch the departure on screen.
The V22 hovered just above the helipad with its loading ramp down. Each sailor turned to Nick and Riki and saluted them before entering the aircraft. When it was just Kayhill and Wilkin remaining, Ataa and Nazzy burst out on deck and squeezed past Nick. Ataa ran up to Chief Wilkin, threw his arms around his waist, and clung to him for a few seconds.
“Thanks for helping get my mom back. She says she’ll never forget what you did and, if there’s ever anything we can do for you, just ask.”
Nazzy stood on his hind legs and braced his fore paws on Wilkin’s knees. “The sentiments are the same from me. Omayda is part of my pack, and Fenrealians take pack debt very seriously.”
Wilkin went down on one knee, put his arm around Ataa, and placed one of his huge hands on Nazzy’s head. “Riki Dorn and Meka are the one you guys should be thanking. I was just along for the ride.”
“But you were willing to risk your life to help Andarill and rescue Omayda, the debt is real, and I won’t forget,” Nazzy said.
Kayhill stepped close. “Come on, Chief. We need to go. The pilot can’t hold this hover much longer.” Kayhill climbed the ramp as Wilkin gave Ataa and Nazzy a little push back toward Nick before following Kayhill.
The boarding ramp closed, and the V22 climbed up and away toward the Independence.
The little group on Durall’s deck waved until the aircraft disappeared into the rain.
“Come on. Let’s get dried off and get back to the bridge to see how Andarill is doing and get an update from the guardsmen at the pirate camp,” Nick said.
A few minutes later, Nick came out of his cabin in dry clothes and toweled his hair when he heard, “Anda! No! Anda you can’t die. We’re going to have nits and live happily ever after!”
Nick dashed to the bridge to find Dustmopier lying in one of the chairs, not moving; her eyes fixed on a blank view screen.
“Omayda, what happened?” Nick asked.
“Andarill disabled two more of those little boats, but the larger one with all the guns rushed in and fired at him. He’d almost gotten away when they shot a missile to intercept him. When it exploded, the screen went blank. The view from the probes showed his flyer crashing into the deck of the cruise ship. That’s when Dustmopier screamed.”
“Did it look like a controlled landing?”
“No. The flyer took out a section of railing and slammed into a deck full of lounge chairs. It’s tangled up in the wreckage in what I assume would be a pool for swimming. The view from the closest probe didn’t show any movement after the crash.”
Nick picked up Dust and placed her in his lap after he sat down. “Dust, we don’t know that Andarill is injured. It might be that the hatch is jammed, and he can’t get out of the flyer. He might get it working again and fix whatever is wrong. When Kayhill and his team get to the ship, I’ll have them check on him. I think they’ll find him alive and working to free himself from the wreckage.”
“You didn’t see it, Nick. When the missile exploded, his combat flyer tumbled through the air. It stopped rolling just before it hit the ship, but I could see the hatch was open. If he was alive, he would have gotten out,” Dust sobbed.
Riki, Ataa and Nazzy arrived in time to hear Dust’s words. Riki froze for a few seconds studying the view from the circling probes. One view showed a close up of the jumble of twisted chairs and cable from the ship’s railing wound around a mass that was recognizable as the flyer from one broken and warped wing.
Riki dropped to her knees beside Nick’s chair. “You can’t give up hope, Dust. Someone as worldly as you, must know that what you see can be deceiving. You need to focus. We’ll go rescue Ronna and Chal. When they’re safe, we’ll fly to the cruise ship and get Andarill. You have to snap out of this and help Nick. We need you to command Durall while we go ashore and get the two prisoners.”
Nick said, “Durall, take us back to God’s Ear. Settle on the bottom near the reef, and we’ll take Meka into the inlet.”
“ETA, one hour, Mr. Blade,” Durall reported.

Riki was at Meka’s helm, with Nick seated next to her, when they arrived at the reef. They’d dressed in black light-weight coveralls, and had darkened their faces and hands with camouflage grease from Kayhill’s team.
Durall settled to the bottom of the sheltered reef area, and pushed Meka, in her submersible form, out through his hull. The storm clouds had blown out to sea, and the three-quarter moon provided enough light to reach the sea floor. They passed over the sunken speedboat with the .50 caliber machine gun still attached to the gun mount. Floating above it were two ruined canoes with bits of cloth and a sandal in the water close by. A large number of sharks patrolled the area, snatching fish and debris as they discovered the tidbits. Two of them were stripping what looked like a human female torso with shredded streamers of cloth clinging to it.
Nick said, “The pirate leader must have forced them to try to recover the machine gun even knowing the sharks were still here.”
“As I said before, someone needs to put a bullet in that asshole,” Riki said.
Riki steered Meka between rock outcroppings and tree roots as they entered the inlet. The jungle canopy blocked the moon, so she had to rely on Meka’s low light sensors and directions from Pelican Two to find the waterway nearest Ronna’s cage.
About fifty yards past the dock where Ronna had been taken off the pirate boat, they found a hidden anchorage with five large fiberglass speedboats and numerous open fishing boats. The view from Pelican Two showed two sentries guarding the boats, fuel and an ammunition dump. One reclined in the helmsman’s chair on one of the larger boats, and the other slowly walked a circuit around the piles of supplies.
“Determinist Blade, something’s happening in the camp,” Pelican One reported. “There’s activity in the leader’s hut. One of his men roused him and gave him a satellite telephone.”
“Nick, look. Both sentries are heading for the village area,” Riki said.
The screen showed the two hurrying down a path toward the leader’s hut.
“This is our chance,” Nick said. “If they got a distress call from the pirates attacking the cruise ship, I bet they take the five larger boats. To go that far, they’re going to need additional fuel. Let’s see what we can do to assist them.”
Meka surfaced next to one of the larger boats. Nick and Riki crossed it to get to shore. Riki turned back. “Meka submerge and wait for us.”
Nick headed directly to an array of fifty-five gallon drums and five-gallon military jerry cans. One of the drums had a hand pump inserted into its large bunghole. The jerry cans were empty. Nick grabbed two cans and indicated Riki should do the same.
“Grab two of these and follow me. We’ll fill them with water.”
They ran for the inlet and filled each jerry can at least half-full and rushed back to the fuel dump.
Nick distributed part of the water into eight additional jerry cans.
“Ever use a hand pump like this?”
Riki shook her head. “It looks like you hand crank this handle.”
Nick shifted the first can closer, inserted the fill hose and demonstrated.
Nick closed the can he’d filled. “Fill the rest of these cans with gas and I’ll load them on the boats.”
Riki inserted the flexible hose in the next can and worked the offset pump handles. 
As each filled, Nick clamped the lid down and carried it to the docked speedboats. The boats had mounts along one side of the deck to strap the gas cans tight. He made sure that each speedboat got at least two of the doctored cans.
The last boat had a large machine gun mounted on a tripod bolted to the deck. A canvas shroud protected it from the rain. Nick pulled off the cover, and examined the firing mechanism.
Riki hissed to get his attention and pointed toward the village area. She anxiously waved him off the boat.
Running out of time, he cut off one of the shroud ties and stuffed it into the guns breech, hoping to jam the mechanism the next time the gun was charged. He replaced the cover, and jumped to shore.
Riki grabbed his hand and ran for the jungle. They dove into the vegetation as the first of the pirates appeared.
Nick pushed Riki flat and pulled several large leaves down to conceal them. “Quiet,” he whispered.
Half the pirates stopped at the ammunition and a loud argument ensued. Apparently, there was disagreement on what to load on the boats. Finally, two men just grabbed the first ammunition crate off the top of the pile and headed for one of the boats.
Other pirates filled jerry cans and transported them to the boats. The argument over the ammunition stopped when the leader stepped into the clearing and barked an order.
Ten minutes later, five men climbed into each boat. The leader joined the men in the boat with the large machine gun. Following in single file, the small flotilla streamed down the inlet.
A group of pirates remained near the supplies. One of them pointed at two men, and the rest headed back toward the village. The two singled out for sentry duty didn’t look happy. The larger of the two snarled something and slipped down a trail that angled toward the huts near Ronna’s cage.
Nick watched the remaining sentry make a circuit of the area and finally settle down under a tree near the ammunition dump. A few minutes later, his head lolled to the side, and his rifle slipped from his hands.
Nick tapped Riki’s shoulder. They crawled out of the jungle and crept around the sleeping sentry.

The pirate looked up at the cage holding the prisoner. “Wake up little hell cat. I come to play like I promised you,” he said quietly. “I know you hear me. When I lower the cage, I show you how you can make a man happy.”
He walked under the cage and pulled up the stakes directly beneath it. Something moved in the cage. “Ahh. You awake and waiting for me. Good. I think maybe you dead, and we no get to play.” He stroked his erection, and then removed the smallest log from the counter balance cradle.
The cage eased down. When it was close to the ground, he pulled it the rest of the way, and unhooked the cable that held the door closed. Dropping the door to the ground, he stepped into the cage. The girl lay in a corner with a bloody bandage covering her wound. She seemed to be unconscious. “What?” he looked from side to side. “How’d you get bandage?”
Movement from above startled him and he looked up. A furry creature with human like hands hung from the top of the cage, a wicked looking sword in one hand. The blade flashed, and pain erupted from the end of his nose.
The sentry grabbed his face and when he moved his hand away, he saw an X shaped bloodstain in his palm.
The creature made another lunge at him with the flashing blade.
He jumped back, but his right foot slipped off the bamboo, and he went over backwards into the ditch that surrounded the cage.
His eyes bulged as the stakes embedded in the ditch pierced his body. A strangled scream died in his throat when the poison on the stakes sent his chest muscles into uncontrollable spasms.

Nick glanced around. “The sentry’s asleep. I don’t see anyone else. Let’s go.”
Riki followed him down the path to Ronna’s cage.
Nick reached back and grabbed her thigh as he stopped and squatted behind screening vegetation.
He whispered, “The cage is down and there’s a body in the ditch near the open door. Stay low and watch our back.”
 Nick reached the cage as the pirate’s body relaxed and his final breath rushed out. “Help me pull him out of the ditch. We’ll use his weight to hold the cage down while we get Ronna out.”
Each grabbed a leg and dragged the body into the cage.
Riki shivered. “I hope you died in agony, you child molesting scumbag.”
Nick lifted Ronna and carried her out. The windalfluff pilot collected his pack and followed Nick. When he was clear, Riki raised the door, slipped the cable through and clipped it to the D-ring.
The pilot scampered up the tree trunk, collected his rope and climbed back into his combat flyer.
Riki climbed the ladder to the platform with the counter balance hanging next to it, and tossed logs into the frame until it settled to the ground, hoisting the cage.
Riki whispered into her comm unit, “Meka, we’re coming back with Ronna. Surface and standby with your med-unit.”
Riki went ahead of Nick down the trail back toward the hidden anchorage. When she got to the clearing, she looked for the sleeping sentry. He was gone.
“Halt!”
Riki heard the snick of the safety coming off on the sentry’s AK-47. She raised her hands and turned to face the direction of the command. Her sudden appearance had obviously startled him in mid-stream. He hadn’t taken the time to stuff and zip.
She saw his trigger finger tense. “Not a good idea,” she said gesturing over her shoulder at the drums of highly flammable gasoline and pile of ammunition.
The pirate snarled his frustration and reversed his rifle, swinging the butt at her head. Riki ducked the blow and drove her coiled fingers into the man’s throat, crushing his windpipe. She planted her foot in his chest and grabbed the rifle as she shoved him away.
Nick stepped around Riki and the convulsing sentry. He climbed onto Meka, lowered Ronna to the deck and watched the medi-unit start to encase Ronna’s wound then stop.
Meka said, “Remove the bandage so the med-unit has access to the injury.”
Nick peeled the bandage off, and the med-unit resumed treatment.
A minute later, Meka said, “My limited medical resources can’t treat this. We need to get her back to Durall.”
Nick called softly, “Riki, come on we need to get Ronna back to Durall.”
“What should I do with the sentry?”
“Bring him along. We’ll help the sharks with their high-protein diet.”
Riki grabbed the pirate’s dead body by the collar of his shirt and dragged it to Meka. Nick helped her roll the body aboard. Meka enclosed the deck and they submerged.
Nick said, “We’ll have to come back for Chal. I just hope the pirates don’t discover Ronna’s missing before we get back.”
When they entered the lagoon, the pirate’s body sank through the deck and drifted toward the surface. It didn’t take long for the sharks to find the latest offering.
Meka docked with Durall and transferred the unconscious girl to Durall’s medical unit.
Nick and Riki joined Dustmopier on the bridge for an update on the Princess Azoa situation.
Dust, fur matted, green eyes rimmed in red, voice choking, said, “Lieutenant Kayhill and his team are back aboard the Independence.” She pointed at one of the displays. “The pirates have backed off out of range of the fire hoses. They’re no longer shooting at the cruise ship. It’s almost as if they are waiting for something.”
“Durall, connect me with Lieutenant Kayhill on the Independence,” Nick ordered.
“I’ve established the connection. Lieutenant Kayhill is standing by with his captain, Commander Dorset,” Durall said.
Nick moved closer to the screen blocking the view of Dustmopier. “Commander Dorset, Lt. Kayhill, The pirates here in God’s Ear launched five speedboats with twenty-five men aboard about half an hour ago. I think they’re going to join the group attacking the Azoa—”
“How long before they reach the ship?” Kayhill asked.
“I’d estimate six to eight hours to rendezvous, unless our little surprise slows them down,” Nick said. “Miss Dorn and I managed to rescue Ronna Hettz. We eliminated two of the remaining pirates during the rescue. One fell onto the poison stakes near the prisoner’s cage, and the other attempted to capture Miss Dorn when she surprised him near their ammo and fuel dump. Needless to say, he was less than successful.”
“What do you mean by your little surprise?” Kayhill asked.
“Riki and I contaminated their reserve fuel supply with sea water. Once they use those jerry cans of gas, it should give them engine problems. Unfortunately, I don’t know the range of the main fuel tanks on their boats.”
Commander Dorset spoke up, “Thank you for the heads up on the reinforcements. The Independence will arrive in the area of the cruise ship about the time the pirates from God’s Ear get there. I plan to dispatch Lt. Kayhill and his team as soon as we’re in range with the V22, but seeing your drone shot down worries me. If they can hit a target as small and fast as your drone, taking out the V22 would be no problem for them. We’ll have to plan the approach to the Azoa low and fast to avoid detection.”
“Captain Blade,” Durall interrupted. “Ronna is stable and undergoing surgery for her wound. It’s a good thing you got her back when you did. The internal damage is bad but repairable. Meka is ready to deploy when you are,”
“We’re on our way, Durall. Commander, I’ll contact you and Lt. Kayhill when we’ve rescued the other prisoner. We’ll try to get to the Azoa to assist as soon as we can. Blade, out.”



Chapter 12 – Princess Azoa
“Johnny Dalton, you give Rosalie back. If you hurt her I—I’ll glue your hair to your pillow tonight.”
“Nah, you won’t. Where’d you get glue? We’re on a ship in the middle of the ocean being attacked by pirates.”
“Give me back my doll, you butt head.”
“Hey Benny, catch!” The doll arced over her head and Benny snatched it by a leg.
Six-year-old Sally Dalton stamped her running-shoe clad foot and screamed. “Don’t hurt her. She’s the only friend I’ve got.”
Benny’s face transformed into a sneer. “Hey Johnny, your baby sister thinks this thing is her friend. It’s just a dumb doll. It can’t feel anything. He pulled and twisted, and the right arm came off.”
“No!”
“You was just supposed to throw it back, Benny. Not tear it up. Now she’s going to go crying to Mom and get me in trouble.”
“You think your Mom’s going to worry about a little kid’s doll when she’s got a bullet hole in her shoulder and pirates trying to stop this ship. Besides the doctor has her on so many painkillers she can’t even talk. Grow a pair, Johnny. We’re the biggest kids in the room. We can do whatever we want.” Benny tossed Rosalie’s arm at Sally then whipped the body over Johnny’s head and through the shattered window behind him. “You want your stupid doll, go swim for it.”
Sally watched Benny turn his back and march over to some of the other younger kids playing an electronic space invaders game. He shoved the one working the joystick and buttons out of the way and took over the game.
Johnny walked up behind Sally and put his hands on her shoulders. “I was just teasing you. I didn’t think he’d toss Rosalie out the window.”
Sally twisted out of Johnny’s grasp, wrenching sobs choking her and tears blurring her vision. She ran up behind Benny and kicked him in the calf before groping her way to the door as her falling tears streaked her pink Sparkle pony tee shirt.
“Where you going, Sally? We’re supposed to stay in here so we’re safe if the pirates start shooting again.”
The door slowly closed as Sally slipped through and ran down the passageway. She stumbled up the stairs at the end of the hall. The door at the top opened on the deck with all the chairs and swimming pool. She pulled the handle on the door down and shoved. The door opened a crack and closed again. Sally braced her feet and leaned forward. She pulled the latch down again and pushed with all her might. The door opened slowly, and she stepped forward, still pushing. She jumped through the opening before the closer could ease it shut again.
Sally looked back at the door. There was no way she could open it from this side. But who cared. Rosalie was gone. Mom was in the infirmary with all kinds of bags and tubes in her, and her big brother Johnny had helped that bully Ben Bridger kill Rosalie.
“I hope the pirates feed both of’em to the sharks.”
She aimlessly wandered down the deck even though the Captain had told everyone to stay inside and out of sight. She didn’t care, her best friend was gone and she’d never see her again. More tears leaked from her eyes as she thought about the beautiful doll clothes in her cabin, the ones that she’d never get to put on Rosalie again.
Sally moved around the mass of deck chairs to the low stage where the Cruise Director held contests with the passengers and small musical groups performed. She wrapped her arms around her waist, crossed her ankles and wilted down in the middle of the stage facing the sea of deck chairs and the pool area. A tall microphone-stand stood centered at the front of the stage. Pulling her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them and lowered her forehead to rest on top.
The rattle of gunfire snapped her head up. It seemed to be coming from behind her and off to one side. She saw a tiny airplane climb for the clouds with lines of bright dots following it. A white streak snaked into the air, catching the little plane in an explosion of fire and noise. The small craft tumbled end over end.
She watched it arc toward the sea, and recover a bit of control as it turned toward the ship. At the last second, it leveled out and flashed straight toward her still dropping closer to the ship. Sally watched until she was certain it was going to crash into her. She screamed and clapped her hands to her ears hiding her face between her arms.
When the crashing and scrapping noise stopped, Sally slowly turned her head. The microphone-stand in front of her rolled in ever-smaller circles, a short stub all that remained of the steel shaft.
A deep gouge scared the teak deck boards and ended at the lip of the swimming pool. Mangled and twisted deck chairs lay to both sides of the gouge. The netting over the drained swimming pool sagged under the weight of a ball of wreckage, deck chair legs sticking out like thorns from a sandbur.
 Sally crawled to the edge of the stage and stepped down to the deck. She approached the swimming pool in halting frightened steps, an occasional hiccup jerking her small shoulders.
“Sally! Are you on deck?”
Johnny. Why can’t he leave me alone? He helped that mean bully kill Rosalie.
Sally squatted down behind the deck chairs and inched closer to the pool. If he comes looking for me I can hide under the netting over the pool.
Johnny’s shouts moved off toward the door on the other side of the deck.
She crawled on her hand and knees to hide behind the bright-yellow waterslide. Holding the lip of the slide Sally raised her head just enough so she could watch him turning in occasional circles searching for her as he crossed the deck.
A streak of white vapor flashed overhead followed by a loud explosion on the very top of the ship. Sally screamed and scrambled under the waterslide. There was a two-foot gap between the steel legs mounting the slide above the lip of the swimming pool. A second explosion, again from the top of the ship, rattled the plastic of the waterslide and forced the air from her lungs. She slithered through the gap and into the empty swimming pool remaining under the portion of the slide that stuck out over the pool. Debris from the two explosions rattled and struck all around.
The netting over the pool quivered and sagged from the impacts.
Sally saw something dangling from the bottom of the ball of wreckage. It looked like a hand, a small hand, almost the size of Rosalie’s hand. She crab walked forward, and reached out to touch it. It was warm and soft, not like the plastic feel of Rosalie’s molded arm. She gently grasped the arm and pulled down.
A small snapping pop, almost like someone had snapped their fingers, came from just above her hand.
“Awwga, shit that hurt! But I gotta admit my shoulder feels better now that it’s back in place.”
Sally snatched her hand back. “Who said that? That’s a bad word; you’re not supposed to say shit.” Even with being scared, she wanted to giggle, she’d said one of the bad words and Mom couldn’t discipline her for it since someone else had said it first and she was just scolding them.
The arm she’d pulled on flexed and moved slowly in a circle before disappearing into the wreckage. Several groans and a muffled scream came from the small rectangular opening.
Another muffled groan emitted from the opening, and a furry leg with three toes slowly came into sight. “My front leg’s dislocated, too. You think you could try pulling on it like you did my arm? Maybe we can get it to pop back into the socket.”
“Wh—who are you? Why’s your leg gots fur on it?”
“Look little mistress, can the introductions wait until we fix my leg. It hurts like a son-of—b… ahhh I mean, it hurts like hell and I can’t walk with it the way it is now. Please pull down gently until I tell you to stop.”
Sally extended her hand, and used a finger to stroke the fur. “It’s soft.”
“Okay. It’s soft and brown and I have three toes, but please can you just pull on it? The pain is really—really bad.”
Sally wrapped her hand around the leg and pull down.
“Pull harder. It’s almost there.”
She pulled with more force.
“Errrrrrr aaaah. Ease off slowly. Slowly!”
She relaxed the pressure.
“That’s it. It’s back in the socket, but I won’t be able to use it or the arm for a while.”
The leg pulled up out of site.
“I’m going to hand some stuff down. Do you think you can catch it and pile it out of the way until I can climb down?”
“I don’t know. I’m not supposed to take stuff from strangers.”
“Look, my name is Andarill, and I’ve been helping slow the pirates down until help can get here. I promise I won’t hurt you. In fact, when I climb out of my flyer, you’ll see that you’re a lot bigger than I am.”
“Well. I guess its okay.”
A small pack followed by a strange looking rifle came into view. The rifle was about the size of the one Johnny’s G.I. Joe action figure had. Sally took the items and placed them off to the side.
“I’ve ordered my flyer to continue fixing as many systems as it can, but I think I’ll have to get it back to Durall for a complete overhaul before it will fly again.”
“You’re the pilot of that little airplane the pirates were shooting at?”
“That I am. I’m Prince Andarill of Verdera. Consort to the royal Prinas Dustmopier and First Prince of Earth, protectors of its resources and people.”
Sally watched as a furry animal slowly wiggled down through the opening. Two legs were waving in the air as if searching for footing. She reached out and turned her palms up so the feet had something to stand on. The rest of the body eased down and she lowered Andarill to the yellow and blue tiles on the bottom of the pool. He looked like a furry dust mop with legs and arms. He had on a black harness, kind of like what some people put on their dogs, except this one had a sword on one side and a holstered pistol on the other. A carved deep-red stone flashed in a silver mount attached to the harness where it crossed the top of his body just behind his head.
“Prince Andarill.” Sally leaned forward in an awkward bow because of the low netting. “I’m Sally Dalton, first daughter of Clarice and Gerald Dalton of La Crosse, Wisconsin, and I don’t have any lands or people to protect.”
“Mistress Sally Dalton, I’m honored to make your acquaintance and I thank you for your assistance.” Andarill returned the bow as best he could with one arm strapped to the harness and a front leg that was so swollen it wouldn’t bend. “I have an adopted niece, Mariee, who is about the same age as you. She loves to dress up in her princess gown when the royal family visits.”
“Ohhh—I’d like to dress like a princess and meet the royal family.”
“Perhaps someday you can, but right now we need to find shelter. Some place less exposed, and I need to find food to speed up my healing process.”
Sally lifted Andarill and his gear through the opening under the waterslide, and then crawled after him. Once out, she stood, gave Andarill the rifle, hooked a finger through his pack and gently picked him up. She cradled him in her arms and started for a set of exposed stairs leading up to the next deck.
“Do you think it’s wise to be out in the open with the pirates shooting at the ship?”
“We need to go up one deck to get to the doors that open by themselves. I can’t open the ones down here. I’ll stay low and check for pirate boats before we go up.”
She didn’t see any pirates, and climbed the stair as fast as she could while carrying Andarill and his equipment. When she got up to the game area where the passengers played shuffleboard and table tennis, she noticed the big white balls on top of the ship were just twisted, blackened shreds of fiberglass. The wide bar-like thing mounted on the mast above them, the one that was always going around in circles, hung in broken segments of metal mesh and plastic.
“It looks like the pirates took out the satellite-radios and radar,” Andarill said.
“Sally,” Johnny yelled and came running toward her.
“Don’t tell anyone else about me,” Andarill whispered as he pulled in his eyestalks and went limp.
“What’ca got?”
“Nothing. Don’t you come near me you murderer. You helped kill Rosalie. Johnny, you stay away from my new friend.” Sally ran for the automatic doors that opened into the interior balcony around the open, five-story atrium with the wispy glass sculpture that changed colors. She and Johnny had sailed paper airplanes from here when they’d first gotten on the ship.
“Sally, wait! I want to talk to you.”
She ran past the elevators and slapped her hand over the down button before heading for a women’s bathroom, a place where Johnny wouldn’t follow her. She let the door close down to just a crack and watched Johnny whip his head around trying to find her. When he didn’t see her, he headed down the stairs, jumping down two and three at a time.
An elevator chimed and a mellow woman’s voice announced, “Lido Deck.” Sally pulled the restroom door open and ran for the empty car. The elevator doors eased shut when she pushed the button for The Riviera deck. She heard Johnny running back up the stairs just before the doors closed completely.
The elevator descended three decks before stopping. The doors opened and three old people got on, two women and a man. They look like they had to be at least 150 years old.
Sally slid back into a corner cradling Andarill to her chest. She tried to make herself look small so they wouldn’t notice her.
The women wore silk dresses, one in light blue and the other in green. One even had a turban like hat on her head. They both had animal fur things draped over their shoulders. The fur things still had the heads attached and shiny glass eyes stared back at her. The man had a cane and was dressed in a dark pinstripe three-piece suit. One of the women looked down her nose and sniffed. She looked over her shoulder at Sally, and her eyes went kind of squinty. “Is that an animal you’re carrying? I didn’t think they allowed animals on the ship.” She inched away from Sally and partly turned to face her.
“I—ah, this is my new friend, Andarill.”
“Speak up girl. I can’t understand you when you mumble like that. What kind of beast is that, I’ve never seen one like it before? Harry, you see that thing she’s carrying?” The man, Harry, stood with both hands on his cane facing the elevator doors, ignoring the woman. “Harry, pay attention! I’m talking to you. Man’s as deaf as a rock.” Harry jerked at the sharp command, and half turned.
Sally looked at the floor, and kicked the wall with her running shoe. “Andarill’s a new kind of toy. He’s kind of a cross between G.I. Joe and a Muppet. You can buy all kinds of accessories for him. I got this neat harness and sword off the Internet.”
The woman gave another sniff. “I don’t like that webnet thing. It’s too intrusive, a person just looks at a computer and everyone in the world knows all about you. The next thing you know someone’s taken movies of you, and everyone’s watching it on that face-tube.”
“Now Henrietta, leave the little girl alone. It’s not her fault that technology is moving too fast for you.”
The woman glared at Harry, and turned her back on him to face her friend. “Let’s stop at the bar before we go in to dinner, Eloise. I could use a martini. Harry’s buying.”
The elevator doors opened on the atrium bar. The area was crowded with people getting drinks from the bar and listening to a small ensemble made up of violin, piano and bass. Low tables and easy chairs populated the large area. The early dinner seating wouldn’t start for another half-hour.
The elevator doors closed before anybody else entered the car. It resumed its descent to Sally’s cabin deck.
When the doors opened, Sally leaned out, searching the area for any sign of Johnny or Benny. The only person in sight was a steward delivering a room service tray to one of the cabins down the hall. Sally shifted Andarill’s pack in her hand, and sprinted for the cabin.
Once they were inside, she laid Andarill on the bed with his pack. Sally snapped the security lock on the door, ensuring their privacy.
“This cabin is an outside room with a balcony,” Sally told Andarill. “That’s how my Mom got shot. The lifeboats are one deck above this one, and when the pirates were shooting at them, a bullet came through the window and hit her in the shoulder. The Captain told everyone in the outside cabins to try to find someone with an inside cabin who would share, but there aren’t enough beds, so Johnny and I stayed here.”
“It’s a little drafty in here,” Andarill said.
“There’s a big hole in the window. We keep the drapes closed to block most of the wind.”
Andarill got up and limped across the bed. He worked his way behind the drapes by bracing himself on the little nightstand. “This hole is large enough for me to get through. I’d have to push my pack through first, but I don’t think I could get it back up again with this bad arm and leg. To get back in the cabin I can push the plastic patio table over under the window. Do you know who’s in the cabin on either side?”
“The cabin on your right is a young couple on their honeymoon, and on the left was an older couple who have friends somewhere else on the ship. They moved their luggage and stuff to their friend’s suite. I haven’t seen them since they moved. The glass in the balcony door to that cabin was completely broken out from an explosion. The partitions between balconies stop about eight-inches above the deck, so you can easily crawl under them.
“I’m going to check out the cabin next door. It might be a good place for me to stay out of sight until the rescue team gets here.” Andarill slid behind the drape and disappeared.
Sally heard a thump then a muffled groan.
“I’m okay. The landing was a bit more jarring than I expected.”
A few minutes later, the sound of the plastic patio table vibrated across the balcony, and Andarill’s head appeared from behind the curtain. “You’re right the cabin is empty. Someone cleaned up the glass and taped plastic sheeting over the door to keep rain out. Do you want to move to the cabin next door, so your brother can’t find you?”
“Okay, but I can’t use the balcony. The door closer on the balcony door is too strong for me to open.”
“Why don’t you want your brother to find you?”
“Johnny and Benny Bridger killed my best friend.”
Andarill gasped, “Your brother’s not much older than you, and you’re telling me he’s a killer?”
“Yeah. Benny told him they were the biggest kids, so they could do anything they wanted. Benny threw Rosalie through the window into the water.”
“I’m sorry, Sally. We need to get out of here. I can go back to the empty cabin and open the hall door latch from the inside. You’ll have to push it open from the hall.”
Sally was standing in the hall with Andarill’s pack in her hand waiting for him to unlatch the door of the empty cabin when she heard the elevators soft female voice announce, “Riviera Deck.” The next voices she heard were Johnny and Benny talking about where she’d gone. She bounced on her toes and softly knocked on the door, praying Andarill could get it unlocked before the two murderers spotted her.



Chapter 13 – Back to the Rescue
Riki piloted Meka back into God’s Ear. She held the craft ten-feet below the surface to avoid detection. The tree supporting Chal’s cage was a half-mile deeper into the Ear. Another crude dock jutted into the inlet near the second village. Several small canoes bumped against its pilings.
“Reports from Pelican One’s pilot indicate the camp is sleeping. The three sentries posted on the approach paths are awake, but not overly attentive,” Nick told Riki as she eased Meka into the bank around the bend and out of sight of the dock.
Meka surfaced to permit Riki and Nick access to the jungle. Riki turned back to Meka and ordered her to submerge and wait for their call.
Nick took the lead, pressing into the heavy foliage. They angled toward the path leading from the dock to the village. Once they found the path, they waited in the undergrowth looking for movement.
A few minutes later, a sentry walked down the path towards the dock. Riki crawled around Nick, and came up behind the sentry. The man was small only about two-inches taller than Riki. She snaked an arm around his neck, locking it in place by grabbing her opposite bicep and then used her free hand to push his head forward, squeezing the arteries in his neck. In less than a minute, the man was unconscious with a tranquilizer patch slapped to the inside of his thigh to keep him that way.
“He’s unconscious, the tranquilizer should keep him out for about eight hours,” Riki said.
“One down and two to go,” said Nick.
They moved slowly and cautiously down the path towards the village. When they neared the cage suspended in the trees, the path branched. One path led to the huts, and the other up the hill and out of sight.
Riki eased down the path towards the village, staying low to the ground, and using shadows to mask her movements. The scent of rotting vegetation was overwhelming. Rain dripped from the leaves above, covering the sounds of her movement. The raised huts of the village were occasionally visible through the trees and she had to pause, looking for any movement or activity on the raised platform. Riki found a spot that would conceal her, and waited for the sentry to make his rounds.
Nick circled the tree with the cage suspended from its limb. Pelican Two waved a hand and pointed at an angle towards the path going up the hill. He nodded his understanding.
Pelican Two removed his sidearm and covered Nick as he pulled up the stakes under the cage. When the area was clear of poison stakes, Nick pulled two logs off the counterbalance carrier. He had to remove a third before the cage descended.
Riki tensed, she could hear movement coming down the path from the village. She checked her pocket to make sure that she had another tranquilizer patch ready. Leg muscles tensed, she waited for the pirate to appear. When he came into view, he wasn’t alone. A second man walked directly behind him, both armed with AK-47s.
Shit!
Riki let the first man pass. She peeled the backing from a tranquilizer patch, and then reached through the vegetation concealing her, to brush the patch on the second man’s calf.
The pirate glanced down at his leg, but kept walking. He made it twenty-yards along the trail before his knees buckled and he fell on his face. The lead pirate heard his companion go down. Slipping the rifle from his shoulder, he crouched looking for a threat. When nothing attacked he ran to the prone form, checked the man’s pulse, and then rolled him onto his back searching for wounds.
Riki prepared a second tranquilizer, and waited for her opportunity to incapacitate the second pirate. She was totally unprepared when the beam from a powerful flashlight snapped on and swept the jungle. Her startled recoil gave away her location.
The Pirate stood, leveling his rifle at her hiding place, flashlight clamped to the forearm stock by his left hand.
“Stand up! I shoot you no stand up.”
A cone of bright blue energy flashed from an overhead branch. The man’s muscles locked in a rigid spasm as he tipped forward driving the muzzle of his rifle into the ground, releasing the flashlight.
Riki slipped between the large rhododendron leaves that concealed her, and ran to the fallen man. She applied the tranquilizer patch on the inside of his thigh and then killed the beam from the flashlight. She stripped the two Pirates of their weapons, dragged the bodies in to the undergrowth and covered them with large leaves before running back to Nick.
Nick had the cage open, and was hoisting Chal in a firefighter’s carry when Riki ran into the clearing.
She anxiously waved Nick toward the path back to Meka as she watched the trail that led to the village. “Move, the others might have seen the flashlight and stun beam,” she said in a low voice.
Nick moved out at shuffling trot. Riki followed behind, watching the back trail over her shoulder. When they passed the first sentry she’d taken down, she stopped to take his weapons. Loaded down with three AK-47s, a pistol, and three machetes she looked like a berserk Rambo.
Nick was lowering Chal to Meka’s deck when a second blue flash lit up the night. He jumped into Meka and turned to help Riki. She was throwing the rifles and other weapons as far out into the inlet as she could sail them. When she’d finished, she took Nick’s hand, and scrambled down into the helmsman’s seat.
“The third sentry must have been getting close, and one of the Pelican pilots stunned him,” Riki said.
“Let’s get out of here before the whole village shows up,” Nick said.
Meka backed into the inlet, extended her hydrofoils and accelerated toward the open sea as gunfire rattled through the jungle.
Nick faced the screens showing views from Pelican flight. “We have Chal Hettz aboard, and we’re clearing the inlet. Pelican Flight, you are cleared to use all necessary force to return to Durall safely.”
The jungle canopy lit up with blue flashes, and the night boomed from air rushing in to fill the vacuum left by the instant collapse of matter due to quantum rifle discharges.
The screens showed the combat flyers lifting off to weave their way between the giant trees. Within seconds, the three flyers formed into a ‘V’ formation over Meka. Stun bolts continued to flash as the pilots removed threatening lookouts and sentries.
Three small speedboats entered the inlet ahead. The pirates onboard trained their weapons on Meka and opened fire.
“Meka, target the attacking boats—fire.” Riki held the wheel steady as lines of bullets stitched the water and converged on them. 
Meka’s class-six quantum weapon emerged from the bow and the boats disappeared in a tiny contrail like a wisp of vapor as a large hemispherical depression appeared in the water where they’d been. Every atom within the quantum event was instantaneously condensed into a single particle no larger than a dust mote. The sudden vacuum pulled the surrounding water and air in to fill the void and caused a roiling geyser of salt spray and turbulent air.
Riki worried that the destruction of the boats was a little harsh until she envisioned Andarill’s combat flyer blown out of the sky by a surface-to-air missile and the deathly pale Chal Hettz on the deck behind her. Scanning the inlets and tributaries, Riki shouted, “Anyone else want to come out and play!”

Nick bent to straighten Chal’s limbs, so that Meka’s medi-unit could analyze his condition. A clamshell of material grew from the deck and encased Chal’s head from the bridge of his nose to the crown of his skull.
“Meka, give me a report on him as soon as possible.”
“Scanning.”
Nick stood and moved up beside Riki. “Any sign of pursuit?”
“Not since the speedboats tried to block us. Losing them and the posted lookouts seems to have taken the fight out of the pirates.” Riki shifted to permit Nick to stand beside her at the helm.
Nick put his arm around Riki’s waist and squeezed. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m okay. I had a moment right after I ordered Meka to fire on the boats, but it passed when I realized, these were the same animals that attacked the Hettz family and shot down Andarill.”
A tear rolled down Riki’s cheek, and Nick’s heart broke at the pain in her expression.
“O God, Nick. I can’t imagine what Dust is going through. I’ve never lost someone close before. My mother left me when I was just a baby, so I never knew her. I’ve missed her, but not like Dust and Andarill. I know she is still alive somewhere. Dust can be a royal pain in the ass, and I mean that on several levels, but to lose Andarill so soon after their mating…” She moved the helm to change course several degrees to port. “Do you remember when Dust and I made a bond that we’d be sisters and help each other? Nick, I don’t know how to help her.”
“Having Dust as my partner for years has taught me that she will not react well to pity. She might accept sympathy for a few minutes, but her natural response will be to bury her grief and get on with life. On her home planet, death was such a common, every-day-occurrence that those left behind dared not let grief cloud their actions. I think the best thing will be to focus on completing this mission, so she can have some quiet time before the nits come.”
“Mr. Blade, I have completed my scan of Chal Hettz,” Meka reported. “He has several bad bruises and minor lacerations, but his major problem is a skull fracture and the resulting swelling. I can begin treatment of the soft-tissue damage and immobilize the skull fracture. He will need surgery very soon to relieve the pressure on his brain from the swelling. Without the surgery, if he lives, he will have severe brain damage and loss of mental and physical function. Unfortunately, a procedure of this nature is beyond the abilities of my medi-unit or those of Durall’s.”



Chapter 14 – Tea Party
Andarill hung from the cabin door latch, but was not heavy enough to pull it down. He finally flipped around, so he was above the bar, dug his claws into the material of the door and pushed down, using his back legs to hold him in place. The latch clicked.
The door flew open pinning him between it and the closet that lined the wall.
Sally tossed his pack to the floor then turned and leaned against the slowly closing door. She put a finger to her lips, “Shhhhhh.”
Andarill watched two boys pass the almost closed door; one of them was the boy from the deck that Sally called Johnny, and the other was a larger boy with a heavy tread. This must be Benny. The door clicked shut just as the two reached the cabin next door.
Andarill whispered, “Stay here. I’m going to see what they’re up to.”
He scrambled to the floor and slipped through the plastic covering the balcony door, and then quietly climbed the plastic patio table to listen at the hole in the window.
“You said she’d be here.”
“I said I saw her get on the elevator and it went down. I figured she’d come back to the cabin or go visit Mom. If she gets to Mom before we find her, we could be in big trouble. Why’d you have to throw Rosalie through the window anyway? She was the only one of Sally’s friends she got to bring on this trip.”
“Your sister is such a baby. She has to learn that life is hard and mean. My Dad says, ‘If you’re not a leader and controlling the situation, it will control you and make you its slave.’ Well I’m the leader, and all the other kids get to be the slaves.”
“But they’re just kids. Why does there have to be a leader?”
“Because it’s more fun that way.”
“More fun for who?”
“Me.”
“But what about the rest of us?”
“You don’t matter, as long as the leader is happy, that’s all that counts, my dad says. Now what else does your sister have in here that we could take for ransom to keep her quiet?”
“Nothing. You already destroyed the one thing she really loved.”
“We’ll just have to find her then. Let’s go down to the infirmary and see if she’s with your mom.”
Andarill heard the door open and close, and then silence. He returned to the cabin where Sally hid.
“Sally, do you have any food in your cabin? I need protein to help heal my injuries.”
“No. But I can call room service. Even with the pirates attacking, the kitchen is functioning as if everything is normal.”
“Would you do that please? If I don’t have something to eat very soon, I’ll pass out when the chemicals released into my system during my crash landing are consumed.”
Sally phoned room service and ordered two double cheeseburgers, French fries, cookies, milk and tea for two to be delivered to this cabin. “We’re going to have a real tea party. You wait right here. I’ll knock on the door four times when I come back.”
A few minutes later, four taps on the door announced Sally’s return. When Andarill let her in, she carried a small plastic suitcase with scenes of Disney Princesses printed in bright colors.
Sally cleared off the oval table in front of the couch, opened the case and removed a real china tea set with cups, plates, teapot and small utensils. She arranged two place settings then slid the backless stool from the vanity over for the seat across from the couch.
She closed the suitcase and slide it under the bed, and then went into the bathroom. When a tap sounded on the door a few minutes later, she came out of the bathroom with a tiara in her hair, white elbow-length gloves and a fake fur cape around her shoulders.
Andarill slipped under the bed and watched as Sally opened the door to a young room service waiter.
The waiter’s eyes widen for a moment taking in Sally’s costume. “Good’ay, miss. You ordered afternoon tea?” He said in a very Australian accent.
“Why, yes, thank you, young man. You may place the tray on the vanity and fill the teapot on the table, so the leaves steep properly,” Sally said in a little girl’s impersonation of a proper English matron. “Don’t forget to cover the pot with the cozy.”
“Of course, miss. Would you like me to arrange the food on the serving pieces?”
Sally giggled at the waiter’s willingness to play along. “You may address me as Princess Sally of Tumble Bottom Manor. That would be so kind of you, Reginald.”
“I’m sorry, miss, but Reginald had the day off. My name is Thomas.” Thomas pulled the cloth napkin from beneath the plates of hamburgers and fries, folded it and draped it over his forearm.
He filled the teapot and covered it. Thomas then quartered the hamburgers, arranged them around the outside of one of the plates and piled the French fries in the middle, poured the milk into the small server on the table, and transferred the sugar cubes on his tray to the covered china sugar bowl.
“Miss if you would care to be seated, I would be happy to pour.”
“Thank you, Thomas. That won’t be necessary; I’m expecting Prince Andarill to join me at any moment. I’ll be Mother and serve when he arrives.”
“Very well. Please ring if you require anything else.”
Thomas piled the empty dishes on his tray and let himself out.
“Prince Andarill, please join me in a spot of tea. Cook has prepared delicious beef and cheese sandwiches for us today.”
Andarill waited for the door to close completely then went to his pack and opened it. He removed his weapon’s harness and scrounged in the pack. Taking a bundle from the pack, he raced into the bathroom. Seconds later, he walked out wearing his black commander of the royal guard sash with its gold embroidery and large carved ruby emblem.
“Princess Sally, it is so good of you to invite me to tea this afternoon.”
Sally giggled and gave him a wide smile. “Prince Andarill, you look so dashing. I just love a military man in uniform. Please take a seat. Do you take milk? Sugar? Do try one of these little sandwiches. They are Cook’s specialty…”
Andarill polished off three of the hamburger quarters, half of the fries and two cups of tea before resuming his conversation with Sally. “These potatoes of the French variety are most delicious.”
“They are wonderful aren’t they? I insist Cook hand select each one from the finest French fry vendor in the land—”
“Sally! I can hear you talking in there. Open this door.” A tattoo of thumps sounded against the cabin door.
“It’s Johnny,” she whispered to Andarill, and then in a shout. “Go away you doll murderer. Go play with your new best friend, Benny.”
“I’m sorry, Sally. I didn’t know he would throw Rosalie through the window. I finally ditched him. I told him I had to go be with Mom for a few hours, and he went back to the game room to pick on the other kids. Please, Sally. I’m sorry. We have to stick together. We only have each other until Mom gets out of the hospital.”
Sally gave Andarill a sad questioning look.
“If he finds out, will he keep our secret about me being on the ship?” Andarill asked.
“For a big brother, he’s okay. He can be a real horse’s poop hole sometimes, but most of the time he’s nice. Besides, we could use him to help open the doors around here.”
“All right, let him in, but give me a few seconds. I want to get my combat harness back on.” Andarill slipped off the ceremonial sash and put it back in his pack. Before donning his combat harness, he moved through a series of stretching and flexibility exercises to test his healing muscles. Other than an occasional twinge, he’d regained full flexibility in the injured arm and leg. Full strength would return after his body had digested more of the meal he’d just eaten.
While Andarill checked his weapons, Sally set an additional place setting on the couch side of the table.
Andarill loosened his sword in its scabbard, and released the flap on his stunner holster. He climbed up on the shelf that held the TV to give himself the advantage of height. “Okay, let him in, but move back out of the way in case Benny is hiding out there.”
Sally turned the door handle and opened the door an inch. “The doors open. You can come in.” She backpedaled to clear the short hall.
Johnny pushed the door open and stepped into the cabin.
Sally leaned to the side trying to look behind him. “I just want to be sure Benny’s not out there.”
“I told you he left to go bully the other kids.”
“Close the door and you can join us for tea,” Sally said.
“Us?”
“Prince Andarill accepted my invitation to have tea this afternoon.”
“Who’s Prince Andarill?”
“He is.” Sally pointed at Andarill standing totally still on the shelf next to the flat-screen TV where Andarill was doing a statue impersonation.
“That looks like what you were carrying up on the pool deck.”
“That’s where I found him. His airplane got shot down, and he crashed into the pool. I helped get his arm and leg back in place. We came down here to get away from you and Benny.”
Johnny leaned over and examined the table. “You must have been hungry. You ate a whole hamburger and most of the fries. What did you do, switch sides of the table so that it looks like two people were eating?” Johnny asked.
“No. Andarill ate most of it. He needs the protein to fix his injuries. We still have almost a whole hamburger left, if you’re hungry.”
“Sally, you have to grow up a little bit. I know you like to pretend with your stuffed animals and your dolls, but what’s happening on the ship, and with the pirates is serious.”
Sally pushed past Johnny and seated herself on the vanity stool. She waved at the clean place setting. “Have a seat and eat before everything gets cold.”
Johnny sat on the couch, and reached for a hamburger wedge. Andarill jumped down from the shelf and joined him. Johnny’s hand froze, and his eyes widened in surprise.
“I’m still little hungry. I hope you don’t mind if I help myself to a few more French fries?” Andarill whipped out his sword, and skewered a golden-brown fry. He flicked the tip, so the fry tumbled through the air. With a few quick flicks of the wrist, the fry fell on his plate in four equal bite-size pieces. “Princess Sally, could I trouble you for another spot of tea?”
“My pleasure, Prince Andarill. How about you, Johnny. Tea?” Sally asked as she filled Andarill’s cup.
“Ahhh—yeah. Tea.” Johnny said distractedly. He held his hand, with the hamburger wedge gripped between thumb and pointer finger, over the serving plate as if he’d forgotten it was attached to his body.
Andarill stared into Johnny’s eyes as he slowly edged forward. In a lightning quick move, he plucked the hamburger wedge from Johnny’s fingers, chewed once and swallowed.
Johnny reanimated with a start, snapping his arm back. He took another wedge and popped it into his mouth as if Andarill would fight him for it. Johnny chewed for a few seconds, and then forced the entire mouthful down with a strained gulp. He reached for his teacup without looking and drained its contents in a single swallow.
“What is it?”
“He’s a windalfluff from Verdera. And his name is Andarill, First Prince of Earth, hero to its people,” Sally told him. “Andarill got shot down by the pirates when he was trying to drive them away.”
“Are you sure it’s house broke?”
“Johnny—That’s a terrible thing to say about my guest.”
 “Does it bite?”
“Only pirates, bullies and stupid brothers,” Sally said. “So you better be nice to us.”
Andarill pulled back his lips and showed off his very sharp and impressive teeth. “I once killed a bull grundalope that attacked my village, with no weapon but these.” Andarill flashed his teeth again. “Of course, a grundalope is only about as large as a Kodiak bear. It has hide like an elephant and antlers like an elk, so it wasn’t much of a fight. The worst part was the smell. They’re carrion eaters and smell like rotten meat.”
Johnny shifted away from Andarill and his sword.
“How did you manage to kill it?” Sally asked with childish wonder.
“I jumped on its back where it couldn’t reach me with its antlers and ate my way inside until I’d eaten its heart, gave me indigestion for a week.” Andarill leaned closer to Johnny and whispered, “It also turned my poop green.” Andarill cleaned his sword on one of the napkins and slammed it into its scabbard.
“Johnny would you care for more tea?” Sally asked returning to her role as Mum.
Johnny picked up his cup and saucer, and unsteadily held them out for a refill while casting nervous, sidelong glances at Andarill.
Andarill took a cookie and nibbled the edge. “I’ve have to figure out a way to protect this ship until navy units arrive and capture or drive off the pirates. I disabled a few of the pirate’s smaller boats to slow them down, but that large patrol boat carries some serious firepower. I need some way of knowing when they’re going to attack and from where.”
“We could help,” Sally said. “I could ask the other kids to keep a look out, at least during the day. We have to go to bed pretty early. If someone sees one of the pirate boats coming, they could call this cabin and tell us. I know two of the boys are in a cabin at the back end of the ship. The pirates normally come from back there.”
“That’s a good idea as long as the kids can do it without exposing themselves to danger,” Andarill said.
A light knock on the cabin door silenced the trio.
“Benny?” Sally mouthed.
Johnny shook his head, no, and then shrugged.
“It’s Thomas from room service, Princess Sally. I’ve brought a fresh pot of tea for you and your guests.”
Andarill leapt to the floor and flowed under the bed while Sally went to answer the door.
Thomas entered the cabin carrying a small tray with a silver carafe centered on it, on the tips of the extended fingers of his right hand. A white napkin draped over his left forearm. He stopped and gave Johnny a half bow. “You must be Prince Andarill. My name is Thomas and it’s my pleasure to serve you today.”
Thomas put the tray on the vanity, turned and took the ceramic tea pot from the table and looked inside. With a raised eyebrow, he turned to Sally. “Shall I wash this out and refill it?”
“If you would be so kind, Thomas,” Sally said in an exaggerated English highbrow accent.
Thomas cleaned and refilled the teapot. “Will you require anything else, Princess Sally, Prince Andarill?”
“I ain’t Prince Andarill. He’s hiding under the bed,” Johnny blurted out.
“Johnny, Andarill’s a secret.”
“No he’s not. Thomas knows about him.”
“Yeah, but he’s never seen him. I just told him Prince Andarill was joining me for tea.”
“He’s under the bed you say,” Thomas knelt beside the bed and peered under the low-hanging bedspread. He sprang back and hit the back of his head on the low coffee table. “Ow, that’s going to leave a bump,” he said as he rubbed the spot. “There is something under the bed.”
Andarill marched out, up Thomas’ semi-prone body, onto the couch and stood on Johnny’s lap as he grabbed his tee shirt in two small fists. “Kid, anybody ever tell you, that you’ve got a big mouth.”
Johnny swallowed hard and froze.
Andarill glanced over his shoulder at Thomas. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, Thomas. But bigmouth here sure knows how to complicate things.”
The crack of automatic rifle shots interrupted Thomas’s response.
Andarill jumped to the floor, grabbed the quantum rifle from his pack and scrambled out to the balcony.
Two of the pirate speedboats were making a coordinated attack. One boat laid down suppressing fire on the fire hose teams, while the other boat’s crew systematically shot out cabin windows and fired at the bridge.
Andarill flattened his body to the deck and inched forward to look through a section where the safety glass of the rail was blown away. He adjusted two settings on his quantum rifle and aimed through the hole. Before he could pull the trigger, he felt a presence come up behind him. “Stay down, or you’ll get your head shot off.” Andarill glanced up to see Thomas on his belly straining to look through the five-eighths of an inch thick glass balcony wall.
Andarill refocused on the attack and lined up his shot. He squeezed the trigger, and watched as a sixty-foot diameter hole opened in the ocean just ahead of the pirates. The lead boat crossed the event boundary and arced toward the bottom of the hemispherical hole. The second craft tried to swerve to starboard, but ended up rolling on its side and down the slope of the hole as the surrounding water curled over the lip and buried the two boats.
Several heads popped to the surface followed by a capsized hull. The second boat’s bow bobbed in the turbulence for a few seconds then slid under the water.
“Mate, I don’t know what that weapon is, but damn, that was one big hole it put in the ocean,” Thomas exclaimed.
“See I told you he was a hero,” Sally said from inside the cabin.



Chapter 15 – F---‘n Navy to the Rescue
Riki pushed Meka to her limits to get Chal to Durall.
Nick had to remove Omayda from the medi-unit in Durall’s infirmary, since Durall only had two treatment stations, and Renna was in the other, having her bullet wound treated. “Durall, run a complete scan on Chal as quickly as possible, and if you can’t handle his treatment, let me know ASAP. We’ll have to head for Sidney or Singapore for emergency assistance.”
“Medical scan in progress, sir,” Durall said.
“Have Riki meet me on the bridge. I need to check in with Dustmopier.”
“I’ll let her know, sir.”
Nick left the treatment room, and hurried to the bridge. “Dust, what’s the status on the Princess Azoa?”
Dust shuddered and slowly turned to look at Nick.
“You okay, sweetie?”
“What am I going to do without him, Nick?”
“We’ll do whatever we need to. We’re a family. Any support you need, we’re here for you. But, right now, Dust, I need you to pull it together and give me an update on the Princess Azoa and our deployed resources.”
Dust stiffened, and with a clenched-jawed voice reported, “I left the probes on station as long as possible, but had to start recovery a couple of hours ago. They ran low on fuel. Their high-speed deployment burned a large portion of the fuel in their tanks. I set them to fuel conservation mode and had them return to base. Their last orbit showed the pirates had backed off about five miles as they recovered the survivors from their boats. The three royal guard combat flyers are landing now. They’ll be refueled in about thirty-minutes. Once the pilots get some food and rest, I’ll send them to watch the Princess Azoa.”
“How long before the probes RTB?” Nick asked.
“About an hour.”
Nick paced the bridge running his hand through his hair. “So we can’t leave for Sidney or Singapore, or we’ll lose the probes, and they can’t be replaced without a shipment from the supplier off Earth.”
Dustmopier turned to follow his pacing. “It’s worse than that. The Independence is tracking the probes. If they land in the ocean, they can recover them and have positive proof of alien technology on Earth,” Dustmopier said.
Riki came in and stood beside the pedestal where Dustmopier perched.
“Mr. Blade, I have completed the scan on Chal Hettz. Meka was right. I don’t have the capabilities to perform the operation he needs. In addition, the medical treatment units are taking up so much of my computing power, I can’t treat my patients and shift form at the same time.”
“Thanks, Durall.”
Riki placed a comforting hand on Dust. “What are we going to do, Nick?”
Nick stopped and turned to the screen. “If we can’t get the patient to surgery, I think we’ll need to bring the surgical unit to the patient. Durall, set up a comm link to the Captain of the Independence.”
“Independence on line, sir. Captain Dorset is standing by.”
“Captain Dorset, This is Nick Blade. I wanted to update you on our rescue mission and the status of our surveillance. You have probably noticed that our probes have broken off their reconnaissance mission and are returning to Durall. It will take several hours to refuel them and get them back on station. Our mission to rescue the captives taken from the sailboat Kin-Gin was successful. However, two of the rescued family are seriously injured. One of them, the father, needs surgery as soon as possible to relieve pressure from a head injury. The other, a teenage girl, has a gunshot wound in the side just above the hip.”
“At least you managed to get them out alive, Captain Blade. I’m about to launch my V-22 Osprey with Lieutenant Kayhill and his team. The plan is to circle around the Princess Azoa and come in from a direction where the pirates won’t see the aircraft’s approach.”
Nick interrupted. “After seeing one of my aircraft shot down, I think your plan might be risky. These pirates obviously have access to some rather sophisticated weapons. An aircraft as large as the V-22, will be a very tempting target for the pirates, especially when it goes into a hover over the cruise ship.”
“Can you think of another plan that might work better?” Captain Dorset asked.
“We should be approaching the Independence within the hour. If you can ferry Lieutenant Kayhill and his team to Durall, I can get them on the Azoa without the pirates detecting them. In exchange for our help, I would ask a favor. Could you send your ship’s surgeon, to operate on Mr. Hettz? I’m afraid trying to transfer him to a hospital on land or to the Independence might kill him. I have the latest in medical equipment aboard, but I lack a doctor to perform the surgery.”
“Let me check with my doctor and Lieutenant Kayhill.”
Less than five minutes later, “Captain Blade, the Osprey is en route to your ship with the doctor aboard. Get us some eyes in the sky as soon as you can. I don’t like not knowing what the pirates are doing.”
“I agree, Captain Dorset. I’ll launch an armed drone within the hour. My surveillance probes will take longer to return and refuel.”
“Captain Blade, the Independence’s aircraft is on final approach,” Durall reported.
“I’ll keep you posted, Captain. I have to meet your doctor and introduce him to his patients,” Nick said.
“Independence out.”
Nick escorted Riki on deck and greeted Kayhill and his men. The last person off the aircraft was dressed in a flight suit rather than the combat gear of the others. A caduceus, embroidered in non-reflective black, the only indication she was a doctor.
Nick held out his hand. “Doctor, I’m Nick Blade, Captain of this vessel, and this is Riki Dorn, one of my crew. Welcome aboard.”
“Captain Blade, Doctor Henrietta Sloan, but everyone calls me Doc Henry. I understand you have a critical patient with a head injury that you need me to treat.”
Nick quickly assessed the small figure before him. Her short regulation haircut plastered to her head from wearing a flight helmet. In the fading light, her hair looked black with a few hints of gray. She was a couple of inches taller than Riki, but not as well muscled.
“Yes. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to him.” Nick indicated the way into Durall.
The tilt-rotor aircraft lifted off with an ear-numbing whine and disappeared back toward the Independence.
The Navy team reclaimed the cabins they’d vacated only hours before while Kayhill and Wilkin continued on to the bridge.
Nick ushered Doc Henry into the cabin outfitted as the medical treatment facility. Omayda reclined in a comfortable looking chair with Nazzy on her lap. Ataa leaned against her uninjured shoulder. Chal and Ronna were prone on waist-high tables with sections of medi-chamber covering their injuries.
Doc Henry glanced around the sickbay and frowned. “I thought you told Captain Dorset you had an up-to-date treatment facility?”
“I assure you, Doctor,” Nick said. “This is the most advanced treatment facility on Earth.”
“But I need x-rays and an operating studio with instruments and anesthetics.”
“Just tell Durall what you need, and he will provide it.”
“Who’s Durall? I thought that was the name of this ship.”
“Durall is the ship. I’ll ask corpsman Jerkowski to assist you. He’s been on Durall before and has experience working with him. If you have questions on Chal’s physiology, ask his wife Omayda.” Nick indicated the woman sitting in the chair. “She’s a scientist with detailed knowledge on the differences between your patient and other humans you’ve treated.”
Doc Henry’s shoulders drew back, and her body stiffened at Nick’s comment.
Omayda struggled from the chair and joined Doc Henry. She steadied her healing arm in its sling.
“What happened to you?” Doc Henry asked.
“Shark attack. It bit my shoulder as it was swallowing me.”
“When did this happen?”
Omayda looked at Nick for the answer.
“Six—seven hours ago.” Nick said. “Riki and Chief Wilkin had to ram the monster to get it to expel her.”
Doc Henry peeled back Omayda’s robe to expose the eighty-percent healed wounds.
“You say this happened less than seven hours ago? I’d say more like fifteen days.” Doc Henry pulled the material back in place. “What kind of scam are you people trying to pull?”
Nick said, “I can ask Chief Wilkin to come talk to you. He was there when Omayda’s injury happened.”
“We can deal with that later. Right now, I need to treat this head injury, but I can’t do it without x-rays, or better yet; a complete PET scan of the man’s head.”
“Will a three-dimensional, real-time image of the damaged area do? I believe it can go down to the cellular level if you need it.” A highly detailed full color display of Chal’s head appeared in the air next to him. Blood pumped through vessels and even the eyes displayed in the image moved in synchronization with Chal’s eye movements. “Tell Durall how you want the image manipulated or use hand gestures to do it. Nick demonstrated enlarging the image by pretending to pull the image wider.
Within minutes, Doc Henry understood how to display the images she wanted. Nick left when the image filled most of the room. Doc and Omayda stood in the middle of the display examining each blood vessel and bone fragment, identifying areas that needed repair and those that had to have pressure relieved immediately. Doc Henry’s long delicate fingers animated as they emphasized her discoveries.
Nick joined Medical Corpsman Jerkowski in the doorway and watched Doc Henry instruct Durall to insert drains, lift bone and seal torn blood vessels. She did all of this with virtual instruments displayed in the 3D image as they grew into the shape, size, and the direction she needed in Chal’s body. This was possible because Durall could position the material in its organics phase, and then shift it to the metallic state. Tiny sutures grew where needed without the necessity of access for a needle forceps. When the repair was finished, Durall reversed the process to withdraw the instruments.
“That was truly amazing,” Jerkowski said. “The entire repair was made through two small openings, and the only need for those openings was to get material inside the brain and the excess fluid out. That operation would have taken six to eight hours in any other operating room on Earth, but with Durall’s unique abilities and Doc’s knowledge, it took less than one.”
After finishing the procedure, Doc Henry studied the display of Chal’s vital signs. They had stabilized and showed progress toward recovery.
Doc Henry asked Nick, “Can I use the same technology to examine the girl?”
“They’re your patients, Doc. Do what you feel is necessary. The girls name is Ronna.”
 Doc Henry walked over to her next patient. “Durall, display injuries to patient Ronna.”
The 3D image of Chal’s head winked out, in its place appeared a life-sized rendition of Ronna’s torso from the bruising around the throat to the gunshot wound in her abdomen.
Doc Henry quickly examined the neck injury and determined it was healing nicely. She moved on to the gunshot wound, and enlarged the damaged area. “What the dunking donut is this?”
Omayda joined Doc and studied the enlarged area of the scan. “That’s a buoyancy bladder. Our bodies are actually heavier than water due to increased muscle mass compared to Earth humans. It makes it easier to submerge and remain underwater. These bladders are located in four places within our bodies to provide neutral buoyancy and balance. If a person wants to remain stationary underwater with their head up and feet down, the bladders in the upper torso, fill with a fluid that is less dense than water, while the ones in the lower torso shrink. Specialized glands attached to each bladder produce the fluid. We spend a lot of time underwater, and our bodies have adapted to survive in that environment. That’s why we have webs between our fingers and toes.
Omayda spread her fingers and demonstrated.
Nick studied Doc Henry’s response to Omayda revelation. Reactions of wide-eyed shock, a gasp of fear, and finally, a nodding shrug of acceptance flowed in sequence across Doc’s body.
Nick glanced at Jerkowski. “Doc Henry finding out about the Hettz family being non-Earth human went better than I’d hoped.”
“Why are you here on Earth?” Doc asked Omayda.
Omayda gave a rueful smile. “We came here for a relaxing vacation, and to study Earth’s oceans. There are comparatively few water-rich worlds in this arm of the galaxy. Theoaa, our home planet is one of them. Chal and I specialize in aquatic environmental science. We teach seminars on treatments for damaged eco systems.
“Crew, prepare for aircraft recovery and turn around. Combat flyers will be landing in four minutes,” Durall announced.
Ataa and Nazzy jumped off the chair they’d taken over when Omayda got up. “Can we go watch, Mom? Nazzy and I’ll stay out of the way. I’ve never seen a Verderan combat flyer up close.”
“Okay, Ataa, but do what you’re told and don’t touch anything,” Omayda said.
“Come on slow-poke. I’ll race you,” came from one of the two.
Ataa and Nazzy slid between Nick and Jerkowski, ran down the passageway, and disappeared down the stairs to the hold. Wilkin and four sailors followed.
“I could swear the kid’s dog just said that.” Doc tilted her head and tapped the heel of her hand above her ear as if trying to knock water out.
“You mean Nazzy? He not a dog, he’s a Fenrealian, our linguistics expert. He’s been a member of our family for years. Nazzy translates for the rest of us if we don’t speak the local language. He’s also Ataa and Ronna’s tutor.”
Doc Henry sent Nick and Jerkowski an, ‘is-this-for-real?’ look.
Nick said, “Welcome to my circus of whimsical amusements and migraines.”
He moved into the cabin to make way for the sailor who’d tapped him on the shoulder.
Tommy took Nick’s place in the doorway.
Dust rode his shoulder. “Nick, I’m going down to check on the royal guardsmen. I want to get at least one of them launched to cover the Princess Azoa as quickly as possible. Riki has the conn and Kayhill is coordinating with the Independence.”
“Thanks, Dust. Before you leave, this is Doctor Henrietta Sloan. She just finished operating on Chal. Doc Henry, this is my partner Dustmopier. If you were watching the video feed from the probes, her mate Andarill was piloting the combat flyer that was shot down.”
“He saved a lot of potential lives by stopping that attack,” Doc Henry said. “I hope you find out what happened to him.”
Dust tucked her chin to her chest and closed her eyes for a second. “I—I’d better get to the hold and check on…” A strangled sob drowned her words.
Tommy reached up and slowly stroked Dust as he turned away whispering softly to her.
Nick cleared his throat, “—Windalfluffs are made of resilient stuff. She’ll be all right once she knows what happened for sure.”
“Windalfluffs?” Doc Henry asked.
“Windalfluffs are the sapient species in the Verderan Cluster,” Nick explained. “Durall was manufactured to human specifications in their factories.”
“Windalfluffs, Fenrealians, Theoaans, and humans, rather a diversified crew you have, Captain Blade,” Doc Henry said. “Any more I should know about?”
“Not at the moment. If we run into a Pordorfus or Cobaster, I’ll introduce you.”
Nick turned to leave as Omayda explained, “Pordorfus look much like Earth porpoise and Cobasters are somewhat similar to Earth Lobsters only six times bigger. The Cobaster language consists of clicks and thumps made by various parts of their exoskeleton. Humans gave them the name Cobaster, since the human voice can’t reproduce the actual sounds. It’s a combination of cobble and master. Cobasters are superb underwater builders. Their home world, Pancea, only has two percent dry land…”

Dustmopier patted Tommy on the cheek. “Let’s stop at the next cabin. I need to get my formal harness. I want the returning royal guardsmen to recognize me as their Prinas when I tell them about Andarill.”
Tommy pushed open the cabin door and lowered Dustmopier to the floor. A large Zanta bush in the corner covered a raised section of deck that looked like rock and soil. Dust slipped under a thorn-covered branch and disappeared into the burrow beneath the bush.
A minute later, she appeared dressed in a gold-embellished red harness with a large diamond carved to depict the Verderan royal crest. Her fur was brushed to a smooth sheen and diamond encrusted gold bands circled the bases or her eyestalks.
She vibrated her shoulders to settle the harness that held two swords in gold scabbards crossed over her back. “How do I look? See any tufts of fur sticking out in weird clumps?”
Tommy examined her from nose to rump. “Everything looks good to me Your Royal Highness. Are those swords just for show, or do you really know how to use them?”
Dust tensed for a moment, and then became a blur as she spun and leapt. When she was finished, she’d reduced an entire branch from the Zanta bush, with its wicked three-inch thorns, to mulch. She swiveled her wrists and slammed the swords back into their scabbards. “I think I still remember a little of my training.”
Tommy bobbed his head. “I—would agree with you.” He offered her a hand and lifted her to his shoulder before heading out the door.
In the hold, Wilkin locked the first of the combat flyers into its refueling cradle. The flyers no longer looked like pelicans, but sleek, wedge-shaped aircraft with razor-thin wings and control surfaces. The second and third settled a few seconds later, and the sailors locked them down.
The three pilots climbed from the cockpits and helped the humans attach the fuel connections and the diagnostic cables that informed Durall of the aircraft’s condition. 
Dust pointed to the raised catwalk that serviced the combat flyer docking bays.
Tommy set her onto the catwalk and stepped back.
“Royal Verderan Guardsmen,” She said as she held her voice in stiff control.
The three flowed into a line facing her and came to rigid attention.
“I regret to inform you that Andarill was lost while deflecting a pirate attack on the Princess Azoa. A surface-to-air missile fired by the pirates, struck his combat flyer and he crashed into the cruise ship after the missile exploded.
In unison, the three slapped their right fists to their chests, drew their swords, saluted Dustmopier with them, and then reversed the blades to present her with the hilts as they dropped to their knees and presented the back or their necks.
“We hold you blameless and refuse the offer of your lives. I know you were charged with protecting Prince Andarill and the Crown Prinas, but there was neither negligence nor cowardice in your actions. The failure was mine for sending him on this mission alone. Rise with honor and our thanks for your efforts today. Food is prepared. Rest, for we’ll need you shortly to assist in bringing the murderers to justice. Dismissed.”
Each royal guardsman bowed low as he passed Dustmopier, climbed to an offered shoulder and left the hold.
Dustmopier said, “Durall, how long before the first combat flyer is refueled?”
“The first one will be ready in less than two minutes, Prinas.”
“As soon as refueling is complete, prepare it for launch.”
“But Your Highness the pilots have not yet eaten. They won’t be ready to fly for several hours.”
“That’s why I will pilot the flyer as soon as it’s prepared for launch. We need eyes on the conflict, and an armed response ready if another attack is launched on the cruise ship.” Dust climbed into the cockpit, and then turned to Wilkin. “I should be in position over the cruise ship in fifteen minutes at the flyer’s max speed in atmosphere. That will use a good portion of my fuel, so have Nick send a flyer to relieve me in three hours. The sun should be up by then, and the unmanned probes will be ready for deployment. Durall, prepare to launch combat flyer.” She closed the hatch and strapped into the pilots couch.
“You have a full fuel load, and your weapons are charged,” Durall reported.
“Launch!”

Nick was talking to Riki and Kayhill when he felt Durall shudder.
“I can’t believe one of the pilots is ready to go back out already,” Nick said. “Durall, who just launched?”
“The first combat flyer should be on station in thirteen minutes, Captain Blade.”
“That’s not what I asked, Durall.”
“I believe First Prinas Dustmopier is the pilot, sir.”
Nick grabbed Riki’s arm. “What’s she using for a call sign?”
“She checked in with the call sign, Gaduuf Thunda.”
Ataa and Nazzy entered the bridge as Durall said Dustmopier’s call sign.
“Gaduuf Thunda, Verderan for Guardian’s Fang,” Nazzy said.
Nick paled.
“What’s that mean?” Kayhill asked.
“A Verderan combat flyer carries a class six quantum projector,” Nick explained. “If it’s set to the maximum setting, a volume equal to one tenth of the Earth’s mass will be condensed into a particle the size of a grain of sand. Not only will there be a hole in the Earth’s crust several thousand miles deep, but the center-of-mass for the entire planet will instantly shift.”
“I imagine that would be bad,” Kayhill said.
“Think of a bowling ball smoothly rolling down a lane, then imagine what would happen if a tenth of the mass of the ball disappeared from one surface. The ball would instantly shift directions and begin rotation around the new center-of-mass. Now think of something as large as the Earth doing the same with its water and atmosphere only loosely tied to the surface.”
“Do you think she’s hurting so bad she’d do something like that for revenge?” Riki asked Nick.
“No—I’m sure she wouldn’t…”



Chapter 16 – New Friends, Old Legends
Andarill searched the ocean through the shattered safety glass of the balcony rail, looking for more attacking pirate boats. After several minutes, when none appeared, he rolled to his feet and followed Thomas back into the cabin.
“We need to figure out some kind of early-warning system, something that will permit me to get into position to fight off the Pirates, before they can open fire.
“The Bridge maintains a constant lookout,” Thomas told him. “I can ask the Captain to expand the notification the crew receives when an attack is imminent. I’ll tell him we need to know where the pirates are attacking, so we can clear the cabins in that portion of the ship.”
“If I can get that kind of advanced warning, we’ll have a fighting chance,” Andarill said. He turned to Sally. “It’s not that I don’t want you and your friends’ help, Miss Sally, but if the Captain’s already posting crewmembers as lookouts, I think that’ll be a better solution than possibly putting your playmates in danger.”
“You’re probably right. Since tomorrow’s Christmas, most of them will be tied up with their families and celebrating anyway.”
“What is this Christmas you mention?” Andarill asked.
Sally bounced around the cabin, excitement showing on her face. “A long-time-ago in a galaxy far, far away, Mary was going to have an immaculate baby, so Joseph put Mary on a donkey with big floppy ears and took her to Bethlehem, ‘cause King Harod said they had to learn to count. When they got there, all the hotels and motels were full, so they had to stay in a stable in front of this big church. All the animals and angels started singing and dancing, and scared Mary so bad, she had baby Jesus right there in the hay. They didn’t even have time to call 911 for an ambulance. They put the baby in the manger, so he could lay down his sweet head. Mary wanted to make sure the animals didn’t lick him, ‘cause they’d already had too much sugar and couldn’t settle down.”
Thomas’ eyes crossed and he dropped his chin to his chest shaking it from side to side.
“Then three wise guys, called magpies, found them and left gold, Frankenstein and myrrh. I asked Mommy what myrrh was and she said it was perfume. Mary was very happy to get the myrrh; after all, you know what animals do in a stable. But I think Frankenstein must have frightened baby Jesus, ‘cause a star appeared and a wise guy took Frankenstein and followed it. So tomorrow is Jesus birthday, but we don’t make a cake with candles for him, he’s really, really old, and it would take too many candles, so Santa Clause comes down the chimney instead and leaves presents before he eats the milk and cookies. Then he sticks his finger up his nose and goes back up the chimney and takes his sleigh, pulled by eight tiny reindeer, back to the north pole as he yells, ‘Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night.’”
Andarill took a deep breath. “O—kay. I can understand why you would celebrate that.”
“Don’t you have Christmas were you’re from?” Sally asked.
“No, the closest holiday we have that honors a birthday is Unification Day. Many generations ago, when windalfluffs were on the brink of extinction, because they fought each other over hunting ground boundaries, the Rill of the most powerful clan on the planet found a young gravid. I guess you’d call her a maiden here on Earth, delirious and wandering alone in the wilderness.”
“What’s a Rill?” Johnny asked.
“The Rill is the leader of a large family of windalfluffs. His duty is to ensure the genetic future of the clan is strong and true. When a domid, a male windalfluff, is strong enough to take charge of an entire clan, he has the suffix Rill appended to his name.”
“So your name, Andarill, means you are the leader of your family?” Sally asked.
“That’s right. But to get back to the legend. Josrill, nursed the maiden back to health and in the process found he’d fallen in love. He took Mara back to his clan and let it be known he would take her as his life mate. Many of the members of his clan objected. They knew nothing of her linage, or where she came from. The elders insisted that to prove her purity and worthiness to bond with their leader, she be kept in total isolation for two months. This would prove she had not mated with another domid and was not carrying nits from another genetic line. On the day of her release from isolation during the mating ceremony, the white stripes of motherhood appeared in her fur even though she’d never been beneath a Zanta bush.”
Thomas said, “The elders had proof she was untouched, still she got the stripes, and you say they indicate motherhood?”
“The stripes are caused by a hormonal change in the female’s body when fertilization occurs. Josrill believed these nits were a miracle. He overrode the objections of the elders and completed the bonding ritual. Josrill’s disregard so enraged the elders that they cast Josrill and Mara out of the clan and forced them to live in the wilderness. They wandered the wilds for the next six weeks then Mara had a single domid nit that they named Josha in honor of Josrill’s father. At the exact moment of Josha’s eruption, a falling star streaked across the sky and plowed into the ground. The scar from the impact stopped only yards from where Mara and Josrill guarded their nit. Rival windalfluff clans from miles around came to see where the falling star had landed.”
“Weren’t Josrill and Mara afraid of all the windalfluff clans?” Sally asked.
“At first they were, but they soon saw that the clans believed it was a miracle the little family was spared. You need to understand that when a nit erupts from its mother’s body, it is nothing more than an eating machine. The parents must provide a food source to appease the nit’s hunger, or take the chance, they will have to subdue the youngling to keep it from trying to eat them. Josha did not act like a normal newborn. He quietly went from clan to clan accepting food from each. The clans took this as a sign that Josha belonged to all clans and from that day, they banded together and raised him as the son of all. He went on to become the first Dominant of Verdera and is revered for establishing a unified language and defining the foundations of our written history and common laws.”
“So the birth of Josha is like the turning point, the pivot that unified your race for the next stage of social development?” Thomas said.
“I guess you could say he’s the underlying reason I’m here today to protect you,” Andarill said. “We honor the legend by giving gifts of knowledge: Books, art, poems, songs and dances. During a clan-wide feast, adolescent nits perform the pageant of Josha’s birth and the one honored with portraying Josha goes from table to table accepting a token of food.”
“You know what I think?” Johnny said. “I think Josha is your savior. The ‘One’ sent by whatever or whoever controls the universe to lead all windalfluffs out of darkness and into the light.”
Sally picked Andarill up and cradled him in her arms. “When do you celebrate Unification Day?”
“The actual date has been lost over time. Each Dominant, on the day of his coronation, selects a new Unification Day, and that day is used during the span of his rule. Dominant Casterill declared the celebration be held on New Year’s Day to mark the beginning to a bountiful future.”
Thomas crossed the cabin to the vanity, “I need to call the Captain and find out about expanding the pirate notification calls.” He picked up the phone and spoke into it for a few minutes. “Okay, he’s going to include an indication of the attack direction by using a clock position with the bow being twelve o’clock.”
Andarill reached out and placed his hand on Thomas’s arm. “Thanks, Thomas. Just that small piece of information will make defending the ship so much easier. I have two other favors to ask of you: First, please keep my being on board a secret, if possible. Some humans don’t react well to learning there are other intelligent species on Earth. Second, what’s the possibility of getting a nice rare steak? Something about two pounds and as thick as possible.”
“Would you like a baked potato and veg with your steak, Prince Andarill?”
“No, just the steak.”
“Windalfluff’s need protein to heal and build their strength,” Sally told Thomas. “And since it’s Christmas Eve we’ll need some milk and cookies for Santa, and maybe eight carrots for the reindeer.”
“You better bring nine carrots, in case Rudolph comes along,” Johnny added.
“Good catch, Johnny,” Sally said.
“I’m going to patrol the balconies around the ship to make the sure the pirates aren’t making another attack. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Andarill said as he slipped back through the plastic covering the balcony door. 



Chapter 17 – Let the Dust Settle
Nick, Riki and the entire Navy team crowded the bridge.
“Gaduuf Thunda, this is Nick Blade. Please respond? Come on, Dust, I know you can hear me…”
“Do you normally have problems with communications?” Kayhill asked.
“No. She’s receiving. She just needs a little time to realize she wants to respond and not do something precipitous.”
Dust’s response finally burst from the speaker. “I hear you, Nick. Now leave me alone. I’ll talk to you as soon as I find the pirates and determine what to do about them.”
“We’ll send help as soon as we can. Please wait for it to arrive before you do anything.” Riki tapped Nick’s arm and mouthed, “Let me talk to her.” Nick stepped back to let Riki speak.
“Dustmopier, you selfish windalfluff, don’t you dare take on the pirates by yourself. Nick and I, and a whole team of Navy sailors want a piece of them, too. Kayhill and his team need this opportunity to prove their manhood is up to the challenge, and I know you don’t want to get in the way of your friends flaunting their testosterone. Besides, having the entire pirate force disappear from the Independence’s sensors might be a little hard to explain.”
“Seabiscuit, you are so transparent, it’s a wonder the men can even see you.”
“I can see her just fine,” called one of the sailors from the back.
“Dust baby, save some of the fun for the rest of us. Sailors need to feel wanted or we get cranky,” came from another.
“Okay, you morons, if you’re going to get your little boy feelings hurt, I’ll leave a couple of the smaller hairier one’s for you to take care of. But I call dibs on the Captain of the patrol boat. I think his testicles nailed to a plaque on Durall’s bulkhead will make a fine trophy.”
“Just let us know how we can help,” Kayhill said.
“I’m approaching the pirate support vessel. It’ll be in visual range in ten seconds.”
The image of the small freighter quickly filled the screen. The low light enhanced image showed the pirate crew using the cover of night to assemble a support structure on deck. Three cargo containers were open and large box shaped objects were being connected to power generators and each other.
“Any thoughts on what we’re seeing?” Nick asked.
Wilkin stepped forward. “Those boxy looking crates could be an old generation North Korean missile guidance system. We’ll know for sure if they mount a missile guidance antenna on the center unit. The system was used to launch the Long Reach ship-to-ship missile with a range of seventy kilometers. The North Koreans developed the system to be portable and quickly installed on any ship with enough deck area to handle the missile launch. The missiles were fast but had serious accuracy problems at ranges beyond twenty kilometers. When the North Korean Navy phased them out, the entire inventory was shipped to third world countries and black market arms dealers.”
The view from Dust’s camera began a slow circling sweep around the pirate vessel.
Long shipping crates were pulled from a cargo container, and twelve overly short crewmembers struggled to lift the molded cases. The view zoomed in on the straining faces.
“What the hell? Those are children,” Nick said.
Several adult male pirates used short lashes to drive the mixed gender work gangs.
The smallest child stumbled and a corner of the crate landed on an exposed leg.
One of the overseers whipped the remainder of the work detail back to their feet and helped lift the crate off the child. When the crate was clear, he grabbed the writhing child’s body, and tossed it into the sea.
A cry of outrage blasted from multiple throats.
“I guess that answers the question of whether the children are there voluntarily,” Riki said.
The view from the combat flyer shifted to center on the area where the child hit the water. Nothing but restless waves topped by occasional whitecaps showed.
The picture snap rolled to starboard and centered on the bridge of the pirate vessel.
“Dust, think about what you’re doing.” Nick placed a hand on either side of the ships image on the view screen. “There are more kids on that ship who want to live. Some might even be prisoners on the bridge. Now that we know the threat, let us take care of it while you find out what happened to Andarill and protect the passengers and crew of the Princess Azoa. I’d have a tough time explaining to the captain of the Independence why the bridge of that ship disappeared and there was no evidence of an explosion. Remember, we need to keep our existence on this planet as quiet as possible.”
“Okay! Enough. I’ll head for the Azoa. But first, I need to do one thing.”
The camera view widened until the work gang moving the missile crate came into frame, and then narrowed to fix on the pirate driving the kids with his short whip. The view flared bright blue for a quarter of a second. The pirate’s body, whip raised for a strike, lifted from the deck and flew over the rail.
Searchlights on top of the bridge snapped on and probed the night sky. The engines of the black patrol boat tied up to the cargo ship’s side rumbled to life as the mooring lines released. It accelerated away from the cargo ship in a sweeping turn, men scrambled to man machine guns and searchlights. Two two-man crews took up positions on the stern with shoulder fired surface-to-air heat-seeking missile launchers.
“Dustmopier, get the hell out of there,” Nick ordered. “You’ve stirred up a hive of angry pirates that are armed and ready for you.”
“Just one more thing, I want to leave these kids with something to dream about.”
“What are you doing? They’re going to fire heat-seeking missiles at you.”
“Now wouldn’t that be perfect.”
Dust’s camera displayed a view of the patrol boat approaching at high speed. The water around the boat and the windows reflected a bright red glow that seemed to be coming from her combat flyer.
“What is that light?” Riki asked.
A reflection from the windshield of the patrol boat answered her question as a red sleigh complete with large red bag flashed past.
Two heat-seeking missiles flared in pursuit.
 “Prinas Dustmopier—you have two missiles coming up your royal butt,” Nick said.
“I expected them. What do you think they will home in on if my engine exhaust disappears?”
The combat flyer’s camera showed Dust looping back toward the cargo ship’s bridge with its bright, hot spotlights. She pulled the nose just high enough to clear the bridge, and then tilted down to hug the surface of the ocean.
The camera view shifted to the rear of the combat flyer and showed the explosions as the missiles reduced the large spotlights to glowing bits of scrap metal and shattered glass.
“Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night,” Dust crowed. “How’s that for evidence of damage by Earth explosives, Nick? I can’t wait to hear what the pirates tell the Independence interrogators.”



Chapter 18 – Santa’s Elves
When Andarill slipped back through the plastic covering the shattered door glass, he found Sally, Johnny, Thomas and two other humans in the cabin, an officer, and a cabin steward.
The two new visitors took a step back. The officer said, “Thomas, you weren’t kidding when you told me we had an unexpected visitor aboard. What is that, some kind of cat?”
Thomas made the formal introductions. “Prince Andarill, this is Captain Satos Di Iveo, Master of the Princess Azoa, and the head cabin steward Jilt Aquino.”
Andarill snapped to attention, and slapped a clenched fist to the cross piece of his harness. “Captain, Steward.” He tilted his head in acknowledgement to each man. “No Captain, no relation to cats. I’m Prince Andarill, First Prince of Earth, and consort to the Prinas Dustmopier, Crowned Prinas to the Verderan Federation of Planets. I believe I have been remiss in presenting myself to you upon my arrival on your vessel. For that I apologize.” Andarill studied the Captain. He had the dark complexion of a man who spent a great deal of time in the sun. He had a bushy black moustache that gave him a slightly roguish look that relieved his angular features.
“Thomas tells me I have you to thank for driving off the last pirate attacks.”
Andarill bowed his acceptance. “Unfortunately, I caused damage to your ship when the pirates shot my combat flyer from the sky.”
“I think we can spare a few deck chairs and replace a few feet of decking in exchange for what you’ve done for us, Prince Andarill. Please, your steak is getting cold. Eat.”
Andarill lifted the cover from the plate on the coffee table. A beautiful filet sat in a small pool of fragrant au jus. He slipped his sword from its scabbard, cleaned it on the napkin, and sliced the meat into bit-sized pieces.
Between bites, Andarill said, “If I could ask a favor of you, Captain? Could some of your crew assist me in extracting my aircraft from the swimming pool cover? It needs to be righted and untangled from the netting so it can continue repairing itself.”
“Your aircraft is repairing itself?” Captain Di Iveo asked.
“It is a multicraft of Verderan design and has that capability, given enough time and resources.”
“His airplane is all bent and rolled up in the net thing over the pool, but I saw a part of it move and straighten out all by itself.” Sally added.
“What were you doing on deck, young lady? I ordered all passengers to remain inside.”
Sally dropped her eyes to the carpet and kicked the couch with the toe of her running shoe. “I was running away from Benny and Johnny after they killed Rosalie.”
The shocked look on Captain Di Iveo’s face had Johnny stammering an explanation. “Rosalie’s her doll. Benny Bridger threw her out the game room window when we were playing keep-away.”
A loud thumping rap-rap came from the door of the next cabin. “Johnny! You in there? You find that sister of yours? We have to keep her from telling your mom about that dumb doll.”
Captain Di Iveo raised his brows at Jilt. “Send Master Bridger back to his parents suite and notify their room steward to make sure he stays there.”
Jilt gave the Captain a slight head nod and eased from the cabin.
The radio clipped to the Captain’s belt warbled a tone. “Yes, Di Iveo here.”
“Sir, there’s activity near the pirate vessels,” came from the radio.
The assembly crowded the balcony and watched a streak of red spin through the air above the pirate flotilla on the dark horizon. Two bright streaks of light jumped into the air chasing the glowing red object. The chase ended with a flaring explosion above the largest pirate vessel.
Captain Di Iveo raised the radio to his lips. “Can you make out the glowing red object?”
“Sir, I don’t know how to say this, but it looks like Santa’s sleigh.”
Andarill let out a bark of laughter. “Captain, I believe you are about to meet my mate, Prinas Dustmopier. She must have taken one of the royal guard combat fliers and come looking for me. Would it be possible to illuminate a safe landing zone for her?”
The Captain keyed his radio, “Please illuminate the running track. We are about to receive a royal visitor. Shall we head up to deck eleven and meet the Prinas?”
Sally picked up Andarill and draped him on her shoulder before leaving the cabin to follow the captain down the hall to the aft elevators.
The elevator doors opened into a large vestibule with sliding glass doors that permitted access to the running track. The group trooped to the aft rail and watched the red glow slowly fade as the approaching aircraft settled on course behind the ship. The combat flyer shifted from looking like Santa’s sleigh to its normal stubby flying-wing configuration.
Two more people, coming from the front of the ship, joined the group at the rail: The first dressed in the white uniform of a ships officer, and the other, in sport coat, tie, white shirt, slacks and black running shoes, very large running shoes. The uniformed officer stopped a pace behind the captain and did a slow perusal of the waiting group. His dark eyes lingered on Andarill, before moving on to the two children.
Captain Di Iveo said, “Prince Andarill, this is my head of ship’s security, Bastian Rojas and the other is Josh Waterman our Cruise Director. Gentlemen, this is Prince Andarill, First Prince of Earth. He believes the craft approaching is carrying his mate, the Crowned Prinas Dustmopier of Verdera.”
“No shit!” Josh said. “Dust is in the Verderan combat flyer. I haven’t seen her since we were stranded on Earth when the Wave Front had to make its emergency departure because of a solar flare.”
“You know Prinas Dustmopier?” Andarill asked.
“I was working as soundman and stage tech on the Wave Front when she came aboard as the entertainment headliner,” Josh explained. “She had some of the best comedy material, and her voice—that girl has a set of pipes that will bring you to tears. I don’t care where in the universe a passenger came from, they all loved Dust’s show. Since the Captain called her Crowned Prinas Dustmopier, I assume her parents found her and she’s not hiding from them anymore?”
“Yes, last month. That’s when Dust and I were reunited and mated. We grew up and went through training together, but hadn’t seen each other since she left Verdera. We will be starting a family of our own in a couple of weeks.”
Captain Di Iveo stepped into the discussion. “Mr. Waterman, I believe you and I have a few things to talk about?”
“Of course, Captain. I guess Prince Andarill’s appearance on board has opened up a lot of closely guarded secrets and raised a few questions.”
“Mr. Rojas, after we’ve greeted our royal guest, please have a few of the crew extract the crashed aircraft from the pool netting. Store it and the Prinas’ craft in the elevator vestibule on this deck for now. Lock out the elevator access to this deck and post a guard on the stairs”
“I’ll see to it, Captain.”
Andarill jumped from Sally’s shoulder and stepped behind the group. He shook his fur into place and straightened his harness.
The combat flyer slowed and came to a hover before settling to the rubbery surface of the running track.
Dust’s eyestalks appeared first, followed by her white streaked head. With a flash of fur, she landed before the wall of waiting humans. With a low bow she said, “I’m Prinas Dustmopier, Crowned Prinas or Verdera. If one of you is the Captain of this vessel, I apologize for landing without permission. I’ve come seeking information on the fate of my mate who was shot from the air while protecting this ship.”
Captain Di Iveo stepped forward. “Prinas Dustmopier, I’m Satos Di Iveo, Captain of the Princess Azoa. Welcome aboard. I believe you might be looking for this gentleman.” He stepped aside and waved Andarill forward.
Dust let out a whoop and tackled Andarill before he could move. She had him on his back and pinned to the deck as she stroked and patted his limbs while muttering, “You dim witted windalfluff. You ever scare me like that again and I’ll pluck every single hair from your body and not kiss you for a…a… year,” as she proceeded to turn his legs to jelly with a kiss hot enough to melt the decking. When she rolled off him, Andarill lay panting. He knew he had a stupid smile pasted on his face, but couldn’t stop grinning.
“You act like you might be happy to see the little dude.”
Dustmopier looked up at the speaker. “Big Foot, what the gaseous nebula are you doing here?”
“I’m the Cruise Director on the Princess Azoa. I go by the handle of ‘Mr. Studly’ now. I finally left the ‘Big Foot’ moniker behind.”
Andarill looked at Josh’s size sixteen shoes, and shot a questioning look to his face.
“I convinced the crew that my feet were proportional to—other parts of my anatomy.”
“Why don’t we take this reunion to my cabin,” Captain Di Iveo said. “I want to have these external lights extinguished. We don’t want to give the pirates any more information on our location than necessary.”
Sally scooped up Dustmopier. “Since you were flying Santa’s sleigh, does that make you one of his elves?”
Andarill accepted a ride on Josh’s shoulder. He wanted to learn more about Dust’s life as a cruise ship entertainer and Josh seemed like the perfect source.
Captain Di Iveo led the way down an outside stair to the pool deck below, and from there he wound through abandoned food service areas and the swimming pool where Andarill’s combat flyer lay. Toward the bow, they again climbed stairs to a higher deck.
Captain Di Iveo swiped his cardkey and held the door of his cabin, so the others could enter. It was located just aft of the bridge and one deck below it. The cabin had a bedchamber, sitting room with sectional couch, chairs and assorted coffee and end tables, as well as a small conference/breakfast room that could seat six.
Dust tugged Sally’s earlobe. Sally stopped and turned her head to look at Dust. “I forgot to call Nick and tell him I found Andarill alive and well. Captain, I’ll be right back I need to run to my combat flyer and let the rest of our team know about Prince Andarill.”
Dust leapt from Sally’s shoulder and disappeared the way they had come.
Two minutes later, she knocked on the cabin door. With a small tilt of his head and jerk of his eyebrows, Captain Di Iveo indicated that Josh should get the door.
Josh opened the door to reveal a panting Dustmopier. “It’s gone. My combat flyer is gone!”
“I had Mr. Rojas move it into the elevator vestibule,” Captain Di Iveo said.
“I looked there. The only thing I found were scrape marks on the aft rail that matched the width of the landing skids on the bottom of the flyer, and Andarill, your combat flyer is no longer in the pool netting. It’s missing, too.”
Captain Di Iveo pulled the radio from his belt. “Mr. Rojas, what is your location and status?”
Andarill stared at the radio waiting for an answer. If the combat flyers were gone, he and his mate were stranded. Cut off from Durall and access to the weapons they needed to protect the Princess Azoa and its passengers. Their arrival must have forced the hand of someone on board who was in league with the pirates.
Andarill checked the settings on his quantum rifle and loosened his sword in its scabbard. He noticed Dust do the same with the swords crossed over her back.
He made eye contact with Dust and flicked his eyestalks toward the cabin door.
“Bridge, this is the Captain. Is Mr. Rojas there?”
Silence.



Chapter 19 – Alpha Dog
“Captain Blade,” Durall said. “Prinas Dustmopier has landed on the Princess Azoa, and I’ve lost contact with her. Her video feed showed her approaching a group of humans before moving out of frame.”
Nick looked up from the planning session he was holding with Riki, Kayhill, and his team. “Show us.”
A view screen flashed to life on the bulkhead. It showed the view from Dust’s combat flyer as she turned toward the stern of the Azoa. Low-level lights appeared ahead, outlining an oval running track that curved around a section of superstructure with stairs to a sun deck above. Several adults, and what looked to be two children, waited in the shadows beside the track.
Dust landed then exited the combat flyer and walked toward the waiting group. She suddenly flashed out of view of the camera. A few minutes later, the running track lights went out, and as the camera adjusted to the new condition, the dim illumination from widely spaced safety lights revealed the moving silhouettes of the humans.
After they disappeared toward the bow of the ship, the view from the camera rocked as something lifted the combat flyer off the deck and carried it toward the stern.
Nick caught a momentary view of four men, one in the white uniform of a ships officer and three in dark gray or blue coveralls, the combat flyer rocked over the rail and summersaulted into the ocean.
“Durall!”
“Already sent, sir. I remotely commanded the combat flyer to close and seal the hatch and increase floatation so it would not sink. I sent the same commands to Andarill’s flyer on the off chance it could receive and perform the command.”
Nick swiveled his chair back to the table. “Gentleman, I believe our mission just got a lot more complicated. We apparently have an enemy faction aboard the Princess Azoa. We have to assume they are armed, and they may have captured Prinas Dustmopier and/or Prince Andarill. Lt. Kayhill, contact the Independence and update your captain on the situation. Once we’ve neutralized the missile threat on the pirate support vessel and dealt with the remaining attack boats, we still have a potentially massive hostage situation on the Azoa. The pirates have already demonstrated they’re willing to kill innocent people to achieve their goals.”
Nick shoved back from the table.
“What are you going to do, Nick?” Riki asked.
“With both the Royal Prinas and her consort in potential mortal danger, I need to contact Domanant Casterill and tell him the situation.”
“But what if he sends his people to rescue them?”
“If that happens and he won’t work with us to resolve this situation as quietly as possible, I fear Earth will be reclassified as a threat to the Confederation and placed in quarantine maybe even reclassified as a type five culture and all off world contact prohibited.”
Kayhill stood and faced Nick. “What do you mean by type five culture?”
“I need to layout the classification structure for it to make any sense, and when I say planet I mean a species or culture that may be on more than one planet.”
Nick put his hands behind his back and paced the room.
“In the COSS, the Confederation of Sapient Species classification scheme, type one, is a planet with no viable life forms. It is open for commercial exploitation if a member race feels it is economically feasible. A type two planet, has viable life forms, but has yet to establish a technology or global culture and contact with the indigenous population is prohibited. Type three planets like Earth; have evolved at least one intelligent species with a growing technology base. Limited contact is permitted and regulated.”
“Are there other types?” one of the sailors asked.
“Only two other major types, but each type has a range of sub-types. Type four, is a fully functional planet with a centralized government that has full knowledge of the COSS and its requirements for membership. The Confederation elects its new members from type four cultures. Type five planets are planets that have evolved a space-travel technology base, but have a government or governments that are fractured and have the potential to destroy themselves or their planet. The COSS has a strictly hands off policy for type fives. We watch them closely for aggressive expansion beyond a reasonable point. If a type five gets to that point, they are contacted by the Confederation and warned about what will happen if they continue unchanged.”
“What will happen?” Wilkin asked.
“Historically, eighty-five percent will revert to the stone age or in the worst case total self-annihilation of all intelligent life. Five percent will change and eventually become members of the COSS. Nine percent will test the Confederation a few times before realizing that change is the best thing and petition for reclassification to type four. The final one percent is no longer a threat to other intelligent species. You’ve seen what a class-five quantum weapon can do when Andarill stopped the attacking speedboats. That was on one of the rifles lowest settings. Weapons are rated on a logarithmic scale where each class is ten times stronger than the previous one. So far, we’ve only gone to class fifteen. I’ll just suggest that possibly, several strategically placed stars collapsing in to black holes, have not been naturally occurring.”
“You mean the Confederation has actually eliminated an entire species?”
“No. What I mean is that once the Confederation has demonstrated its capabilities on the next type one star system that the aggressive species plans to acquire, they’ve always gotten the message and stopped. Each of the stars in the systems they control is seeded with a class-fifteen weapon that is set to trigger if a fail-safe signal is not received from the Confederation on a random schedule or is physically tampered with. The species is revisited every thousand years to evaluate its progress and intent.”
Kayhill rubbed the back of his neck. “You said that Earth is a type three planet. What does that mean to us?”
“Basically, limited contact with COSS members. A Determinist is assigned to live on the planet, control contact, monitor technological capabilities, and evaluate social and political progress. At some point in the future, a determination is made as to reclassification.”
Kayhill was now pacing on the opposite side of the table from Nick. “So you’re saying a single event like this could ruin Earth’s chances to join the rest of the intelligent species in the galaxy?”
“Normally no. But if Dominant Casterill makes a highly visible show of force to rescue his heirs, I may not be able to keep the Confederation’s existence secret from Earth’s governments. If that happens, I have no choice. I will have to order all non-Earth life forms off the planet, and quarantine all extraterrestrial contact. That way Earth’s social-political system can develop without outside influence.”
Kayhill stopped pacing and stared at Nick. “If this COSS has been around for so many years, the members must have a good idea of what works and what doesn’t. Why don’t they just step in to help planets that are headed in the wrong direction?”
Nick placed his hands on the back of his chair. “It was tried. Centuries ago when the Confederation was young, they discovered a new species on the edge of Confederation controlled space. This species had everything going for it: space travel, intelligence, a drive to explore and colonize. Representatives contacted them, and offered assistance and access to Confederation knowledge, technology and history. What the Confederation didn’t know was that the faction they’d contacted was a splinter group. The home planet and its government had much different views of the universe and their place in it. They took the information offered by the Confederation and used it to enslave or destroy five Confederation member species before they were stopped. It took almost two-thousand years for the Confederation to recover from the waste of lives and resources destroyed in the conflict.”
“I can understand why firm rules and guidelines were established for making contact with non-member species,” Kayhill said.
Nick looked at Riki. “Continue the planning session. I’m going to the bridge to contact Dust’s parents.” Nick slowly walked down the passageway, head down, and hand rubbing his forehead.
“A quarter credit for your thoughts.”
Nick stumbled to a stop. “Nazzy, I didn’t see you.”
“I figured. You looked like the weight of the world was balanced on your shoulders and a Lathian crock beast was about to unman you.”
“I’m on my way to contact Dominant Casterill and tell him that both his daughter and son-in-law have disappeared and may be dead or hostages.”
“Oooo—make that a whole float of Lathian crock beasts looking to use your man parts for an appetizer.”
“Helping, you’re not”
A padded captain’s chair awaited Nick on the bridge. Apparently, Durall had anticipated his needs.
Nick settled into the chair. “Durall, connect me with Dominant Casterill.” He expected an extended wait as the signal spread through the borehole system that permitted almost instantaneous transmission to every COSS star system. He ran through various ways of breaking the news to Casterill.
It surprised him when the screen snapped to life immediately and displayed Dominant Casterill and his mate, Primary Zilcia, on the bridge of their flagship the Verderan battle cruiser Rassdan.
Casterill and Zilcia lay on command couches facing the video pickup. Behind them, Nick could see members of the bridge crew operating the various workstations. The bridge seemed to be about a quarter of the size of Durall’s bridge. But of course, windalfluffs required less room than humans due to the size difference.
“Nick, good to see you,” Dominant Casterill said. “Where’s that pair of love birds? Not under the zanta bush again?”
Nick took a shuddering breath. “Dominant Casterill, Primary Zilcia, that was a quick connection. You must be sitting on top of a borehole terminus?”
“Ah—no. Actually we’re just entering Earth’s atmosphere. We should be blended with Durall in about thirty minutes. Zilcia and I are coming to be with our daughter when her first clutter of nits emerge. How is she doing? Gravins can get a might testy in the last few weeks of incubation.”
“Dustmopier is doing great.” Nick flinched at the lie. God I hope she’s okay. “She has about worn Andarill out dragging him across the cabin and under the zanta bush.”
“That’s my girl. She takes after her mother and her insatiable appetite. If you get my drift,” Casterill said while rotating his eyestalks in circles.”
Zilcia reached over and plucked a tuft of fur from under his chin. “Keep talking Dumbinant and we’ll see whose appetite is satisfied in the future.”
“Ow!” Casterill’s eyes stopped rolling and swam with tears. “Madam, you just physically attacked the Dominant of Verdera. You’re all my witnesses.” Casterill looked over his shoulder to find every member of the bridge crew engrossed in studying his or her display. “Nick?”
“Sorry, sir. We had a momentary video drop out and I lost transmission for a half second.” Nick watched Zilcia extend her arm, open her hand, and then blow a tuft of fur, sending it floating to the deck.
“Dominant Casterill, I have some disturbing news. Several hours ago, Andarill’s combat flyer was shot down and crashed onto a cruise ship. And within the past half hour Prinas Dustmopier landed on the cruise ship trying to ascertain Andarill’s whereabouts and condition. Shortly after she landed, she disappeared from our screens and a few minutes later, four humans threw her combat flyer overboard.
We have a band of pirates attempting to stop the cruise ship, and a U.S. Navy warship approaching the area to monitor the situation.”
Nick hadn’t finished speaking when Casterill slapped his hand down on a large red section of his couch. The lighting on the Rassdan began flashing red to blue and back to white. Crewmen in full battle gear replaced the bridge crew, while the view on Nick’s screen shuddered for what seemed like three minutes before stabilizing.
Casterill turned away from the camera and studied the information displayed around him. “The Rassdan is in combat condition zeta one. Ten extended-load combat flyers will be landing on Durall within the next two minutes. Each flyer has a crew compliment of a pilot and two royal guardsmen. All shipping in the area around Durall is locked and tracking. I’m standing by to receive your firing commands on designated primary and secondary enemy targets. I’ll have a boarding party from the Rassdan on the cruise ship in five minutes. I estimate complete control of the ship by my forces inside of three minutes after landing.” Zilcia tapped Casterill on the shoulder and pointed at a different screen. “We have five additional Verderan battle units in launch configuration, they can join us within days. ”
“Stop!” Nick jumped from his chair and slammed his fist into the bulkhead next to the display. “I’m Regent Determinist of Earth. You will do nothing on this planet without my express approval. I don’t have enough information at this time to launch an attack.” He took a calming breath. “Land the Rassdan and meld with Durall. We’ll brief you on everything we know when you get here. If—and I do mean if, Dustmopier and Andarill are hostages, putting a contingent of Verderan troops on the cruise ship might get them killed.”



Chapter 20 – Enemy in Our Midst 
Andarill paced the back of the couch as Captain Di Iveo tried calling the head of each major function on the ship and got no response on the radio. Josh snatched up the phone from the desk and held it to his ear. He punched each of the quick dial buttons, and then shook his head, “Nothing.” He replaced the handset.
Captain Di Iveo headed for the cabin door. “I must find out what is happening on my ship. I’m afraid we may have those aboard who are in league with the pirates. I’m going to the bridge to find out why the watch is not answering. Prince, Prinas, children, if you would come with me. Thomas, see if you can find a working phone. Call the Hotel Director and make sure the passengers are safe. Send a runner to the bridge if you find a problem. Josh, find the Purser and the Casino Manager. I want all cash locked in the safe and the combination changed. Post guards from several departments, not just security. The biggest men you can find.”
Josh turned to do as the captain ordered, but before he left. “Dust, Andarill, watch out for trouble. I have a bad feeling this is a coordinated move by whoever is tied in with the pirates.” He ran down the passageway, moving quietly for a man with overly large feet.
Thomas headed for a courtesy phone mounted on the wall above the elevator call buttons. He gave the captain a thumb up signal and spoke into the phone.
“Follow me. We’ll take the outside stairs to the bridge.” Captain Di Iveo held the door and pointed up a metal staircase to a door one deck above.
Andarill signaled to Dust with a hand circling above his head. He pointed at his eyes with two spread fingers, and then up the stairs.
Dust nodded her understanding and drew her sidearm.
Andarill ran up the outboard stair handrail and Dust the inner. This was basic combat training where they had to coordinate search and reconnaissance efforts as a two-person team. Dustmopier was his teammate, his combat partner, from the first day of combat training. They had to work with others in their squad at times, but always felt most comfortable when working together.
Andarill reached the door to the bridge and extended an eyestalk to peek through a corner of the thick glass. The bridge was empty. He signaled Dust that no threats were visible. She in turn waved the others up the stairs.
When Captain Di Iveo got to the door, Andarill held up his hand for him to wait. “Open it just enough for us to slip through,” he whispered.
Captain Di Iveo nodded his understanding and pulled the door open about six inches.
Dustmopier slipped through the gap before Andarill could jump to the deck.
“Dust, wait. Let me go first,” Andarill growled under his breath.
What are you thinking? Don’t endanger our nits. What am I thinking? She’s the Prinas. My Prinas. Holy Mara mother of Josha, I love that reckless female. If she gets herself killed, always needing to be first, I’ll never speak to her again.
It only took seconds to search the bridge and determine it was unmanned. Andarill signaled the others that they could enter.
Captain Di Iveo checked the ships position, course and speed before examining the equipment on the bridge. “Damn. The next navigation point has been changed. We’re headed north into the South China Sea.” He shifted right to the navigation console and typed a command into the keyboard. “I can’t get into the system.”
 “I think I know why.” Andarill pointed to an open panel under the navigation console. The ends of a complex wire harness hung from the opening, a section of it chopped out and missing.
Di Iveo turned to the control panel attached to the helmsman’s chair, and pressed a button near a large joystick marked, “Manual Control”. The light mounted above the button remained unlit. “We’re locked on this course until we stop the engines, run aground, or run out of fuel.”
“Don’t you sometimes drive the ship from the parts of the bridge that stick out over the side?” Sally asked.
“We do when we’re docking, but the controls on the flying-bridge wings are activated from here. Everything is directed and controlled by the computer system.”
Andarill examined the area. The bridge was a long narrow room that extended the entire width of the ship. It was located two decks below the shuffleboard lanes, and basketball court. There was no resemblance to the old steamship bridges seen in movies. It looked more like a television station control room with its many flat-screen displays, computer keyboards and digital readouts.
Captain Di Iveo took a couple of minutes to explain the function of some of the crew stations. “The large wooden rudder control wheel has been replaced by this ergonomic joystick. The floor mounted engine speed and direction telegraph with its command handle and acknowledgement pointer was now a brushed aluminum tee handle near the joystick. Radar and long range video cameras displayed their data on the screens mounted in multiple locations across the bridge.”
He moved back to the navigator’s station. “The touch screen display, works more like a large scale version of a luxury car’s GPS system. All of the navigational charts are stored in computer memory or on DVD. I can display charts from anywhere in the world with the tap of a finger. Our navigation charts not only display sea routes and landmasses, but water depth, shoals, reefs, and hazards to navigation like sunken ships in shallow water.”
Dustmopier jumped into the helmsman’s chair. “Don’t you have manual controls? What happens if your computer fails?”
Di Iveo looked over his shoulder at her. “We have three computers doing the same function and checking each other. If one fails, a backup is activated and synchronized to the functional systems.”
Andarill heard heavy steps running up the stairs to the bridge. “We’ve got company.” He dove behind a power panel and drew his sidearm.
Dustmopier jumped to the deck and became a blur as she climbed a conduit to a junction box above the door.
The door opened, but no one entered for a few seconds. A man in blue coveralls leapt through and crouched, covering the bridge with a small handgun.
Captain Di Iveo stepped in front of Sally and Johnny and raised his hands to shoulder height palms out. “You dare bring a weapon on my ship! This is an act of mutiny.”
A second man in blue coveralls calmly walked through the door and let it shut behind him as he too leveled a handgun at the Captain. “Mutiny, Captain? I think not. Piracy, yes, but not mutiny, since we were never a real part of your crew there is no possibility of mutiny.” He smiled at the captain, and raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Rojas requests your presence in the aft luggage staging area. He asked me to tell you that if you are not there in forty minutes, Mr. Waterman’s nickname will change from Studly to Tinkerbelle, and he’ll be singing soprano from now on. Oh yeah, he said to bring the kids and the beasties. He thinks he can get a good price for them from a couple collectors he knows.”
Andarill watched Dust holster her sidearm and silently unsheathe both swords. He replaced his sidearm and hid his rifle behind the power panel. The stun setting on his pistol would incapacitate his target, but there was always the chance a last muscle contraction would pull the trigger. He bared his sword and waited for Dust’s move.
He watched for the telltale tensing of leg muscles just before she sprang. Andarill moved as he saw Dustmopier uncoil. He came at the second man from the side. In a single bound, he flashed past the hand holding the gun and swung his sword. He landed on the man’s chest, sunk his claws into fabric and flesh, and with a snarl, exposed his teeth. He pressed his sword into the lower eyelid of the man’s right eye and said, “Move and this goes into your brain. You’ll be dead before your body hits the floor.”
The man’s shocked expression turned to anger. He whipped his gun up and aimed at Andarill before he realized his trigger finger was missing, and the pain took over. He screamed, dropped the gun and grasped his profusely bleeding finger stub with the other hand.
Andarill applied pressure to the sword hilt and the man froze.
Dust had taken a slightly different approach. She had her rear pair of claws embedded in her man’s shoulder, her right hand sword slashed the tendons in his wrist holding the gun, her teeth gripped the man’s lower lip and her left hand sword was half way up his nose. The gun clattered to the floor as the man used his left hand to grab Dust around the neck and squeeze. She lunged with her left-hand sword, and the guy folded in a heap as his final breath escaped.
Dustmopier crawled from the dead fingers and sucked in air.
“You okay?” Andarill asked as he glared at the man he had subdued.
She rasped, “Yeah, just need to catch my breath. It felt like he was going to snap my neck.”
“Captain, if you would collect these guns, so we can get on with extracting some answers from this guy?”
“I’m not telling you nothin’!”
Andarill wiggled his sword a little deeper into the eyelid, and the man quieted.
Captain Di Iveo swept up the two guns and put one in his pocket.
“Is that man dead?” Sally squeaked.
“’Course he’s dead. He has a sword stuck in his brain,” Johnny scoffed.
“Johnny, take your sister to the far end of the bridge and hide behind the console in case more pirates come,” Captain Di Iveo ordered.
Johnny herded Sally ahead of him, but made slow progress because they kept turning back to see the action.
Dust jerked her sword from the dead man’s nostril and cleaned both weapons on his coveralls. She spit a couple of times and muttered, “Why’d I bite him in the lip? Yuck. He’s been chewing something gross—I’ll never get that taste out of my mouth. It tastes like a cross between the ass end of a skreecher beast and ear wax.”
More steps sounded on the metal stairs outside.
Dust climbed back to the junction box above the door and Captain Di Iveo slipped down behind a console, his gun gripped in both hands aimed at the door.
Johnny and Sally dove behind the cabinet at the far end of the bridge, but two heads topped with matching colored hair quickly peeked around the sides.
The door to the stairs opened and Thomas stepped through. He took one more stride and stopped with a wide-eyed, open-mouthed gasp at the sight of the body.
“We’ve had unwelcome visitors,” Captain Di Iveo said. “These two are associated with the pirates. Were you able to contact the Hotel Director?”
“Yes. Other than a few complaints because the casino is closed, everything is running smoothly. The second seating for dinner is about to end and the entertainment crew is setting up for the next performance in the Queen’s Music hall”
“Why is the casino closed?”
“Mr. Rojas shut it down and then removed all the cash from the vault. I received a report that the Purser is also missing along with the money for port fees. His office looks like there was a struggle and blood was found on the floor near the safe.”
“So the pirates might have more than just Mr. Waterman and the bridge watch as hostages.” Di Iveo handed a gun to Thomas. “Please help Prince Andarill with the prisoner. I think it’s time we had some answers. If he tries to get away, shoot him in the knee.” Captain Di Iveo paced the length of the bridge tugging on the end of his moustache. “First I want to know how you and your friends got on my ship.”
Andarill’s prisoner clamped his jaw and stared at the overhead.
“Prince Andarill, please demonstrate the consequence of not answering my questions.”
Andarill pulled his sword from the man’s eyelid. “You’ve already lost one finger, how many are you willing to sacrifice?” Andarill’s sword flashed and a long red welt appeared on the back of the hand clamped around the finger stump. “That was from the side of my sword. If I turn it a mere ninety degrees, all of the fingers from that hand would join their companion on the floor.” He raised the sword again and began an arcing swing.
“Wait! We replaced some of your crew when they took shore leave at your last port.”
“How did you get around the photo ID check?”
“Rojas altered the photo database and inserted our pictures and then printed new access cards with our pictures inserted in place of the real ones.”
“What happened to my people?”
The man gulped and stared at the deck. After a moment, he shook his head from side to side, refusing to answer.
“From your reaction I assume you killed them. How many?” The last said in a whisper.
“Seven,” was the mumbled answer.
“You’re saying there are five others plus Rojas still threatening my ship and passengers?”
An almost imperceptible nod was the only reaction.
“Where are your people located?”
The prisoner stared at the floor in silence.
“Thomas, your turn to demonstrate what will happen if my questions are not answered,” said Di Iveo.
“With your permission Captain? I grew up on a cattle station in the outback. Every spring I helped with branding and castrating the calves. I think I still have the touch to do it in a single cut, but it’s been a while. It may take me a couple of tries.” Thomas bent down and grabbed the prisoner’s coveralls as the base of the long zipper. “Andarill, could I please borrow your sword?”
The prisoner drew up his knees and tried to knock Thomas’s hand away. “You can’t do this. I have rights. I want a lawyer. You can’t treat a prisoner this way.”
Captain Di Iveo’s eyebrows arched. “You’ve killed seven of my crew—eight counting my First Officer, robbed my ship, attacked its passengers, killing three and wounding two. The only rights you have are the ones I grant you. And right now, I’m vacillating between you having the right to hang or be thrown overboard with fifty pounds of meat scraps tied to your foot. Thomas.”
Thomas looked at Andarill’s sword.
“Here use one of mine.” Dustmopier reversed one of her swords and presented the hilt.
Thomas smiled at Dustmopier and said, “Would you like to have the honor?”
“Thank you, Thomas. I’d be delighted. Don’t flinch or I might take off everything.” She told the prisoner as Thomas pulled his mid-section off the deck.
“Stop. Stop! I’ll tell you, just don’t cut me. Two are in the aft luggage hold guarding the prisoners, and two are keeping an eye on the engine room to make sure no one tries to turn the ship. I don’t know where Rojas and the woman went. He ordered Mot and me to come up here and get you. We were to take you to the aft luggage hold and put you with the rest of the hostages.”
Di Iveo bent over the prisoner. “What were the plans once we were taken to the hold?”
The prisoner didn’t answer.
Andarill jumped to the Captains back and laid his head over his should so he could see the prisoner. “You know fluffmuffin,” he said looking to Dustmopier. It seems such a waste just to cut them off. How about if you take one side and I get the other? I haven’t had fresh oysters in a long time. No need to get your sword bloody again, we’ll just bite them off.” He retracted his lips and displayed a set of teeth that would have made a Tyrannosaurus Rex proud.” Andarill felt the Captain’s body quiver as he tried to contain his reaction.
Dustmopier shifted her eye’s to Andarill, “I prefer them deep fried and served with a nice spicy pepper sauce, but there’re good raw when they’re nice and fresh.
Di Iveo turned his head, and looked Andarill in the eyes. “Proceed.”
Dustmopier slashed the coverall material, and the man started babbling, “The kids and talking mop heads are leaving the ship with us and the cash. The rest of you were to remain aboard. Rojas figured he could get good money for the kids, especially the girl. He wasn’t certain about the critters, but he knows some collectors who would pay a lot for a prize like them.”
“And?” Di Iveo glowered.
“And then we’d be gone.”
“You’re saying you planned on leaving witnesses behind that could identify you to the authorities?”
Dustmopier leaned toward the opening in the coveralls. “Say good-bye to these babies.”
“No! Please. I’ll tell you. Once we get off the ship, our freighter has a couple of ship-to-ship missiles ready to launch. One’s targeted on the diesel storage tanks. If that doesn’t work the second is aimed on the aft hold at the waterline where the hostages are being held.”
Di Iveo closed his eyes and massaged his temples. “That little tidbit does make me feel better and more disposed to leniency. You weren’t going to shoot us before you departed, just let us go down with the ship and the 4000 other souls aboard.”
Their prisoner turned his head to the side and refused to meet Captain Di Iveo’s stare.
“Thomas, help me move Mot’s body into the equipment closet. We’ll take this one with us. We need to get out of here before Rojas sends someone to find out what happened to these two.”
When they were ready to leave Andarill went first. He took up a watch position on top of the outboard handrail. The prisoner came next with Thomas behind him, a gun in one hand and the other holding the neck of the guy’s coveralls. The man jerked out of Thomas’s hand, and jumped for the top step in an effort to escape. He stumbled and pitched forward, slamming his head into the metal stairs half way down before tumbling and sliding to the bottom.
Thomas and Andarill ran down the steps to the crumpled body. Thomas checked for a pulse, and turned to call to the Captain. “Sorry, sir. He’s dead. His neck broke when he landed on that step.”
Captain Di Iveo waved the others down the stairs ahead of him. “Hide the body. We need to get moving.”



Chapter 21 – Clash of the Titans
Nick pushed away from the screen and bumped against the captain’s chair behind him. Nazzy jumped out of the seat to the arm of the chair.
“She’s our daughter and the future ruler of Verdera. I’m not going to sit by and wait for a couple of humans to decide it’s time to save her.”
Staring at the screen, Nick’s brow creased with determination. “I understand how you feel. She’s my best friend. She’s closer to me than my biological sister. I’ve lived with her, worked with her, laughed and cried with her for almost six years. If I could, I would trade places with her, but since that’s impossible, I will do everything in my power to get her and Andarill back safe and unharmed.”
Casterill snarled and pulled at his fur.
“I could use your help to get them back. There’s a contingent of local military personnel aboard Durall helping me. We need you and your people to join us. Dustmopier and Andarill are not the only ones in danger. The pirates are threatening a cruise ship with over four thousand passengers and crew, and they are using human children as slaves on some of their vessels. I know how protective you are toward your young. Humans feel the same about all children not just their own.” Nick hoped he was getting through to the distraught parents. “We need to combine the speed and fighting skills of the windalfluffs and the size and strength of the humans to formulate a coordinated response.”
Zilcia leaned against her mate. He put an arm around her neck and pulled her closer. “Please forgive Casterill for his angry response. We searched for Dustmopier for so long before discovering her here, and now to have finally found her and seen her happily mated only to hear that she might be a hostage or dead. The shock is overwhelming.”
“No need to explain. I understand completely, and I went through the same gamut of emotions when we lost contact. Dust is part of my family; she’s my little sister. We need your help as soon as possible. The pirates are preparing a missile launching system that could sink the cruise ship, and we don’t have much time.”
Nick watched Casterill straighten and study the displays on his bridge. The first Combat transports will be landing on Durall momentarily and the Rassdan will meld with Durall in less than ten minutes.”
Nick turned to Nazzy. “Would you go tell Riki what’s happening and ask Lieutenant Kayhill to send a crew to the hanger bay to help recover the Verderan aircraft?”
“Certainly, Captain. But don’t do any more territory marking until I get back. I don’t want to miss any of the action.”
Casterill waited until Nazzy was through the door. “Where did you pick up the smartass Fenrealian?”
“He’s the companion, interpreter and tutor to a Theoaan family we rescued from the pirates earlier. His language skills are critical to my plan for attacking the pirate support vessel. I’ll fill you in on the plan when you arrive.”

Nazzy ran through the door, interrupting the planning session.
“Riki, Nick asked me to let you know that the Dominant and Primary will be here within minutes, and their advance combat transports are landing now. He needs a crew to go to the hangar bay to help recover the Verderan aircraft.”
“Dust’s parents are here, on Earth?”
“Yeah. They came to be with Dustmopier when she has the nits.”
Standing, Wilkin said, “With your permission, Lieutenant, I’ll take four men and see to the aircraft.
Riki pushed out of her chair. “I think we should all go. That way, everyone will have a chance to meet Dust’s parents. Dominant Casterill is a very interesting character, but his mate Primary Zilcia has a way of reining him in.”
Following the sailors from the room, Riki felt the first combat transport land on Durall’s deck as she stepped into the hangar bay. Durall had shifted Meka to a corner of the bay and reconfigured the racks holding the two remaining royal guard combat flyers with slots for four additional aircraft.
She waved two man teams forward to take up positions next to each empty slot.
Nick walked through the hatch followed by Andarill’s three royal guardsmen. The windalfluffs were buckling on their ceremonial weapons harnesses. The harnesses were highly polished black Thundasaurian leather trimmed in gold stitching with the royal crest of Verdera embossed on the chest piece.
Nick had obviously stopped at his cabin. He now wore a navy blue coverall with epaulets on the shoulders. The shoulder boards displayed a raised emblem of a spiral galaxy with the words “Determinist of Earth” sewn in flowing script circling the silver insignia.
Giving Nick a lop-sided grin, Riki said, “I didn’t know this was an official occasion. I could have done something with my hair and changed into my formal bikini.”
“I wanted to establish my authority with Casterill. I have a feeling that if I show any sign of weakness, he’ll try to take over and run the operation. Besides, I like the bikini you’re wearing.” Nick stopped beside Riki and took a lingering look at her chest.
An elbow stabbed into Nick’s ribs when she noticed his eyes glued on her cleavage. 
The first combat transport slid into a docking slot, and three windalfluffs emerged. The two dersta, which loosely translated to ‘fighter’ in English, took up sentry positions on either side of the transport, while the pilot showed the sailors where to make the fuel and electrical connections.
The pilot wore a harness designed to strap him securely to the command couch in the cockpit. He sported a sidearm and the ever-present Verderan sword. The dersta’s combat harnesses were more elaborate with pouches and pockets bulging with equipment. Each carried a quantum rifle, holstered sidearm and sheathed sword.
Riki took a closer look at the back strap of each Windalfluff’s harnesses. The edges were scalloped and looked as if chunks were bitten out of the edges. She turned to Nick. “What’s with the chewed harness edges?”
“Each bite stands for a battle they’ve fought. The average windalfluff fighter might get one or two in a lifetime. These soldiers have to be some of the most seasoned in the entire Verderan military. I count fifteen on the one harness and eleven on the other.”
Kayhill and Wilkin leaned close to hear their conversation.
“So these dersta are equivalent to generals?” Riki said.
“The Verderan military is not structured that way. A commander, like Casterill, will give an order and assign a group to carry it out. The chain of command for the operation falls into place when the group comes together to plan the mission. The dersta with the most coup marks is the leader until the mission is complete. When the dersta are released, they rejoin their packs and revert to the leadership of the pack rill.”
Kayhill interrupted. “With that kind of system, why do they take orders from this Dominant Casterill?”
Nick clapped a hand on Kayhill’s shoulder. “Wait and see. If Casterill and Zilcia arrive in their combat gear, you’ll know why.”
The other three combat transports landed, and were connected to Durall.
At a signal from the dersta with the fifteen coup marks, the windalfluffs flowed to the deck and fell into formation beside the royal guardsmen.
Riki felt a shudder run through Durall, and the wave-induced motion of the ship changed to that of a much larger vessel. The last time the Verderan rulers brought their battle cruiser Rassdan to Earth, Durall and the cruiser had used their shape changing capabilities to become one vessel.
A hatch opened in the hangar bay bulkhead admitting two columns of ten royal guardsmen. The columns marched in synchronized step, and at a huffed command halted, turned to face each other and took two steps back. They and the windalfluffs already assembled slammed their right fists to the crossed section of their harnesses as the royal couple marched through the hatch.
“Call your men to attention and offer a salute,” Nick said out of the side of his mouth to Kayhill.
“Aaten—hut! Hand salute”. His men straightened to attention and snapped their right hands up in a salute.
Riki stepped forward with Nick. She took note of the harnesses worn by Casterill and Zilcia. They were the same as the ones worn by the dersta, but these had coup marks on both sides of the harness straps. There were so many, they disappeared from sight as the harness wrapped around the body. Zilcia had as many as Casterill, which made sense since they were a mated pair and had ruled Verdera for over forty years. Verderan rulers were noted for their hands-on leadership of any conflict that affected their planets.
Nick dipped to one knee and bowed his head. “Dominant Casterill, Primary Zilcia, welcome to Earth. It’s an honor to have you aboard. If you’ll come with me to the briefing room, I’ll show you the recordings of what happened, and tell you what we know.” He turned to Lieutenant Kayhill. “Lieutenant, please have your men escort the Verderan contingent to the mess. It would be a good idea for them to introduce themselves and get to know the dersta, since they will be working together. Riki, get Meka and your team ready. I want you to contact the support ship ASAP.”
Riki nodded at Chief Wilkin and Seaman Tommy Flame. “Gear up. Captain Blade wants Meka in the water as soon as possible. Guardsmen, launch when ready.” Two royal guardsmen stepped back from the receiving line and ran for the hatch.
Tommy slid through the group to the racks holding the sailor’s combat gear. He donned his vest, webbing, weapons and communications system. When finished, he gathered Wilkin’s gear and handed it to him. The two sailors then helped Riki prepare Meka for the mission.
Riki waved Tommy up the boarding ladder. “Stow the extra ammo and equipment. If you need specialized storage compartments, just tell Meka.”
Wilkin released the hold-down clamps from Meka’s far side while Riki did the same on the near side.
Andarill’s royal guardsmen rushed back into the hangar bay. They’d exchanged their formal harnesses for the ones they wore when flying their combat flyers. A sailor was standing by each combat flyer, and as soon as the pilot was through the hatch, they disconnected the fuel and electrical umbilical connections. Durall moved the storage racks into position. The combined Durall/Rassdan vessel shuddered as Durall launched each combat flyer.
“Guardian’s Fang Two and Three are in the air,” Durall reported.
Wilkin boarded Meka, checked his combat gear and strapped into the seat next to the helmsman’s chair. Tommy chose a seat behind Wilkin and pulled the five-point racing harness over his shoulders. Ignoring the boarding ladder, Riki grasped the gunnel and jumped, swinging her feet out to clear Meka’s side. She performed a standing high jump with a half somersault, landing on her feet between the seats on the boat. Shifting to allow her access to the helm, Wilkin rolled back and buckled his seatbelt.
Before giving Durall the command to launch Meka, she turned to find Nick standing on the deck below her.
Nick frowned up at her. “Be careful, Riki. These pirates are dangerous and have no compunction about killing. I know their lighter caliber weapons can’t hurt Meka, but they have some heavier ones that could do real damage.”
“Don’t worry about us. Just get those children off that support ship. I’ll let you know when we’re ready to disengage and return to Durall.”
Riki leaned over the side and pulled Nick close. She gazed into his eyes as she pulled his mouth to hers. Releasing him, she said, “Don’t take any chances. I want you back in one piece.”
Nick rejoined Casterill and Zilcia by the hatch.
“Okay, Durall. Ready to Launch,” Riki ordered.
Durall opened the bulkhead hatch and launched the boat onto the dark ocean’s surface.
Riki set a looping course away from Durall, but to the starboard of the pirate support ship and its flotilla of attack craft. When they’d reached a position, about five miles east of the pirates, Riki slowed Meka to a sedate ten knots and gradually increased their radar signature until the pirate’s radar could detect them.
“Meka, set up a radio channel on the international distress frequency, but make sure it’s a directional signal that only the pirates will hear. I don’t want anyone else hearing this.”
“Radio set and ready, Riki.”
“Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is the cigarette boat Seductress out of Singapore with two souls aboard. We are experiencing engine problems. One engine inoperative the other running rough. Our position is,” Riki transmitted their approximate GPS coordinates. “Any craft in the area able to lend assistance, please respond.” She repeated the call three times before she got a reply.
A voice with a heavy Dutch accent came on the radio. “Seductress, this is the fishing trawler Big Haul. How can we assist you?”
“Big Haul, this is Seductress. We need a tow. I suspect contaminated fuel is causing our engine problem. Once we get clean fuel, we should be alright.”
“Seductress, give me an updated position, and we will come to your aid as soon as we can.”
Riki transmitted GPS coordinates that were a few miles east of their position.
“I have your position. It will take me about an hour to reach you.”
“Thank you for your assistance, Big Haul.”
“Riki, the largest pirate craft and three smaller speedboats have broken away from the support ship. They’re heading in our direction.”
“Thanks, Meka. Set a course away from the support ship and increase speed. We need to be over the horizon when they catch us. Transform into a cigarette boat now. I don’t want to take a chance they won’t take the bait.”
Wilkin spoke up, “That’s not likely. They’ll use everything they have to capture a prize as fast as a cigarette boat. Especially if they think all they have to do is to replace the fuel to have an operational craft. These guys are all about hit and run attacks. Any boat that gives them a speed advantage is like blow to an addict. They’ll come.”
“Meka, connect me to Nick.”
“Nick is standing by, Riki.”
“Nick, they’ve taken the bait. Meka reports the PT boat and three of the smaller speedboats are coming after us. I’ll lead them as far away as I can without making them suspicious.”
“Roger. We’re moving into position for our approach now.”

Nick sat in his chair on the bridge flanked by Casterill on the left and Zilcia on the right. “Durall, semi-submerge and transform the portion of your hull above water to look like the PT boat towing a captured Meka. Then get Nazzy up here. I want him ready to communicate with the mother ship if they challenge us.”
Leaning forward, Casterill asked. “What are you planning, Nick?”
“I’m hoping the mother ship will assume the PT boat is returning from capturing the cigarette boat. The fact that it’s dark will help disguise the fine points that Durall can’t duplicate. If we can tie up to the ship, Kayhill, his team and your dersta will storm aboard and neutralize the pirates.”
Nazzy ran onto the bridge and jumped into Nick’s lap. “Let me know when you want me to talk to the ship.”
“It won’t be too long now. The real PT boat and its escort of speedboats just went over the horizon, so the pirates on the mother ship will no longer have a visual on them.”
A screen to Nick’s left showed the navy team in full combat gear going over their plans with the windalfluff dersta. Nick could see Doc Henry and Omayda moving Ronna and the now conscious Chal out of the infirmary and into an empty cabin. Doc Henry had insisted the medical units be cleared and ready for possible injuries. A new opening in the bulkhead between Durall and the cruiser Rassdan gave him a view of the infirmary on the Rassdan configuring for windalfluff patients.
“Captain Blade, we are within visual range of the pirate vessel,” Durall reported.
“Thank you, Durall. Lieutenant Kayhill, is your team ready?”
“Aye, Captain. We’re standing by for the go order.”
“Nazzy, the conn is yours. If the mother ship calls, stall them as long as possible.”
Nick, with a Verderan on each shoulder, left the bridge and walked to the end of the passageway. A set of stairs gave him access to the pseudo cockpit of the fake PT boat.
Lieutenant Kayhill and three of his men followed Nick onto the deck and manned the bogus heavy machine guns. Each sailor had a dersta with him. The dersta mounted their quantum rifles on the barrels of the machine guns, and then settled onto a padded perch on top of the breach area of the fake .50 caliber guns. The remainder of the boarding party stayed out of sight below.
The distance to the support ship closed to three-hundred yards before the radio frequency the pirates were using came to life.
Nazzy’s voice translated the radio call. “Boat Seven Three, congratulations. She will make a beautiful addition to our arsenal. Did you have any problems capturing her?”
Nick leaned closer to the comm panel. “Tell them, ‘Not much. When they realized we were not a fishing trawler, they tried to escape, but their remaining engine failed.’”
A perfect imitation of the heavy Dutch voice spoke Nick’s words on the radio. “That was great, Nazzy. You sounded exactly like the guy talking to Riki.”
Two-hundred yards to go, and pirates were beginning to line the rail. All four phony machine guns were now trained on different parts of the pirate vessel, bridge, rudder, engine room and missile launchers.
“Nazzy, does it sound like they believe we’re the real Boat Seven Three?”
“Yes, Captain. They want to know what we did with the crew. The one talking to me on the radio wants to know what the woman with the sexy voice, the one who made the mayday call, looks like.”
“Tell him, ‘She fought us and had to be subdued,’ and then add that the mechanic was also a woman. Wait a couple of minutes then send Doc Henry and Omayda up here. Tell them to act cowed and beaten. I want the pirates to be watching them. It will give the boarding party time to get aboard.”
Casterill touched Zilcia’s shoulder. “We should get below before we’re spotted.” He leaned close to Nick’s ear. “We’re going to join the boarding party. We’ll see you on the pirate ship.” The two Verderan Royals slipped into the shadows and disappeared down the stairs.
A couple of minutes later, a sailor assisted the two women up the steps and into the PT boat’s cockpit. The women were careful to stay in the deepest shadows and only show enough to prove they were female. At ten yards, the bow-wave turbulence from the pirate vessel began rocking Durall. Nick waved the women and their guard below.
“Captain, the man on the radio has ordered you to bring the women to the bridge as soon as we’ve tied up.”
“Okay. Tell him he’ll have to wait until we’ve secured the cigarette boat.”
A small cargo hatch opened in the pirate ship’s hull, and a pirate leaned from the opening gesturing for the mooring line. The sailor who’d been targeting the bridge scuttled forward and tossed a rope across to the pirate standing in the hatch. When the pirate had a firm grip, the sailor gave a sharp jerk, and hauled the pirate through the hatch. He cartwheeled through the air with a stifled cry of surprise, instantly disappearing in the boil of water between the two vessels.
Nick divided his attention between the sailor at the bow and the pirates lining the rail above. One of those watching shouted and pointed to where the pirate had disappeared in the wake. That seemed to alert the others that something was wrong. Six of the pirates bending over the rail shouldered their rifles and opened fire while several others fired handguns.
The sailors on Durall’s deck crouched behind the bullet shields on their gun mounts and returned fire, while the dersta targeted the mounts of the railing stanchions with their quantum rifles.
The sailor on Durall’s bow put his right foot on the gunnel and crouched for the jump into the freighter when a bullet from above slammed him to the deck.
With a collective scream of surprise, terror and anger, the pirates leaning over the rail dropped into the maelstrom between the two ships when the railing gave way as the dersta’s quantum rifles disintegrated the supports.
Kayhill waved his men toward the bow and the open hatch into the pirate vessel. The dersta leapt the gap first and disappeared. Kayhill detailed one of his men to help the wounded sailor to the infirmary.
Nick followed Casterill and Zilcia toward the boarding stairs suspended from the side of the pirate ship. An AK-47 on full auto opened up before they could climb the twenty-foot stairway. Ricocheting bullets and metal fragments from the stairs screamed around the trio. Nick dove for the deck, but Casterill and Zilcia put on a burst of speed and disappeared up the stairs in a blur of scrambling fur.
Nick instinctively covered his head with his arms. As if that will stop a bullet. A second later, the firing stopped. Nick heard a thump, thump, thump sound coming at him from above. He chanced a glance up the stairs and saw a man’s severed head bouncing down the steps.
A stream of sailors and dersta jumped the gap between Durall and the stairs. One of the sailors kicked the head into the ocean. Nick climbed to his feet and joined the queue clambering up to the deck of the old freighter. An occasional shot or burst of automatic weapon’s fire reverberated through the rusty deck plates. Nick was getting dizzy trying to watch all directions at once.
He worked his way to the stairs leading to the bridge. When he got to the landing, he took a quick look through the window in the watertight door. Three pirates occupied the space, the Captain, helmsman and an armed guard. Nick looked down at the pistol in his hand, and wondered if he’d be able to pull the trigger if necessary.
So grow a pair and step up to the job you claim to hold you jackass.
Nick took a deep breath, flung the door open, jumped through the opening—and tripped on the lip of the raised doorframe. He put out his hands to break his fall. When he hit the deck, he accidently squeezed the trigger, and his pistol fired. The bullet hit the guard in the chest as he raised his rifle. The shock knocked the pirate up and back into a window, leaving a smear of blood down the glass and the bulkhead below.
The Captain dove for the guard’s rifle as Nick crawled on hands and knees for cover behind a cabinet. In a wheezing shaky voice Nick shouted, “Drop your weapons. You’re under arrest.”
His answer was a spray of bullets into the bulkhead behind him. Two of the ricochets hit home. One hit Nick’s calf and the other took off the top of his left ear.
He grabbed his calf with his left hand. “Damn it, not again. Why is it always that leg?” He heard the rifle click on an empty chamber, and the clip hit the deck. “Eat lead, MOTHER FUCKER!” Nick yelled as he rolled from behind the cabinet, pushed his pistol forward, firing as fast as he could pull the trigger. He didn’t stop until he rolled into the rear bulkhead.
Nick opened his eyes to see the Captain’s bullet-riddled body on the deck, and the helmsman pressed against the front of the bridge with his hands in the air. “Yeah! Mess with Nick Blade and see what happens.” Then he noticed the helmsman wasn’t staring at him; he was looking behind him. Nick glanced over his shoulder to see Kayhill standing in the door, his submachine gun muzzle smoking.
Kayhill had a sappy grin on his face. “‘Eat lead, mother fucker?’ What are you, twelve, and your middle name is Rambo?”
“Oh, shut up. It was the only thing that came to mind in the heat of the moment. You want to give me a hand? This leg hurts like a son-of-a-bitch.”
“Not to mention your ear.” Kayhill pulled two field dressings from his vest, pressed one to Nick’s leg and handed the other to Nick.
“My ear?” Nick brushed his hand over his left ear in surprise. “Damn, he shot the top of my ear off. I didn’t even feel it. I can just hear Riki; she’s going to get together with Dust and nickname me Van Gogh.”
Kayhill finished dressing the leg. “We’ve secured the ship, and the children are aboard Durall. During the fighting, several fair-sized holes appeared in the hull, and this scow is taking on water. I don’t think there is a watertight bulkhead left on the ship. My men dismantled the missile system and tossed the components overboard along with all the pirates’ weapons except this one.” He pointed to the rifle lying next to the captain’s body. “Casterill and his people are making one final sweep of the ship to make sure we didn’t miss anyone. We have four wounded, five counting you, three of my men and two windalfluffs. I counted eighteen pirates dead, six wounded and five who surrendered without a scratch.”
“What does the Navy do with the captured pirates?”
“We normally turn them over to the nearest recognized government, but in this case, we’re still working to rescue the cruise ship. I think we’ll just leave them here. There are plenty of life rafts and supplies. Their companions who’re chasing Meka can come and take them home. There are two speedboats tied to the side. Both have engine problems, contaminated fuel I’m told.”
Nick waved the pirate helmsman out the bridge door. “Grab the rifle, and let’s get out of here.”
Kayhill picked up the rifle, walked out onto the flying bridge, and threw it into the ocean. He came back and offered Nick a shoulder and an arm around the waist to help him down the stairs.
“What about the engines on this tub? Are they functional?”
“Both have very large spherical chunks of the engine block missing. I had a time convincing Casterill not to do the same to the bottom of the hull. He agreed, but reserved the right to change his mind if he finds out Dustmopier or Andarill is hurt or dead. He vowed that, if they are, he’s going to have every boat in the pirate flotilla vaporized.”
They’d reached the bottom of the bridge stairs when one of Kayhill’s men ran up. “Captain Blade, Lieutenant, we’ve received a message from Riki. The pirate boats have broken off their pursuit. Riki thinks they got a transmission from this ship telling them about the attack and its outcome. The pirates are heading for the Princes Azoa.”
Nick grabbed the sailor by the shoulder. “Return to Durall and radio Riki to meet us at the Azoa. Lieutenant, get your men back to Durall and ask Casterill to do the same. We need to intercept the pirate boats before they reach the cruise ship.”
The flare of an RPG rocket igniting lit the area and startled Nick. With a ‘Shoosh,’ it headed straight at him. “Incoming!” Pushing Kayhill to the deck, Nick dove on top of him as the RPG singed the hair on the back of his head. The warhead glanced off the deck plating before disappearing over the side headed for Durall.
Three separate quantum weapon discharges from circling combat flyers reduced the catwalk firing position to wisps of steam.
The blast from the exploding grenade blew the sailor taking Nick’s message back to Durall off the boarding stairs. He landed in a crumpled heap on the deck below. Nick saw two other humans and several windalfluff strewn around Durall’s deck.
Limping, Nick followed Kayhill down the stairs. Doc Henry and Omayda triaged the wounded, sending the most serious cases to the med-units first. One sailor and two windalfluff were dead.
Ataa and Nazzy talked softly to a group of cowering children who stared wide eyed at the blood-smeared deck. The cockpit of the PT boat had shielded them from the blast or the causality count would have been much higher.
Barking orders into his headset, Kayhill recalled his men, still on the pirate vessel, to help get the wounded below.
The sailors taken out by the blast were already awaiting their turn to have their injuries treated. The messenger was unconscious and bleeding from his nose and ears.
Turning to Nick, Kayhill said, “I know you don’t want to do it, but I think we need to call in the Independence. We have too many injuries to treat in the available infirmary space and all of these children to take care of.”
“Crap!” Nick took a couple of limping steps before turning back. It felt like the back of his calf was on fire, and his ear throbbed. “Make the call. I’ll notify Riki that they’re on their own stopping the rest of the pirates.”



Chapter 22 – Oh What a Tangled Web
The deck was clear of passengers as Dustmopier and Andarill scouted the way to the mid-ship elevators. Muttering to himself, Captain Di Iveo followed, while Thomas brought up the rear holding hands with Sally and Johnny.
When they got to the elevator, Captain Di Iveo, Dustmopier and Andarill took the elevator on the port side. Thomas and the children would descend using the one on the starboard side of the ship and stop on the lowest passenger cabin deck.
The captain used his override key to send the elevator car to Deck Zero, a deck below the lowest passenger deck. This was the deck used to load luggage and supplies when in port. The passageways on Deck Zero were brightly lit with overhead fixtures, and wide enough for two forklifts to pass. Split, heavy-plastic curtain strips shielded the elevator lobby from the crew only portions of the deck. Signs screwed to the wall labeled the hallway as Broadway Blvd, a second sign limited the speed to 75 mph. The sign on a cross passage pointed to various storage holds, cold storage rooms and loading hatches.
Di Iveo indicated a turn to the right. “There’s a maintenance hatch thirty feet down this passage. It opens into a pipe chase that runs all the way to the engine room. We can use it to get a look into the luggage hold where the pirates are supposed to be holding the hostages. He unlatched the access hatch, and waved Dustmopier and Andarill through before closing the door behind them.
Andarill and Dustmopier flowed down the pipe chase.
Dustmopier had to constantly remind herself to focus on looking for the enemy rather than watching Andarill’s muscles flex. But damn, he was fine. All she wanted to do was drag him into the burrow under the zanta bush. It had to be the hormonal changes from the nits causing her libido to go into overdrive. She was twenty feet down the pipe chase before she realized Andarill wasn’t pacing her. Stopping, she looked back to see him peering through a small glass port in an inspection hatch.
“Found them,” he whispered.
Dustmopier joined him and extended an eyestalk to get a look into the hold. Josh and two other crewmembers, a man and a woman, were hogtied next to the loading hatch in the hull. The prisoners all appeared to be alive, but bloody and bruised. The woman’s uniform blouse was shredded and she had darkening finger shaped bruises on her arms and breasts.
The dark purple goose egg above Josh’s right eye testified to his struggle against capture. The other bound crewman had several fingers splayed at unnatural angles. He had to be the missing Purser.
Three bulging canvas laundry bags lay next to the hostages.
A couple of pirates squatted behind stacks of pallets. They faced the two oversized access doors that permitted forklift and luggage cart traffic entry into the luggage hold. Each held a semi-automatic pistol and had extra clips of ammunition protruding from their pockets.
High-sided metal luggage carriers filled most of the hold, empty now, but they would over flow with the passengers’ bags and personal items when the ship reached its destination.
Captain Di Iveo dropped to his hands and knees behind them.
Dustmopier moved aside to permit him to observe the hold.
“At least they haven’t killed the hostages,” Di Iveo commented. “They must have tortured the Purser to get the combination to the safe. It looks like they broke his fingers. The woman is the head casino cashier. They probably grabbed her when they got the cash from the counting room.”
Andarill patted the inspection hatch. “Can you open this from this side?”
Captain Di Iveo studied the door’s locking dogs. “With a wrench and time I could dismantle the lock, but I’ll have to find the tools.”
The hatch was about a foot square with two rotating locking tabs on the right side.
Dustmopier drew a sword and used it to try prying the lock. It wouldn’t move. “Andarill could use his quantum rifle to remove it, but the whine of the discharge will alert the pirates. If I had a noisy diversion we could cut the locking tabs off with our swords.”
“You have enough strength to use a sword to cut through steel?”
“Not exactly. Our swords have an ultra-high frequency vibrating edge that will displace the steel molecules in the locking tab. It’s not so much a cut as an impact chisel on a molecular level. When I strike the lock it will sound like the hammer of a large gun cocking.”
“Then I’ll create a diversion for you.” Captain Di Iveo stood. “I’ll go back to the main hall and figure out some way of making noise near the hold doors.”
Dustmopier positioned her body to permit a clean sword swing at the lock on top. Andarill did the same on the bottom.
A couple of minutes later, they heard a loud “clang, clang.” Both swords contacted steel as the third ‘clang’ reverberated through the hold.
The two pirates tensed at the sound of something large slamming into the door. The one nearest the entry waved the other forward while bracing his gun to cover his partner.
Dustmopier eased the inspection hatch open and took off at top speed for the hostages. Andarill was right behind her and said in a low snarl, “You loony gravin. You’re going to get yourself and the nits killed.”
The windalfluffs barely slowed as they cut the prisoner’s flex-cuffs and raced for the pirates.
The pirate covering his partner screamed as Dustmopier landed on his back and sunk her claws into his flesh. He squeezed the trigger of his gun in reflex at the pain. The bullet hit the second pirate in the back and threw him into the door.
“Drop the gun or I’ll cut your throat,” Dustmopier growled in the pirate’s ear as she bit down on it. She had a sword in each hand, the right pressed against his Adams apple and the left over his carotid artery.
He went wild trying to aim his gun over his shoulder with one hand while using the other to reach behind him to pull off what was clawing at his back.
Dustmopier chopped the gun in two, taking part of the trigger finger off at the same time.
The pirate spun around using the stack of pallets to try brushing her off his back. The move exposed his chin to Josh’s fist. The impact snapped the pirate’s head back, and he slumped to the deck unconscious.
Josh kicked the gun half from the pirate’s hand, and then searched his body. He found a set of flex-cuffs, applied them to the man’s wrists and a second pair to his ankles. “This is the son-of-a-bitch that gave me this,” Josh said pointing at the bloody gash and lump on his head.
Checking the pirate slumped against the door, Andarill said, “He’s dead. Looks like his friend shot him through the heart.”
Captain Di Iveo pushed the door open a crack, but had to put his shoulder against it to move the body.
Andarill helped Dustmopier to dust herself off, and clean her swords.
The Purser and Head Cashier helped each other to their feet. Holding one another up, they hobbled over to the captain giving the windalfluffs a wide birth.
Lifting his hand, Captain Di Iveo silenced their questions. “I don’t have time to fill you in right now. We need to take control of the engine room and get this ship turned around. Josh, take charge here and get these two to the infirmary.” The Captain handed him the gun he’d taken from the pirate near the door. “Get some of the crew to help you take the prisoner to have his injuries treated, and then lock him up somewhere. If he gives you any trouble, shoot the bastard and dump him overboard. It’ll save a lot of time and money. Find some people you trust and hide the cash where Rojas won’t find it. And for God’s sake, be careful with that gun. We don’t need any more passengers shot.”
Dustmopier tugged Andarill’s fur, nodded her head toward the inspection hatch and took off. Captain Di Iveo sprinted for the door.

Thomas shepherded the children into the elevator car and pressed the button for the Riviera deck, deck one. The doors slid shut with a soft ping and smoothly descended to stop on deck four. The doors slid open to a waiting trio of passengers, two women and a man walking with a cane.
Sally’s eyes bulged at the sight of the three she’d met while taking Andarill to her cabin.
The woman in the blue silk dress raised her nose in Thomas’s direction. “Promenade deck.”
Thomas’ finger hovered over the button. “Madam, this car’s going down to deck one.”
“We don’t want to go down. Make it go up to the Promenade deck. We’re going to be late for tonight’s show and I don’t want to miss that fine looking Cruise Director, Josh Waterman, when he introduces the performers. Eloise here is a special friend of his.” She said leaning closer to Thomas and dropping her voice to a stage whisper. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Josh didn’t leave that wife of his and snap up a more mature woman.” She tilted her head in Eloise’s direction.
Thomas cleared his throat and struggled to keep a straight face.
The elevator doors closed and the car continued downward. Blue Silk was so enthralled in her matchmaking fantasy she didn’t notice the direction of travel.
Thomas surreptitiously pressed button five for the Promenade deck so that the car would ascend after stopping on deck one. Hopefully, he and the children could escape before the old harridan realized he hadn’t done as she commanded.
“Harry, don’t you think Josh Waterman is a fine young man?”
Harry, eyes half closed, hands folded over his cane, stared at the closed elevator doors and didn’t respond.
Blue silk pinched the back of his arm. “Harry! Pay attention. I’m talking to you.”
Harry jerked his arm away from her, glanced over his shoulder and scowled. “What are you blathering about now, woman?”
“I want to know if you agree that Josh Waterman, the Cruise Director, cuts a fine figure in a tuxedo?”
“Yeah. The boy looks good in a tuxedo—except when he forgets to zip his fly. When I do that, you berate me for hours about how I embarrassed you. But some young stud does it on stage and you start drooling and slip him your cabin number.”
“Humpf. It was Eloise’s cabin number, and I thought he could use a little female companionship during this long cruise.” She tightened the fox stole around her wrinkled neck.
A shocked look on Eloise’s face stamped lie on that last statement.
The elevator chimed and a female voice announced ‘Riviera Deck,’ Thomas pulled Sally to the front and made sure Johnny was poised for escape.
“You daft old bird. You’re old enough to be his great grandmother.”
“Just because your grapes died on the vine doesn’t mean my fine vintage can’t be enjoyed.”
Fortunately, the doors opened and Thomas hustled the children out.
Harry’s cane thumped the floor. “Ha! Your fine vintage went to vinegar years ago. It’s enough to pucker any man’s pec—” The doors closed, cutting off the rest of the tirade.
Sally turned to Thomas. “What did she mean when she said his grapes died on the vine?”
Thomas pulled the hair on the side of his head. “Ahh—she meant he was getting old and didn’t like meeting people.”
“Oh. I thought maybe she meant he was impotent.” Sally took Thomas’s hand and pulled him toward the stair.
Thomas choked and started coughing, while Johnny ran ahead, jumping down the stairs two and three at a time.

The noise increased the closer Dustmopier got to the engine room. Verbal communication in the confined pipe chase was impossible due to the reverberating roar of multiple large diesel engines.
Andarill and Dustmopier reached the hatch into the engine room and waited for Captain Di Iveo to catch up. This hatch had handles on both sides of the man-sized door, so it could be opened from inside the chase. The view through the inspection window revealed an empty catwalk above a warren of pipes, diesel engines, control panels, and massive generators.
Captain Di Iveo studied the engine room for several long minutes before he opened the hatch.
Dustmopier flowed to the edge of the catwalk and quartered the huge room with her eyes, looking for movement or hidden threats. Andarill went ten yards down the walk to the left and did the same, rifle at the ready.
She waved Captain Di Iveo forward after getting the all clear hand signal from Andarill. “It looks clear, but stay alert. They could be hiding behind the machinery.”
Releasing the safety chain across the ladder access, Captain Di Iveo descended to the engine room deck. Dustmopier followed the Captain down, while Andarill maintained over watch.
“I’ll take a quick look around. Find a good vantage point and cover me,” Dustmopier said.
Five minutes later, she returned to the Captain’s side. “The engine room’s empty. I did find one panel with the controls smashed and wires cut. It was labeled ‘Secondary Steerage Control.’”
“Damn! I was afraid of that. It was the backup rudder control, without it, we can’t turn the ship with the rudders. Did you see any damage to the drive-motor speed control panel?”
“The only damage I noticed was to the steerage panel.”
“Okay. We can still turn the ship by slowing one of the main props and using the bow thrusters to provide a lateral push. It will take time, but we can do it.”
The Captain moved to a large centrally located control console where he spun a wheel counter-clockwise. The RPM indicator on the port motor slowly decreased and the sound in the room changed to a throbbing drone that started slow, but increased in beat as time passed.
“Now all we have to do is bring the bow thrusters online.” Capt. Di Iveo advanced a large slider from its off location at zero RPM to the one hundred revolutions port thrust position.
“Okay, now it’s only a matter of time before we turn around. This dial,” he said tapping a large round indicator, “shows our heading.”
The direction pointer slowly moved counterclockwise. It took several minutes before it changed one degree. As the indicator neared a change of two degrees, it reversed direction until it steadied up on the original heading. “I was afraid of that. The autopilot is correcting for the left turn. It has control of the rudders.”
“Can you turn the autopilot off from down here?” Dustmopier asked.
“No. The main computer controls it. But if I can find it, I can turn off the power to the rudder drive servos.”

When Thomas and Sally reached the stair landing between decks, the colorfully paneled walls changed to plain pastel-green painted steel. At the bottom of the steps, they entered the elevator lobby where the Captain and the two windalfluffs had gotten off the elevator.
“Come on kids, the aft luggage hold is down this way,” Thomas said.
As they neared the luggage hold, Captain Di Iveo ran out of the hold, and turned down a cross corridor to an access hatch. He called over his shoulder as he ran, “I’m going to the engine room. Help Mr. Waterman.”
The Purser and Head Cashier exited the luggage hold next followed closely by Josh Waterman dragging an unconscious man by the collar of his coveralls.
“Thomas, there are three canvas bags in the hold. Can you three hide them somewhere Rojas won’t find them?” Josh asked. “We’re headed for the infirmary.”
Thomas led the way into the hold and found the bags. He grabbed two of them and indicated the kids carry the other one between them. Once back in the passageway, he turned left down a cross corridor. A sign on the wall read, “Ship’s Laundry” with an arrow pointing the way.
The corridor outside the laundry had carts filled with identical canvas bags stuffed with dirty clothes, towels, sheets and tablecloths. Locating a cart labeled, “Hold For Special Handling,” Thomas emptied the cart, placed the three bags of money in the bottom, and then piled the bags he’d removed on top of them.
“Follow me guys, I want to go to the infirmary and find out what happened in the luggage hold. You two can visit your mom while I talk to Josh, and then I need to go help the Captain.”
Johnny ran ahead, turned the corner on to Broadway Blvd, disappearing from sight on his way to the infirmary. When Thomas and Sally rounded the corner, they ran into Rojas holding a squirming Johnny, a woman and two men in dark coveralls behind him.
“Well, well, if it isn’t the two meddlesome brats and their nanny,” Rojas sneered. “What happened to your furry pets? I’ll bet they’re in a corner somewhere soiling the carpet.”
“Let me go, you bully. Pick on someone your own size.” Johnny stomped on Rojas’s foot and twisted out of his hands.
Pushing Sally behind him, Thomas stepped close to the wall. He gave her a little shove toward the corner they’d just come around and made a shooing motion with his hand behind his back. Johnny leapt away from Rojas and grabbed Thomas’s arm, blocking him from pulling the gun from his pocket.
Rojas crossed his arms over his chest, his face set in a superior smile. “Why don’t you tell me where I can find the Captain and those two fur balls?”
“Why don’t you eat shi—”
Thomas clamped a hand over Johnny’s mouth. “We haven’t seen the captain since he went to the bridge. I was taking the kids to see their mother. Who’re your friends?”
The three behind Rojas fanned out blocking the corridor.
“They’re none of your business. I need to talk to the Captain. It’s important.” Rojas stepped to the side, looking behind Thomas. “Where’s the girl?”
Thomas shouted, “Get out of here Johnny. I’ll slow them down as long as I can.”
Johnny turned to run, but stopped when he heard three hammers lock into firing position.



Chapter 23 – You Can Run, But You Can’t Hide
After Riki finished sending her report to Durall, she reversed course and increased speed to close on the fleeing pirate craft. The video transmissions from the combat flyers circling the pirate’s support ship, showed the fighting had stopped, and the sailors and windalfluffs returning to Durall. An explosion on Durall’s deck caught Riki by surprise. She was shocked to see bodies, both human and windalfluff, scattered about in the aftermath of the detonation. It was obvious from the scene that some were dead.
“Meka, transform to hydrofoil mode and increase to eighty-knots,” Riki ordered.
“Transforming. We should intercept the slowest pirate boat in ten minutes, Riki.”
As Meka lifted onto her hydrofoils, the ride smoothed to a gentle rocking motion rather than the pounding slam conveyed when she’d hit the waves in cigarette boat form.
“Wilkin, are you ready to take out a few speedboats?”
“Yes, ma’am. Get us close enough, and we’ll turn them into Swiss cheese.”
“Meka, provide firing platforms for the sailors.”
Wilkin and Tommy’s seats shifted outboard and became stabilized shooting turrets with a vertical slot for their rifle barrel.
Riki shouted over the howl of the wind, “Nick just requested assistance from the Independence. There are too many injuries to handle in the limited hospital space on Durall and the Rassdan. There were fatalities.”
Meka suddenly slowed. “Riki, there are objects in the water dead ahead.”
“Zoom in and magnify.” The display snapped to high magnification and showed two Verderan combat flyers bobbing in the waves. One of the pirate speedboats slowed and approached the closest flyer.
“Hang on!” Riki increased speed to close on the speedboat. “Open fire when you’re in range—try not to hit the combat flyer. See if you can leave them with one working engine. I want to totally disable the other two speedboats when we get to them. That will force this one to tow the others.”
Wilkin’s opened fire first, but Tommy succeeded in blowing the top off the left outboard engine on the pirate vessel with his first shot. The boat slowed as the left engine burst into flames. The pirates abandoned their attempt to snag the combat flyer, and steered a zigzag course away from Meka.
“I’m going to come alongside the combat flyers.” Riki slowed and eased next to the first Verderan flyer. “Pull it aboard and move it aft so we have room for the other one.”
When both combat flyers were aboard, Riki shoved Meka to full speed and lifted back onto the hydrofoils.
The PT boat with its two undamaged escorts was seven miles away. The boat with its still smoldering engine, followed, but was quickly dropping behind the other three.
As Meka picked up speed toward the distant flotilla, the two speedboats peeled off to either side of the PT boat and headed back to the struggling craft.
Meka maintained a speed of one-hundred knots, and had a sixty-foot high rooster tail as she passed the limping boat and closed on the two craft coming to its defense. Riki pulled back the throttles and slowed to thirty knots to give Wilkin and Tommy the longest period with the pirate boats in range of their weapons. Driving Meka between the pair, Riki shouted, “Cleared to fire.”
Automatic weapons chattered from all three boats.
Wilkin stitched a line of holes the length of his target’s hull before hitting a gas can and setting the rear of the boat on fire. Tommy concentrated his bullets on his target’s engines, making scrap metal of them.
Riki howled and punched the air in celebration as she watched the pirate craft glide to a halt, one with a raging fire in the stern and the other with totaled engines. She turned to share her glee with the two men. Wilkin’s turret was empty. She found him easing Tommy to the deck, a dark pool of blood forming under Tommy’s body, his head rolling limply to the side. Meka was already encasing the wounded man in her medi-unit.
“Kick this thing in the ass. The kid needs a doctor—NOW! Hang in there, Sailor. We’re getting you to the hospital.”
Riki slammed the throttles to the stops, as she navigated toward Durall.
“Durall, Tommy Flame has been seriously wounded. We’ll be at your location in a few minutes. Have the Doctor standing by for emergency treatment.” Riki radioed. “Meka is transmitting his medical scans and telemetry now.”
Riki half turned to look at Wilkin. He had two fingers pressed to Tommy’s neck. “I’m losing his pulse!”
The pirate’s PT boat slid past a quarter mile away on the starboard side. The rattle of heavy machine guns drowned out the hissing splash of Meka flying through the waves. Apparently, the pirate gunners hadn’t tried to hit a target moving through the water at Meka’s speed. The tracer rounds looked like whipping arcs of fire curling toward them, but falling behind. The muzzle flashes lit the PT boat in stroboscopic freeze frames reminiscent of the old disco craze.
Riki raised her voice above the cacophony, “Guardian’s Fang Two and Three, you are cleared to fire on the active pirate weapons. Try to limit the damage to the gun mounts and pirates servicing the weapons. We don’t know if they have more of the children aboard.”
“Two’s committed. Weapons hot.”
“Three’s locked. I’ll wait for Two’s break.”
A whining snap heralded the disappearance of the bow mounted gun and most of the deck around it. Fifteen-seconds later, the port turret vanished along with a section of the PT boat’s cockpit armor.
The disappearance of half of his heavy offensive weapons must have registered on the commander of the PT boat. It swerved away and a heavy oily smoke boiled out of the engine exhausts. The aft mounted gun continued to fire at Meka until it, too, along with one and a half fifty-five gallon drums of fuel vanished. The remaining half drum of fuel poured through the hole in the deck above the engines.
Riki watched as a pirate lifted a shoulder launched surface-to-air, SAM missile into position and tracked one of the combat flyers. Another pirate jumped out of the boat’s cockpit waving frantically, mouth open with unheeded cries. The missile flared and streaked from the launch tube, its fiery plume pointing into the exposed engine room.
Meka turned bow on to the PT boat as it seemed to jump straight up for fifteen or twenty feet before becoming a fireball.
The missile arced after its objective, but as the chase turned back toward the burning PT boat, the heat-seeker changed course for the hotter target of the engulfed pirate vessel.
Meka pitched and vibrated as the shockwave slammed into her.
Riki called over her shoulder, “You okay, Chief?”
“I’m fine, but we need to quit screwing around and get back to Durall.”
Riki resumed course for Durall and reported the destruction of the pirate’s most lethal vessel, and then ordered, “Guardian’s Fang Two and Three, you are cleared to recover on Durall.”
“Understood. Guardian’s Fang Two’s returning to base.”
“Guardian’s Fang Three is RTB. Miss Dorn, I want you to know I did a high-resolution scan of the pirate craft before Two’s initial attack. My system indicated only adult humans were aboard the vessel.”
“Copy that Three, and thank you.”
As Riki docked Meka in Durall’s hold, Lieutenant Kayhill and two of his men helped lift Tommy from the medi-unit and carry him to the infirmary. Kayhill returned in time to intercept Riki before she left the docking bay.
“Riki—Captain Blade—Nick was wounded during our attack on the support ship. Even wounded, his quick thinking saved our lives when that RPG was fired at us.”
Heart pounding and ears ringing, Riki asked, “How bad is he hurt?”
“He’s got a bullet wound in the right calf, lost the top of his left ear, some cuts and bruises from the explosion and maybe a mild concussion. Doc Henry dressed his wounds and released him, but he’s somewhat loopy from the painkillers. She couldn’t spare a medi-unit to repair the damage. The reason I’m telling you this is that we had to ask the Independence for assistance. All of Durall’s cabins are full, and we’re running out of people to assist the doctor with the wounded. One of my men is dead and two are in critical condition, three with Tommy. Casterill lost three dersta in the fighting and that final RPG attack.”
She took a deep breath. “Durall reported you’d call for assistance from the Independence, but I didn’t realize it was this bad.”
“I’m going to need your help. The Independence will be alongside in a few minutes, and Captain Blade’s not in any condition to talk to my Skipper. So you’re going to have to go to the Independence with me as his representative.”
Riki stopped in the middle of the passageway. “Me? I don’t know anything about being a galactic ambassador. What if I screw this up and your captain finds out about us? I could ruin Earth’s chances of ever becoming a member of the CSS.”
Kayhill put a hand in the middle of her back and urged her toward the bridge. “Let’s go see Nick.”
Nick reclined in his chair, his right leg elevated, his leg and his head wrapped in bandages. Nazzy curled in Nick’s lap quietly talking to him.
Running to Nick’s side, Riki knelt on the deck and took his hand. “My God, Nick, you could have been killed. How’s the pain?”
“Bas-sard shhhot my ear off. Then heeshottt me in tha-a leg. The same God damn leg I’ass shot in lasss time.”
Kayhill rubbed his forehead. “See my problem? If someone from Durall doesn’t go with me to talk to Commander Dorset, he’s going to send half the crew over here. As it is, he’s going to want to come back himself. He has to explain to the Navy how a sailor was killed on a mission led by a civilian, and he’s going to want to question that person.”
“Okay I’ll go, but I need to put on something a little more conventional than this bikini.”
“I don’t know. Maybe if you wear that, it will distract the Skipper.”
Riki’s brows narrowed as she glared at Kayhill. “Very funny. Nothing chauvinistic in that comment.”
“Hesss right. You got ta great seta—” Nick slurred with a lopsided leer as his eye wobbled up and down her body. “Legsh.”
Riki threw up her hands and stomped for the door. “Arg—another highly intelligent male heard from.”
She ran to her cabin and stripped out of her swimsuit as the door banged shut behind her. Throwing open the closet, she shifted through the hanging garments looking for something that would demand respect. She finally settled on a medium gray business suit over a dark blue silk blouse.
“I must have died and gone to heaven,” Sighed a voice behind her. “God sent me a naked angel. I think I’m going to like it here.”
Whirling and dropping into a defensive stance, she demanded. “How did you get in here?”
“Don’t know. I guess St. Peter dropped me off. Last thing I remember was standing on the deck. Then everything went black and I woke up in heaven with a redheaded angel to keep me company.”
“In your dreams, sailor. You’re not dead and this is my cabin.” Riki paused as she remembered Kayhill telling her that all of Durall’s cabins were filled with the wounded. “Close your eyes before I close them for you. I need to get dressed.”
“Oh—you don’t need to dress for me. I like you just the way you are.”
“Close’em sailor, and turn your head toward the wall.”
“Bossy angel. It’s my dream.” His head rolled to face the wall.
She didn’t think for a minute it would stay there.
Riki donned clean undergarments and dressed as fast as she could in the overcrowded cabin. She was digging for shoes to go with the outfit when she felt eyes staring at her. Looking over her shoulder, she caught the sailor following every movement of her prominently displayed rear only inches from the bunk.
Slipping the low black heels on, she turned to the man in her bed. Brushing the hair from his eyes and studying his bandage wrapped torso, she said, “Get some sleep sailor. This has all been a dream. It’ll just be a happy memory when you wake up.” Then she kissed his forehead and went to join Kayhill on the bridge.
They toured the other cabins and the infirmary so she could see firsthand where they needed help.
A very tired looking Doc Henry was operating on Tommy. Hollow-eyed, her mouth set in a concentrated grimace, Doc refused to give up on the severely wounded sailor. She was placing micro sutures in a damaged vein while simultaneously directing an equally exhausted Omayda in setting a compound fracture in a sailor’s left leg. Ronna and Ataa lent a hand when it was necessary to hold or move a portion of a patient for better access. Ronna was white as whipped cream, but refused to leave the infirmary while the others still worked.
The scene on the Rassdan was equally chaotic. Three sheet-draped tables stood as testimonial to the sacrifice the windalfluffs had made to save the human children and destroy the threat to the Princess Azoa. The six medi-units on the Rassdan hummed with activity as the Verderan doctors worked to save the wounded.
“Riki, the Independence is coming alongside,” Durall reported.
“We’ll take Meka in her speedboat form,” Riki told Kayhill as she led him to the docking bay.
Riki watched the 418-foot war ship slow to match speed with Durall, dwarfing the smaller vessel. Independence’s unique spearhead shape, three irregularly angled hulls and flat aft flight deck hinted at the fifty mph plus top speed she was capable of achieving.
Kayhill stood over the body of his dead team member while Riki took the helm. They circled to the stern of the Independence, where a large set of doors stood open with a boat recovery boom extended. Riki hooked the bow attachment and Kayhill affixed the aft connection.
Meka settled into a support cradle in the cavernous mission bay. A contingent of seven men approached—three marines and three sailors directed by Commander Dorset—carrying a wire frame stretcher for the dead sailor.
Before Riki thought to stop her, Meka’s side hull flowed down to permit the men on the deck access to the body.
The six enlisted men staggered to a stop in obvious confusion while Commander Dorset continued forward and ran a hand over the smooth hull. “Fascinating. Lucy, I think you have some ‘splaning to do,” he said in a bad Cuban accent. “Lieutenant Kayhill, bring our guest and follow me. Gunny, take care of the body and put an armed guard on this—boat.”
The Gunnery Sargent waved the two other marines forward and posted them as guards. He helped the sailors transfer the body to the stretcher and then assisted in carrying it out of the mission bay. 
Kayhill jumped to the deck, saluted Commander Dorset, and then turned to give Riki a hand. “Commander Dorset, this is, Riki Dorn, Captain Blade’s representative. Miss Dorn, Commander Dorset, Captain of the Independence.”
Riki held out her hand. “Commander Dorset, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Dorset ignored the hand, gave Riki a frigid stare and said, “Let’s go to my ready room where you will tell me why one of my men is dead and others seriously injured. I expected Captain Blade to come in person, but you will have to do.”
“Sorry to disappoint you Commander,” Riki said, “I don’t have time right now. Captain Blade would have come, but his wounds prevented it. We desperately need medical assistance. Doc Henry is doing a wonderful job, but she needs help. If you can’t send medical personnel, then I’ll need to return to Durall immediately to lend a hand.”
“Yes—you do have time. You aren’t going anywhere until I know what’s going on.”
“Captain Dorset, we’ll have all the time we need once we’ve taken care of our wounded. If you could just assign a couple of medical corpsmen to help us, I’ll gladly tell you what I can. Better still, accompany us back to Durall, then, you can see for yourself what we need. We managed to rescue a large number of children from the pirates, and it would be best if we could transfer them to the Independence before we take care of the problem on the Princess Azoa.”
Commander Dorset signaled to one of the marine guards. “Marine, escort Miss Dorn to my ready room.”
Kayhill closed his eyes and shook his head.
The marine reached for Riki’s arm.
Riki grabbed the hand, twisted, and threw the marine face down on the deck with a shoe heel pressed behind his ear, and his arm straight up in the air. His hand held in a painful pressure point grip.
The other marine reached for his sidearm.
Kayhill barked, “Hold it. This is getting out of hand. Riki isn’t a threat. She just needs help.”
Dorset looked six shades of class five squall. “One of your men is killed, others wounded and probably being held prisoner on the Durall, and you insist she’s not a threat.”
“Sir, no one’s being held prisoner. The only crew members on Durall are Captain Blade and Miss Dorn, and Blade is wounded. That’s why they asked for our help in the first place. They didn’t have the manpower to rescue the Hettz family because they were being held in different places.”
Riki released the marine and helped him to his feet. “You okay?” She massaged his shoulder and smiled at him.
He nodded while rotating his should joint and working it with his other hand.
Kayhill said, “If any one’s in charge on Durall, it’s Doc Henry, but she’s elbow deep in Tommy Flames neck wound and ready to drop from exhaustion. Sir, our people’s lives are hanging in the balance.”
“You’re right Lieutenant. Jackson, report to sickbay and have that shoulder looked at. Send two medical corpsmen down here with full field kits.” He gestured to the other marine. “Gear up, full combat gear and ammo. You’re going with us, and bring me a sidearm.”
The marine and two corpsmen returned at a jog.
Kayhill stepped back as Riki vaulted into Meka. She then turned to offer her hand to assist the sailors on board.
Meka filled in the side hull and when no one was looking added two more seats for her passengers. Riki had to force herself not to snicker when she saw the extra chairs grow behind the sailors.
“Please grab a seat and fasten your seat belts,” Riki said.
Dorset took the seat next to Riki. “We’re sailors, Miss Dorn. We’ve been on boats before and know how to stay in them,” he said, ignoring his seatbelt.
“Yes sir, I hope you can swim.”
Kayhill fastened his seatbelt and pulled it tight. He indicated the others around him should do the same.
Once released from the boat retrieval boom, Riki slammed the throttle forward. Meka lifted onto the now extended hydrofoils and accelerated. Commander Dorset flipped over the back of his seat and landed on the deck between the rows of chairs. He was tumbling for the stern when Kayhill grabbed him and helped him to his knees. The men on either side pushed him forward to his seat where he buckled his seatbelt.
“Very impressive, Miss Dorn. What other tricks have you got?”
“None. We’re docking.”
Meka flew toward Durall still doing almost seventy knots. At the last second, a port dilated in Durall’s hull, and Meka retracted the hydrofoils before bouncing off the top of a wave to land in Durall’s docking bay.
“Welcome aboard Durall.”
As they slid to a stop, the marine with them opened his seatbelt and jumped over the side. He dropped to one knee, rifle to his shoulder as he scanned the area. “Clear!”
Riki followed him to the deck. “Safe that rifle, Marine, before you shoot one of the kids. Everyone come with me.”
The first stop was the infirmary. A now visibly shaking Doc Henry was showing a fascinated Ataa how to tie sutures deep in a wound. The two corpsmen stepped forward into the scan projection trying to look in all directions at once. “Holy shit. This is out of this world,” one of them said.
“The bridge is this way.” Riki led the rest down the passageway. “It’ll be a little cramped on the bridge with all of us. If you feel the need to guard your Captain please do it from the entry hatch,” Riki told the marine.
Nick was still in his chair, head lolling from side to side and eyes performing a slow roll every few minutes.
“Nick, Nick,” Riki said, giving him a little shake.
“Hey, Itsh Risshi with the great—legsh. Where yah been swe—swee—nesssh?”
Riki looked at Kayhill. “How much of that painkiller did Doc give him?”
“The same as she gave everyone else. She filled three syringes at the same time all from the same bottle. The other two patients reported relief from the pain, but nothing like this.”
Nick sat up and mumbled, “It’sss warm in here…” Then his arms snapped out and his hands stiffened to claws.
His head fell to his chest, as his lungs emptied.
Riki wrapped an arm around Nick and eased him back into his chair. “I can’t find a pulse. He’s stopped breathing and his fingernails are turning blue. Durall, help me! Nick’s dying.”



Chapter 24 – Turn About’s Only Fair
Thomas’ raised voice telling Johnny to run spurred Sally down the passageway toward the laundry. Sprinting between laundry carts and sweating crew members, she crossed the steamy room lined with gigantic washing machines, dryers and some kind of big steaming rollers that the workers were feeding sheets and table cloths through.
She passed a dark skinned Asian woman directing the toiling laundry crew. “This area of the ship is off limits to the passengers,” the woman yelled, “especially unsupervised children,” Sally ran past her toward the junction of the cross passage and main corridor.
Ignoring the woman’s order, Sally slid along the bulkhead and peeking around the corner. She watched as Thomas and Johnny were marched toward the luggage hold by Rojas and the female pirate. The other two pirates were missing. She assumed they were searching for her. Looking up she noticed a sign that pointed to engine room. That was where Captain Di Iveo said he was going, and she needed to find him and Andarill.
“Hey kid! I said this area of the ship is crew only. You need to go back to the passenger area. You can’t play down here.”
Sally glanced over her shoulder. The woman in the white uniform stomped toward her, face set in a frown, hands clenched into fists.
The two male pirates in dark-blue coveralls ran out of the laundry and stopped, searching the area. One of them slapped the other on the bicep with the back of his hand when he spotted the woman charging Sally. As they pushed past the woman, one of them growled, “We’ll take care of this.”
Sally released a piercing scream, and ran for the engine room door. Pushing the door open and jumping through, she turned to try to lock it. No lock was visible. She searched for a place to hide and noted three doors. The one to the right was marked, ‘Custodial Locker’, the one to the left, ‘Break room”, and the one directly ahead was unmarked, but she could see large control panels through the window in the door. She pushed into the dark break room, and stumbled over a pair of legs, landing with her outstretched hands in someone’s stomach.
“Mmph,” issued from the body as she landed on it.
Feeling bound hands she slid her fingers down to the ankles and shoes, where she found a wide hard plastic band binding the ankles. Sally worked her way to the duct tape sealed mouth. Before she could remove the tape, she heard the outer door from the corridor slam open against the bulkhead.
Crawling forward in the dark between sprawled bodies and scattered chairs, she bumped into what felt like a table with a low shelf. She dropped to the floor, and slid under the shelf as far from the door as possible.
A brusque voice from outside ordered, “Check the break room and make sure the crewmen we stashed in there are still secured. I’ll start searching the engine room for the brat.”
The break room door opened slowly, the wedge of light expanding to illuminate six men bound hand and foot with the wide plastic bands. Their arms or legs tethered to a stationary object. The overhead light snapped on.
“You boys enjoying your party? Mr. Rojas sends his regards and said he’d pick up the tab.” The pirate laughed at his imagined wit, scanned the room and checked a couple of the prisoner’s bindings. “I’ll leave you to it. Next round’s on me.” He chuckled to himself as he pulled the door closed.
Sally crawled out from under the table to the man she’d landed on. “I’m going to take the tape off your mouth, but you have to be quiet.” She worked the tape loose from his lower lip, but had problems with it sticking to his mustache. “I’ll let you do the rest yourself when I get you free. Is there a knife or scissors in here?”
“There are knives in the drawer behind you and to the left. Hurry. I haven’t been able to feel my hands or feet for hours.”
She found a steak knife and attacked the bindings. Arms aching and breath pumping, she finally got his hands free. She tried to pass him the knife, but it fell from his hand.
“I can’t move my fingers to hold it. Start cutting the rest free and I’ll work on getting circulation back into my hands. Who are those guys? Why did they tie us up?”
“They’re pirates. They killed some of your crew at your last stop and took their places. Mr. Rojas fixed the pictures in the computer so they could get aboard.”
“Rojas is working for them?”
“I think he’s their boss. At least he’s telling them what to do.”
Sally got another man’s hands free and moved on to a third. This crewman had tattoos covering both arms, his forehead and around his mouth and down his chin.
Sally jerked back, but the man smiled under the tape.
“Not to worry, little one. Those markings are to scare his enemies’ not pretty little girls who help him. He’s a Maori warrior from New Zealand,” said the first man she’d freed. “Let me have the knife, kid. I think I can hold it well enough now to cut my ankles free.”
Sally finished cutting the third man’s hands free, and then passed the knife to the first one she’d cut lose. She stepped over to the door and opened it a crack. “The pirates are gone. I think they’re looking for me in the engine room. That’s where Captain Di Iveo said he was going go to try to turn the ship around.”
Within a few minutes, all the men were standing and rubbing the circulation back into their limbs. They armed themselves with knives, wrenches and one man even unscrewed a table leg to use as a club. A sharpened broom handle whistled through the air as it spun in the hands of the Maori. The Chief Engineer, the only one dressed in white, asked, “How many pirates are chasing you?”
“I only saw the two men with guns. Mr. Rojas and a woman took Thomas, our room service waiter, and my brother Johnny toward the luggage hold at gun point.”
“Do you have any idea where the other pirates are?” one of the crew asked.
“Yeah. Three are dead, and one is in the infirmary.”
The Chief Engineer’s eyes widened and his eyebrows jerked up obviously impressed. “Come on, we have to stop them before they find the Captain.” He moved through the door. 
Sally followed the men into the engine room and ducked behind a control panel when they spread out looking for the pirates.
A blue flash and loud electrical snap came from the left in the cavernous room. A few moments later, a man’s scream echoed off the equipment on the right. Sally heard mumbled curses and the sound of approaching footsteps. She inched back into her hiding place.
One of the pirates scrambled from behind an enormous machine. He had his left hand wrapped around his right and blood splashed onto the deck as he stumbled to a halt near Sally.
“What the hell was that thing? The little son-of-a-bitch cut off my finger and thumb.” He was almost sobbing as his mouth twisted into a grimace of pain. “Renard, where are you? I’m hurt bad and bleeding like a butchered pig.” He slid down the control panel and sat on the deck using the panel for a backrest as he watched the area.
Sally crawled to the corner of the cabinet she was using for cover and slipped out of sight without the pirate noticing.
A menacing voice came from the left. “I don’t think your friend Renard is coming to help you. It looks like he’s unconscious from an electrical shock. Drop any weapons you have and put your hands in the air.”
“Fuck you, asshole. You want a piece of me? Come and get some of this.” The pirate pulled a combat knife from a leg sheath, hidden under his pant leg. He held it with his left hand and slashed the air in front of him as he used the control panel to get to his feet.
The sharpened broom handle sailed through the air, and impaled his throat, cutting off his snarling challenge.
Sally slid from behind the cabinet and ran down the aisle screaming, “Captain Di Iveo, Captain Di Iveo.”
“Over here, Sally.”
Captain Di Iveo climbed over a generator-drive housing and waved his left hand. His gun was in his right hand, and he scanned for threats as Sally ran to him. “Your men got the two pirates who were looking for me, but Mr. Rojas and the lady pirate took Johnny and Thomas. They were heading toward the luggage hold, and they had guns pointed at them. We’ve got to save them.” Her eyes brimmed with tears, she grabbed his hand and pulled.
Captain Di Iveo raised his voice slightly, “Dustmopier, can you and Andarill check the luggage hold? If Rojas and his accomplice are there judge for yourselves whether you can neutralize them safely.”

Dustmopier wiped her bloody sword on a shop rag. “We’ll use the pipe chase and go take a look.” She released a short piercing whistle, circled a hand above her head and pointed to the pipe chase hatch. She scrambled up Di Iveo’s body and launched herself to the top of a bulkhead mounted distribution box, and from there to the catwalk above.
Andarill joined her at the hatch. “I heard what Sally said. Let’s go see if we can solve this pirate problem once and for all.”
“I’m with you, fluff-muff.” Dustmopier poked her head over the edge of the catwalk. “We’ll meet you in the luggage hold, Captain. Anything special you want us to do with, or to the pirates?”
Captain Di Iveo paused for a second. “I don’t care, just as long as they’re no longer a threat to my ship, crew or passengers.”
Dustmopier sheathed her sword before following Andarill as he scrambled through the pipe chase toward the open access panel leading into the luggage hold. She couldn’t resist taking a couple of playful nips at his hindquarters as they flashed in front of her.
“Focus, you sex fiend. We have a job to do.” Andarill stopped and gave her a stern look, but spoiled the effect when it turned into a heavy-lidded smoldering leer. He turned back down the chase and accelerated ahead of her, but then had to grab the side of the access opening to stop his forward rush.
They eased their eyestalks through the opening and scanned the luggage hold. The female pirate dropped to her knees by the body of the pirate lying on the deck near the door. She pressed two fingers to his neck. Looking at Rojas, she shook her head.
“Cover these two,” Rojas ordered his companion as he opened the large loading hatch in the ship’s hull.
Dustmopier saw dark gray rolling swells undulating off into the darkness through the opening. He dragged one of the heavy three-sided luggage-pallet cages in front of the open hatch, and then motioned Johnny and Thomas through the open cage side with his gun. Handing Johnny four nylon flex cuffs, he ordered Johnny to cuff Thomas spread eagle to the side of the steel cage. When Thomas was secure, Rojas pressed Johnny to the opposite side and zipped his hands and feet tight to the welded steel mesh of the cage wall.
Rojas waved his gun under Thomas’s nose. “You have one more chance to live. Where’s my money? Tell me and you’ll remain here when we leave. Don’t and I’ll roll your little prison cell into the ocean.”
Thomas looked Rojas in the eye. “We don’t have it, and we don’t know where it is.”
“Too bad, then I guess I don’t need you.” Rojas grabbed the side of the cage and began tilting it through the hatch.
“No, wait, stop. I’ll tell you what I know.”
The pallet rocked back to the floor.
“I saw a crewman in dark-blue coveralls come out of here. He seemed to be herding the Cruise Director, Purser, and a woman toward the bow. They carried a bunch of laundry bags that didn’t have laundry in them.”
“How would you know they didn’t have laundry in them?”
“The bags were lumpy with square corners pressing the fabric.”
“Was the man in coveralls armed?”
“I don’t know. Could have been, he had his hand in his pocket. He kept looking over his shoulder as if he expected someone might be following him or looking for him. The three people carrying the bags looked banged up. Josh, the Cruise Director, had blood running down his face, and the woman, I think she works in the casino, had her blouse torn.”
The radio clipped to Rojas’ belt squawked. “Security Chief Rojas, this is laundry supervisor Media. One of my crew found a laundry cart of bags filled with money. Would you send some of your staff to the laundry and take charge of the money? I’ve been trying to reach the Captain, but he’s not answering his ship’s radio or his phone.”
Rojas sneered at Thomas. “They were headed for the bow huh!” He pinched the talk button on his microphone. “This is Rojas, don’t touch the bags. Have two of your people guard the money, and I’ll be right there.” He kicked the side of the luggage pallet. “I should dump you through the hatch for lying to me.”
Thomas hung his head. “I told you what we saw. They must have doubled back while we were looking for the Captain.”
Johnny stared wide eyed at Rojas, sweat beading his forehead.
Dustmopier and Andarill silently drew their swords. If Rojas made a move to shove the pallet cage out the hatch, it would be the last action of a dead man.
Rojas rounded on the woman. “What the hell is going on? Where is the rest of our team? Here take the ship-to-ship radio and contact the boat. Set up a pick up time within the next hour. I’m going to get the money and look for the two I sent to grab the girl. If anyone else from the team shows up, tell them to stay here.” He walked quickly to the door to the passageway, and then turned. “If you have any trouble with these two—kill them.”
The evil smile on the female pirate’s broad Asian face caused Dustmopier to gasp and retract her eyestalks into her fur.
The door to the main passageway thumped closed behind Rojas.
Dustmopier eased through the access-hatch opening, sword in hand. She heard a soft scrap of toenails when Andarill followed her. Using the charging forklifts, luggage carts and empty pallet cages for cover she dashed toward Thomas and Johnny’s prison, freezing whenever the female pirate glanced in her direction.
The woman seemed more interested in playing the part of the femme fatale with Thomas than guarding him. One slow step at a time, she approached Thomas. 
“Rojas tells me you are a hick farm boy from Australia. So, farm boy, we have a few minutes to ourselves. Rojas will search for the two idiots chasing the girl before he brings the money.” She shifted her gun to her left hand, and then stroked her right hand over her thigh and up her torso, highlighting her right breast. “You like Mayleen?” She leaned closer to Thomas and filled her lungs to expand her rather unimpressive chest. “We have some fun and give little momma’s boy an education.” A quick shift of her eyes indicated Johnny.
“Sure. Cut me loose and I’ll show you a really good time,” Thomas said.
“How about I leave you tied up and we see if you’re man enough for Mayleen.”
“Weren’t you supposed to call your friends to come get you?”
A scowl flashed across her face. “Are you trying to sidetrack me?”
She stepped back out of the luggage cage.
“Of course not. We farm boys are always ready, willing, and eager to go. I just didn’t want Rojas to come back to find you hadn’t done what he told you to do.”
“What makes you think I give a spit what Rojas thinks? He might have planned this job, but it was me—ME who took care of the crew on shore leave. All he had to do was load some crummy pictures and print out a few ID badges.”
She walked to the open hatch, pressed the transmit button, and raised the radio to her face. The radio emitted a loud squeal. “Son-of-bitch!” Mayleen pressed another button to reduce the noise. “Boat Seven Three, this is Mayleen we’re ready for pickup. What is your ETA for rendezvous?”
It took a few minutes before a heavily Dutch-accented voice came back. “It will take us about forty-five minutes to reach you. We are refueling, but should be finished in ten to fifteen minutes. We will be there just before dawn.”
“Copy. We’ll be waiting.”
Clipping the radio to her belt, a smirk twisted her lips as she said turning to face Thomas, “Okay farm boy, show me what you’ve got.”
Thomas casually leaned against the side of the cage and crossed his left foot over his right. “Well, I have my friends Dustmopier and Andarill here; they were kind enough to cut me loose.”
Dustmopier crouched on his right shoulder and Andarill balanced on his left. Dustmopier had her swords at the ready while Andarill aimed his stunner.
“They may be small, but they are certainly fast and deadly.”
Mayleen’s gun arm twitched.
Dustmopier leapt the gap and landed on the woman’s chest with the claws from all six feet firmly imbedded in her skin and a bloody sword in each hand. Two earrings hit the deck as blood dripped on the woman’s shoulders. “Drop the gun and get down on your knees or it won’t be your earlobes I cut off next.”
The woman’s eyes crossed as she tried to focus on a mouth full of windalfluff teeth.
“I’d do what she tells you. I watched her turn one of your little pirate buddy’s brains into chopped liver by shoving one of those swords up his nose.”
The woman’s eyes flared and her mouth formed a screaming rectus as she dropped her gun and used both hands to tear Dustmopier off her chest. She threw the windalfluff at Thomas and blindly ran for the open hatch.
Thomas caught Dustmopier and put her back on his shoulder.
“I’d give her an 8.3 on that dive. Not good enough for the Olympics, but she did clear the side of the ship by at least twenty feet,” Andarill said.
“Do you think she realized she was jumping through the hatch in the side of the ship?” Johnny asked.
Dustmopier leaned into Thomas’s ear. “She does now.”
The passageway door latch clicked as it released and the door slammed open.



Chapter 25 – Captain Kirk in the Twilight Zone
Riki pressed two fingers to Nick’s neck searching for a pulse. “Durall, Nick’s in trouble. Do a full med-scan. Check for chemical imbalances and allergic reactions.” 
Nick’s chair shifted from command to medi-scan mode and extended bands over his face, chest and wrists. “Pulse sixty-five and dropping. Respirations zero. Scans indicate a highly unstable interaction between the pain medication and Captain Blade’s normal blood chemistry.”
Commander Dorset backed away from the chair, eyes flicking around the room. “Who’s talking and how is that chair changing like that?”
“His trachea has been intubated and artificial respiration initiated,” Durall reported.
Lieutenant Kayhill extended his forearms, flattened hands palms down and patting the air. “It’s just Durall, the artificially intelligent brain of the ship responding to Ms. Dorn’s command. He also modified the captain’s chair and converted it into a scanner.”
“Lieutenant, what’s going on? How can this ship and the boat we arrived on modify their structures? Everything is seamless and I don’t see any mechanical components. I feel like I’ve stepped into an episode of Twilight Zone.”
Doc Henry rushed onto the bridge. “Durall, display Nick’s vitals and the results of your scans.”
The requested information appeared on a previously blank section of bulkhead.
Dorset’s eye’s widened more. “God Damn, now we’re in the infirmary on the Enterprise. I’m going to have to start calling Doc Henry, Bones.”
 “He’s resumed breathing on his own. Durall, remove the intubation tube, but maintain oxygen concentration at 100 percent until his pulse ox stabilizes at 95 or higher.”
“Vital signs stabilizing.” Durall said.
Riki watched as the bands covering Nick’s face and wrists retracted leaving only a small clear tube going into one nostril.
 Kayhill laid a hand on Commander Dorset’s shoulder. “Believe me, Captain. We’re in no danger. You just need to suspend a few preconceived notions and accept that there are things in the universe we don’t understand.” He motioned Commander Dorset into a corner of the bridge to give the doctor room.
Riki leaned over Nick, one hand raking through his hair, the other resting on his chest. “Come on, Nick, keep breathing. You can’t leave me on my own. I need you.” A tear slid down her cheek and landed on Nick’s forehead.
Nick’s unfocused eyes opened. They did a slow roll before locking with hers.
“You crying over me?”
“No. I’m crying because of the mess we have, and if you die I’ll have to clean it up by myself.”
Nick’s hand made an unsteady move to wrap around the back of her neck. A weak pull drew her close. “You’re beautiful even when you’re crying. I love you Riki Dorn, and I don’t plan to leave you for the next seventy years.” He pulled a little harder until her lips pressed his.
Riki’s breath caught.
Nick’s eyes remained locked with hers as he slowly released his grip and his hand slipped from her neck and stroked over her shoulder as she straightened. It stopped cupping her right breast.
Covering his hand with hers, she forced her hardened nipple into his palm. “I love you, too, but your timing sucks. You wait until you’ve had a near death experience in a room full of people to finally tell me you love me. How am I supposed to respond?”
Nick flexed his fingers. “I think you are doing just fine.”
Riki flicked her eyes around the group, their eyes suddenly looking everywhere but at Nick’s hand. She returned her attention to Nick and leaned close to his ear while stroking her other hand down his abdomen. “I don’t have time for this right now. And this better not be some kind of allergic aphrodisiac reaction after effect, because if that’s all it is I know twenty-nine different ways to kill a man with my bare hands, most of them very painful.”
“Riki, I love you. I’ve wanted you since I first saw you on the beach in Hawaii.”
Doc Henry interrupted. “Whatever you two are whispering about, knock it off. Nick’s vitals are all over the place and his blood pressure is climbing.” Doc gently pushed Riki away. “Let me get him stabilized before you send him into a terminal case of cardiac arrested lust.”
Riki stroked the back of her hand down Nick’s cheek and then joined Dorset and Kayhill. She slowly became aware of their conversation while she kept an eye on Nick.
Dorset was speaking. “I take it that your use of the term universe was not a figure of speech?”
Kayhill stared him in the eye and didn’t answer.
“Well Lieutenant, do you have something to tell me?”
“Riki, you want to help me out here?”
Riki pulled her attention from Nick and focused on Commander Dorset, but before she could answer, Durall announced, “I’m receiving a transmission from the pirates on the Princess Azoa to the destroyed PT boat, Ms. Dorn.”
“Damn, when it rains it comes down in buckets. Welcome to the real world Commander. Durall, get Nazzy in here to answer the call.”
“Who’s Nazzy? You told me that Ms. Dorn and Captain Blade were the only crew on Durall, Lieutenant.”
“Nazzy is not a member of Durall’s crew. He’s the Hettz family’s tutor and interpreter. He’s a linguistics expert that can mimic any voice he hears.”
Nazzy ran through the door and stopped at Riki’s feet. “How’s Nick doing?”
Commander Dorset’s mouth gaped open as he sucked air.
Riki said, “I think Doc has the problem under control. His vital signs are almost normal.”
Doc frowned at Riki. “No thanks to you. What did you do to him to spike his blood pressure like that?”
A faint blush darkened Riki’s cheeks. “I told him what he had to live for and what would happen if he didn’t.”
Nazzy stood on his hind legs and rested his front paws on Riki’s leg. “What do you need me to do? The children we rescued from the pirates are getting restless. I need to get back to them.”
“We received a transmission from the pirates on the Azoa. They want to talk to the captain of the PT boat.”
“Son-of-a-bitch, a talking pug. Now I’m Captain Kirk with a cameo role in a Men in Black episode of the Twilight Zone.”
Nazzy looked up at Commander Dorset. “Kayhill—buddy, please tell me this one is more perceptive than you were.”
Riki glanced back at Nick. Realizing Nick was in no shape to command, she took control. “Introductions later, now I need you to respond to the pirates as the captain of the PT boat. Durall play the recording of the transmission.”
Nazzy listened. “Durall, open a channel back to the pirates.”
“Ready to transmit, sir.”
Riki whispered to Nazzy, “We’ll need time to get ready. Buy us at least forty-five minutes to an hour.”
Nazzy nodded his understanding, cleared his throat and shifted to the heavily accented Dutch of the PT boat captain, “It will take us about forty-five minutes to reach you. We need fifteen minutes to finish refueling. We should arrive just before dawn.”
After receiving the acknowledgment Nazzy said, “I really need to get back to the children. How soon can we transfer them to somewhere with more room? If we’re going back into action, I’d like to know they’re safe.”
“Hang on, Nazzy,” Riki said. “This is Commander Dorset, Captain of the Independence. Captain, would you have room on the Independence to take the children?”
“Yes—on one condition. You tell me what’s going on.”
“I agree on one condition of my own,” Riki said. “What I tell you goes no farther. You can’t tell your superiors or anyone else on your crew.”
Dorset locked eyes with Kayhill.
Kayhill returned the stare and gave a slight nod.
Dorset extended his hand. “Agreed.”
Riki shook the offered hand and smiled. “Durall, establish communications with the Independence.”
“Captain Dorset, I have the Independence standing by. Just speak normally, they can hear you.”
“Independence, this is Commander Dorset. How soon can you launch aircraft for personnel transfer?”
“The Osprey is standing by in hot launch position, Captain.”
“Launch aircraft for immediate personnel transfer from Durall to the Independence.”
“ETA to Durall, seven minutes, Captain”
Riki squeezed Dorset’s arm to signal her understanding. “Durall, configure helipad and ready the wounded and children for transfer to the Independence.”
“I’m not leaving my ship!”
Riki turned to see Nick trying to sit up. His breathing and color returning to normal.
Doc Henry pushed him back down and frowned at him. “Stay put. You’re not going anywhere.”
Nick and Doc glared at each other for a few seconds before Nick relaxed and lay back on the chair.
“The Osprey will have a full load with the children and severely wounded. There won’t be room for a malingerer like you.” Doc brushed the hair back from Nick’s eyes and patted his shoulder.
“Okay Ms. Dorn. I want to know what’s going on and how your ship can do the things I’ve seen.”
“It will have to wait until after the transfer. I’d also ask you to send the marine that accompanied us from the Independence back with the wounded. The fewer people who hear what I have to tell you the better.”
Twenty minutes later, the chaos of moving the children, wounded and all of their equipment to the Independence was finished.
Tommy Flame’s condition had stabilized, and Durall’s accelerated healing drugs had helped him through the first critical stage after his surgery.
Riki escorted Doc Henry to a cabin and stood guard by the door. It took almost thirty seconds for the exhausted doctor to fall asleep. 
When Riki returned to the bridge, she found Commander Dorset talking to Nick and Nazzy. She was surprised that Kayhill was absent.
Nick fell silent when he spotted Riki.
“Where are Kayhill and his team? I thought they’d be here listening to the explanation Commander Dorset wants.”
Nick shifted to face Riki, his chair having resumed its upright position. “The Lieutenant said something about a mission brief as he left,”
“They’re probably planning how to board the Azoa,” she said moving to join the two men and Nazzy. “I take it you’ve gotten over your shock of hearing human speech from a dog, Commander.”
“Not really, but Lieutenant Kayhill told me to keep an open mind and not form conclusions until I’d heard the whole story.”
Durall’s hull shuddered twice. “Sky Watch One and Two launched. Video feed coming on line.”
“Durall, display the video feed on this bulkhead.”
A large split screen appeared in the bulkhead, in front of Nick’s chair, while two additional chairs grew up from the deck.
Riki waved Commander Dorset to the chair to Nick’s right, and she took the one on the left. Nazzy settled down on Nick’s lap and watched the screen.
The Princess Azoa appeared as a dot on the horizon. The ship was in a gentle left turn that would bring it back west into the Java Sea.
The picture from Sky Watch Two zoomed in to show a woman’s body rolling in the waves. Several large dorsal fins circled as sharks mauled the mangled remains.
Riki shivered as the scene of the shark feeding frenzy in the cove near God’s Ear flashed through her mind. “I hope that wasn’t one of the passengers.”
Commander Dorset wiped sweat from his forehead. “We’ve got to resolve the situation on the Princess Azoa. One of my men is dead, three are in the infirmary with serious injuries, and we still don’t know the situation on the cruise ship. Now we find another body in the wake of the ship. This has to stop. I need to talk to Lieutenant Kayhill. I don’t see how we can board a ship as large as the Azoa with only four sailors, but we need to do something.”
“Make that four men and one pissed off woman. That’s better than a battalion of marines any day.” Riki pushed out of her chair and paced the bridge.
Nick held up a hand. “I think I see a way into the ship.” He pointed to the screen in front of him showing the view from Sky Watch One. Is that an open loading hatch just above the waterline on the port side?”
Dorset leaned close to Nick as he studied the picture. “Holy shit, it is! That must be how the pirates plan on getting off the ship when their buddies come to pick them up. We know that’s not going to happen with the PT boat destroyed and most of the speedboats out of commission. The few pirates left on the sinking support ship will be lucky to make it back to land before they die of thirst or lack of food. The pirates on the Azoa will see us coming miles away and they have thousands of hostages.”
Riki stopped pacing and leaned over the back of Dorset’s chair. “Commander, I think it’s time we give you the explanation you demanded, but before we do, I must stress one more time that it’s vital that what we tell you remain a secret. The future of this planet depends on it.”
Dorset twisted out of his chair and studied her face before taking a long look at Nick’s serious expression. “You have my word of honor as an officer in the U.S. Navy, what you tell me will remain a secret unless it threatens my ship or my country.”
“And you have my word that what you are about to learn is not a threat to either. It affects them more as a possible future change in political and social development rather than militarily.” At Dorset’s nod of agreement, Nick explained the situation.
When the story was finished, Dorset took Riki’s place pacing the bridge, stopping occasionally to rub his forehead or the back of his neck. “Okay. Say I believe your story and we not only have to save a ship full of passengers and crew from murderous pirates, but the future rulers of one of the most powerful galactic species, too. And—if we don’t, the parents of these future rulers could cause Earth to be blackballed from this CSS forever.” Dorset stopped behind Nick’s chair.
Nazzy stood and rested his front paws on Nick’s shoulder so he was eye to eye with Dorset. “I knew this one was brighter than Kayhill. He grasped the situation immediately without all the hysterics.”
Nick’s face twisted with disapproval. “Nazzy, you’re not helping.”
Nazzy’s head drooped and he mumbled, “Sorry, Nick.”
“It’s not quite as bleak as it sounds,” Riki said. “We have the Rassdan and its dersta to support the mission. But we still have to get to the cruise ship without the pirates discovering us.”
Nick held up a hand. “I can get you there—well—at least Durall can get you there. I won’t be much help in securing the ship with this wounded leg slowing me down, but it’s up to you and the others to put the pirates out of action as quickly and safely as possible. Riki you’re in command of the away team. I’ll back whatever you do.”
Commander Dorset turned his chair to face Nick and Riki before slowly sitting. “Captain Blade, you didn’t happen to mention this Rassdan and the Dersta when you told your story. Where are they and how can they support the mission?”
Nick squirmed in his seat. “The Rassdan is a ship, much like Durall only larger and more advanced.”
“More advanced, how?”
“The Rassdan is the personal flag ship of Casterill the Dominant of Verdera and the dersta are the equivalent of the combat crew on the Independence.”
“So what you’re telling me is that there is an alien military presence on Earth.”
“No. What I’m saying is First Prinas Dustmopier is pregnant, and her parents stopped in to be with her when the nits erupt. Their visit just happened to coincide with Dustmopier and Andarill disappearing on the Princess Azoa. They offered to help with the attack on the pirate support ship to free the human children. That offer cost three dersta their lives and left three more with permanent injuries. They have no military designs on Earth, its people or it resources.”
Riki inclined her head in a respectful bow toward the entry behind Commander Dorset. “Domanant Casterill, Primary Zilcia, Lieutenant, please join us.”
Kayhill and Wilkin entered the bridge with Casterill and Zilcia riding Kayhill shoulders and two dersta in full battle harness riding Wilkin’s.
“Durall, expand the bridge and provide seating for our guests,” Nick ordered. “Commander Dorset, this is Dominant Casterill and his mate Primary Zilcia.” Nick indicated the windalfluffs on Kayhill’s shoulders.
“Dominant Casterill, this is Commander Dorset, Captain of the United States Navy ship Independence and Lieutenant Kayhill’s commanding officer.”
Commander Dorset started to speak, but trailed off as Durall doubled the size of the bridge and configured the chairs and a pedestal into a circle.
Casterill and Zilcia jumped to the pedestal.
“I’m not sure if I will ever get used to having rooms change to meet current requirements,” Dorset said. “Dominant Casterill, Primary Zilcia, Captain Blade was just telling me little about you and your flag ship.”
Casterill moved to the edge of the pedestal. “Commander, I’d like to compliment you on a fine team of fighting men. Their acceptance—of a new and I must admit very unique situation with a comingled mission force of human and dersta—was instrumental in the success of the support ship’s capture. If it hadn’t been for that last surprise explosive-projectile attack, casualties would have been light.”
Nick leaned toward the bulkhead and said in a soft voice, “Durall, begin sailing toward the Princess Azoa. Reconfigure to simulate PT Boat Seventy-Three. Since the moon has already set, no one will be able to see us until we get close to the cruise ship, so true fidelity is not important.”
Riki turned her attention back to the discussion between Dorset and the others.
“Commander,” Kayhill said, “the coordinated tactic of two humans breaching each compartment entry points and then letting the dersta clear the exposed area worked extremely well. The pirates expected human sized targets moving at human speeds not floor hugging attackers that can reach speeds of fifty to sixty miles per hour; attackers that are almost impossible to hit with a bullet.”
Nick interrupted. “When we reach the Azoa, Durall will dock at the open loading hatch. The pirates will be expecting that. If they have hostages, that will be the most dangerous time for them. If we storm through the hatch, the pirates will begin shooting. I suggest that when we come alongside the ship, Durall extend a boarding ladder to the lifeboat deck above and the assault force use that as access to the ship. They can then use the stairs or elevators to come down and take the pirates from behind while a small force of dersta executes a coordinated frontal attack through the loading hatch.”
Commander Dorset raised an eyebrow and looked to Kayhill.
Kayhill said, “That’s almost exactly the plan we’d agreed on. The first team will consist of Wilkin, my remaining uninjured sailor, and myself along with six dersta. We felt that it would be more realistic if Commander Dorset and Ms. Dorn acted as deck crew on the PT boat.”
Riki stepped in. “That sounds like a plan except that I will be in the first boarding party and your sailor can pair with Commander Dorset on the PT boat. I’m going to find Dustmopier and Andarill, not play deck hand while the rest of you search.”
“Now, Ms. Dorn, I think you should leave the dangerous work to the men. It would be best if you took the safer role as a deck hand.”
Riki looked at Commander Dorset as if he had turned into a pile of Nazzy droppings.
Kayhill cleared his throat and gave Dorset a surreptitious negative headshake.
“Ah—Commander, I’d be happy to have Ms. Dorn on my team. I just thought that since she wasn’t in on the support ship attack, she’d be more comfortable coming in with the frontal assault team.”
“Wrong, Popeye. I haven’t spent years training just to sit and wait on a boat while someone I care about is in trouble.”
Durall announced, “ETA to the Princess Azoa—fifteen minutes. Approaching from astern of the Princess Azoa. Commencing launch of air cover combat flyers and transport craft.”
Durall shuddered as each aircraft launched and took up position circling the cruise ship.
“I’m going to change clothes. You boys keep checking to see who can spit the farthest.” Riki ran to her cabin and after checking to make sure no one was in her bunk, changed into a black form fitting coverall. She loaded the web belt with a holstered gun and handcuffs, and then slipped a throwing knife into the sheath between her shoulder blades, and completed the outfit with black rubber-soled shoes. Stuffing her mop of red curls under a knit watch cap, she applied camo-paint to her face and hands.
Riki returned to the bridge with seven minutes to spare. “Where are Casterill and Zilcia?”
“We changed the plan a little,” Nick said. “The six dersta will be deposited on the stern of the cruise ship by flyer and will meet the human team on the lifeboat deck. Casterill and Zilcia insisted on leading the Verderan boarding party.”
Riki’s eye shifted around the circle. “Any other changes?”
“No. Other than that, the plan’s the same. We have video surveillance of the open decks and air cover if needed. Commander Dorset contacted the Independence and has it moving in for additional support.”
“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s move.” She turned and headed for Durall’s deck. Kayhill and Wilkin scrambled to catch up.
Riki was the first up the forty-foot ladder. She rolled over the cruise ship railing gun in hand. She dropped into a combat crouch searching for threats.
Kayhill tapped her on the shoulder as he sprinted past headed for the wide double doors that permitted access to the interior of the cruise ship.
Riki took one last visual sweep of the lifeboat wreckage and followed.
Wilkin was already through the door that Kayhill held open. Riki’s eyes blinked trying to follow the six furry streaks on Wilkin’s heels. 
She sprinted through the door and heard it ease closed behind her when Kayhill followed. When she reached the landing on the next deck down, three people stood staring at the stairwell.
“I tell you I saw something leap down the steps.” The elderly woman in blue silk and animal stole whined.
“I saw it, too,” a squeaky female voice insisted.
“And I’m telling you two there’s nothing there. We’ve been wandering around this ship for hours. If we don’t find our cabin soon, I’m going to piss my pants.” The man in formal evening dress said as he banged his cane on the deck. “I don’t know why you thought you’d find the Cruise Director’s cabin back here in the first place.”
“Oh, hold your water, you old goat. When Josh didn’t show up to introduce the entertainers tonight, I knew something was wrong. I just want to find him and see if there’s anything I can do to help.”
“I tell you he’s not interested in a dried up seventy-year-old bag-of-bones with the sexual experience of a cloistered nun.”
“Look who’s talking—Mister—do you know what time it is? Just go to sleep and leave me alone.”
Riki and Kayhill locked eyes, and Riki bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing before continuing down the stairs.
“Well did you see those two? The one in black and the other in that funny square blocky printed uniform stuff.”
“Of course not, it’s camouflage so you can’t see it. That’s why they wear it. Back when I was in the Army, we had real uniforms with colorful patches and spit shined shoes. None of this new-fangled blotchy crap that makes your eyes water to look at it. Now quit seeing things that don’t exist and let’s get to our cabin. I need to take my pills.”
“Back when you were in the Army—Teddy wacked you on the ass with his sword on the way up the hill.
“I think Harry’s right, Henrietta. We need to find our cabins. It’s almost dawn, and these shoes are killing me. Besides, I want to see if the room steward left one of those little chocolates when he turned down my bed,” squeaked a fading female voice. “We’ll hunt Josh down tomorrow, and you can proposition him when Harry’s not around. Maybe if we both offer to go to his cabin…”
Wilkin waited at the bottom of the stairs. “The dersta are scouting ahead, but it’s slow going, there’s a lot of activity near the laundry. From the chatter, it sounds like they found something unexpected in one of the laundry carts.”
A woman in white uniform and a stern expression on her face clapped her hands and yelled, “Back to work. There’s nothing to see. Mr. Rojas has taken care of everything. We still have eighteen loads to finish before breakfast. Move!” She began turning people and herding them into a side passage.
When the main passageway cleared, the trio tag-teamed toward the bow. Covering and advancing in turns.
Riki sprinted forward to cover the side passage that, according to the sign, accessed the laundry. She signaled Wilkin to advance, but he had only taken three steps when the door marked “Engine Room” burst open. A man—gun in hand—ran into the corridor followed by a small girl.
Wilkin threw himself around the door that had just opened in his face and collided with the man. They landed on the polished floor in a tangle of arms, legs, and weapons.
The little girl stared at the writhing pile for a second, and then jumped on Wilkin’s back and wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. “Ya big bully. You let Captain Di Iveo go. He has to save Johnny and Thomas.”
Riki had to give the kid credit for guts, but felt she was a little lacking in the common sense department.
Kayhill peeled the kid from Wilkin’s back and looped his left arm around her waist. He picked her up and held her with his left arm, her head and feet drooping toward the deck.
Riki eased the gun from the flattened man’s hand. Wilkin rolled into a crouch as he kept control of the man and rolled him face up. “Identify yourself and explain why you were carrying a gun?”
The man’s moustache twitched before he snarled, “I am Giorgio Salvatore Di Iveo, Captain of the Princess Azoa. Release me at once, and you explain to me what you are doing on my ship.”
Kayhill stepped forward and saluted. “Lieutenant Kayhill, United States Navy. We’re here in response to your distress call of a pirate attack resulting in passengers and crew killed and wounded. We’ve been unable to contact your ship for hours. Not knowing the situation, we boarded to check out your status and provide assistance as necessary. These are the other members of the boarding party. This is Riki Dorn—“ Kayhill nodded in Riki’s direction. “—and Chief Wilkin.”
Sally squirmed in Kayhill’s hold. “We got to find Johnny and Thomas. The pirates took’em.”
Kayhill set Sally on her feet and went to one knee in front of her. “Do you know where the pirates have the hostages?”
“They took them toward the big luggage room. That’s where they useta have the hostages and money.” She pointed down the main passageway. “That way and to the left.” 
Wilkin helped Captain Di Iveo to his feet, and Riki handed him back his gun.
“How many Tangos are we talking about?” Riki said.
“By Tangos I assume you mean the pirates. We believe two are still free and roaming the ship. The last time my young assistant saw them, they had two hostages and were headed toward the luggage hold where they’d stashed the stolen money. Five are dead, and one is in the infirmary.”
 “We took the bags of money and hid them in a laundry cart,” Sally said.
Riki turned to Captain Di Iveo. “I think they may have found the money. When we came into the passageway, a number of crewmembers were talking excitedly about finding something in one of the laundry carts. A woman in a white uniform took charge and told them a Mr. Rojas had taken care of the problem.”
Di Iveo’s knuckles turned white from the grip on his gun. “Rojas, that murderous scum, is the ship’s head of security. At our last port-of-call, He had seven of my crew killed and replaced with his people.”
“How many ways into the luggage hold?” Kayhill asked.
“Two human sized. One is a loading hatch through the outer hull, and the other is the hatch for forklift and baggage handling cart movement within the ship. It opens into the cross passage that Sally pointed out.”
Riki touched Di Iveo on the arm. “You said human sized. Does that mean there is another way in that is too small for an adult human?”
Before Captain Di Iveo could answer Sally interrupted with, “Captain Di Iveo already asked Anda…” She clapped her hand over her mouth as her eyes rounded with a pleading look at Di Iveo.
Riki jerked her gaze to Sally. “Who?” She knelt and took Sally’s hands in hers. “If there is someone else in there we need to know about it. Hostage situations are dangerous and everyone, even the good guys are nervous. So who else is in the hold?”
Sally kept her eye on the deck and started shaking.
Captain Di Iveo came to her rescue. “I asked Andarill and Dust to try to stop Rojas and the woman he was with. You have to understand, they’re not passengers or crew—“
Riki held up a hand. “The less said the better.” She glanced around to make sure no one else was in the corridor. “There are six other members of our boarding party that I think you should know about.” She flashed a hand signal to pull back for a conference.
Between one breath and the next, Casterill and Zilcia appeared on Riki’s shoulders and the four dersta took up sentry positions facing away from the group.
“Captain, Sally, I’d like you to meet Dominant Casterill and Primary Zilcia, Dustmopier’s parents and rulers of the Verderan Federation of Planets. The last information we had was when Dust landed on the Princess Azoa, and the two Verderan aircraft were tossed overboard. We had aerial coverage of Andarill’s crash, but didn’t know if he’d survived.”
Sally’s chest puffed out. “I found Andarill in his crashed airplane. He had a hurt shoulder, and I helped him get it back in place. He told me he was a prince, so I invited him to tea, but he wanted steak.”
Casterill bowed to Sally. “Sally, we thank you for helping our daughter’s mate.”
Zilcia added, “If one day we can return the kindness you’ve shown, please contact us through Riki Dorn or Nick Blade.” Zilcia removed the diamond from the crest on her harness and pressed several areas on the back of it with a foot claw before handing it to Sally. “Hold this in your cupped hands for several moments.”
Sally took the gem and closed her hands around it. A couple of seconds later it pinged a musical note.
“The stone is now tuned only to you. If you are ever truly in danger and need help, swallow the stone and it will begin transmitting a distress call that will summon Nick Blade the Determinist of Earth. If he needs our help, he will contact us, and we will be here as soon as possible. Remember; only use it in case of a true emergency.”
Riki cut in, “We need to get to the luggage hold. Durall will be docking at the open hatch any time now.”
“This way.” Captain Di Iveo extended an arm toward the luggage hold corridor. “There is a pipe chase running parallel to the hold with an inspection hatch opening into it. That’ll be the best access for the Verderans while the rest of us go in through the main doors. The inspection port will be open. Andarill and Dustmopier cut the locks off.”
Captain Di Iveo opened the access to the pipe chase, and the dersta leapt through the opening.
Riki slowly turned the handle on the right hand door while Di Iveo did the same on the left. Kayhill and Wilkin checked their weapons and crouched ready to storm through the opening. Riki waved Sally to the side behind the swing of the door. Locking eyes with Captain Di Iveo, they pulled in unison.
Kayhill and Wilkin rushed through the widening gap as the sound of a gunshot slammed into Riki’s ears.



Chapter 26 – Wrong Place Wrong Time
Riki followed Kayhill to the right as they entered the luggage hold. She scanned left as he focused his attention on the tableau in front of the open hatch.
She sidestepped to clear her field of fire so that it included Rojas who held Johnny in front of him like a shield as he backed toward the loading hatch a wisp of smoke still curling from his gun. He nudged a laundry cart toward the hatch with the backs of his thighs as he held Thomas, Dustmopier and Andarill at bay with threats to kill Johnny.
The sudden appearance of armed sailors seemed to have rattled Rojas.
“Stop moving! Stay back or the kid gets a bullet through the brain,” Rojas pressed his pistol to Johnny’s temple.
“Mr. Rojas, drop your weapon, you have nowhere to go,” Captain Di Iveo commanded in his Italian accented English as he slowly advanced. “If you shoot the boy, you die a very painful and slow death.” Without taking his eyes from Rojas, Di Iveo told the boarding party. “If he pulls the trigger make sure your shots do not kill him immediately, but make them so he wishes they had.”
Riki dropped to her right knee and used her left as a prop for her elbow to steady her aim. Kayhill and Wilkin did likewise. They toggled the laser sights on their rifles and red dots appeared on Rojas’ left knee and gun arm.
“Maybe you haven’t noticed, Captain. My taxi has arrived, and soon you will have your ship back. Well at least for a few minutes. I’ve arranged a little surprise for the crew and passengers. I hope you are good at treading water.” The laundry cart bumped the side of the PT boat docked at the loading hatch.
Willing hands snatched the bags of money from the cart and pushed the empty cart to the side.
Dominant Casterill, Primary Zilcia and their team of dersta flowed through the inspection port and joined the humans. Each held a quantum rifle aimed at Rojas.
Rojas backed the last two steps to the lip of the hatch. “So there are more of the little bastards. Cover me while I climb aboard,” Rojas said to those behind him. “If any of them even look like they will attack, kill them,” 
“Oh we have you covered,” said a very American sounding voice from the open hatch.
Rojas whipped his head around and stared into the muzzle of Commander Dorset’s gun. The pile of moneybags lay on the deck with ten more dersta using them to steady their leveled rifles.
While Rojas was distracted, Johnny folded his legs and flopped to the deck slipping from Rojas’s shocked grasp.
He curled into a fetal position with his arms covering his head.
Arm jerking toward Riki, Rojas pulled the trigger as four bullets and a quantum discharge from Andarill’s rifle vaporized his body above mid-calf.
Dorset yelped and jumped back when Rojas disappeared in a wisp of steam before his eyes.
Riki peeled herself off the deck where she’d sprawled when the bullet from Rojas’s gun snatched the watch cap from her head, taking a tuft of red hair with it. She saw Johnny’s shocked face staring at a pair of polished black shoes with a pair of truncated hairy legs protruding from the pants legs draped over them.
Turning, she looked for Sally to shield her from the nearly bloodless, but traumatic sight. “No! Rojas’s last shot hit Sally,” she shouted as she ran for the tiny crumpled body.
Blood pumped from a ragged shoulder wound that had nearly taken the little girls left arm off. Riki scooped Sally into her arms holding the dangling bicep in place and pressing on the wound. She sprinted for the hatch and Durall. Screaming, “Durall, I need emergency access to the infirmary.”
A slanted chute opened in Durall’s hull. Riki vaulted Johnny and the shoes. She landed feet first in the chute opening and slid down to stop next to Doc Henry and the medi-unit.
Before Riki could get her feet under her Doc Henry had Sally on the table.
A port opened in the bulkhead and three Verderan doctors rushed to assist.
Doc Henry had Durall fabricate artery clamps to stop the pumping blood. “I need whole blood and I need it now she shouted. Her blood pressure’s crashing. What is her blood type, Durall?”
“A-Positive, doctor.”
“Anyone with A-Positive blood?” Riki shouted up the chute.
Commander Dorset jumped into the slide followed closely by Captain Di Iveo. Each man rolled up his sleeve and presented his arm to the waiting Verderan doctors. Chairs formed at the foot of Sally’s bed and as the men were seated a band of Durall material wrapped around their exposed arms.
Doc Henry methodically joined the major torn arteries and veins using the three dimensional depiction of the wound. As she finished with an area, one of the Verderan doctors moved in to splice nerves and smaller blood vessels. A second followed with work to join muscles, ligaments and tendons.
Nick hobbled in and joined Riki. “It looks like Doc Henry and the others have this under control. Let’s go wait on the bridge and give the doctors room to work.”
The Verderan doctor released Captain Di Iveo and Commander Dorset from blood donor duty as Nick preceded Riki from the infirmary. She indicated they should follow her.
On the bridge, she turned to Captain Di Iveo. “We need to let Sally’s parents know she’s being treated.”
“There are just her mother and brother,” Di Iveo said. “I’m not sure why, but the father is out of the picture. When I get back to the ship, I’ll call my Cruise Director and have him bring Mrs. Dalton here if she’s able to leave the infirmary. She was one of the passengers wounded during the initial attack.”
Nick added, “We need to limit the number of people who know about our situation. If you could get Mrs. Dalton, or send someone who already knows about us?”
“Much to my surprise, Josh Waterman, my Cruise Director, is not of Earth origin. In fact, he and Prinas Dustmopier were stranded on Earth at the same time. It seems they worked together as entertainment staff on the ship that stranded them.”
“Captain Blade, the Independence is approaching. She will be alongside in fifty-seven minutes,” Durall announced.
Nick eased into his captain’s chair. “Durall, recall all dersta and alert Lieutenant Kayhill that he and his team will have to provide any assistance Captain Di Iveo requires. Prepare to get underway. As soon as we’re beyond normal visual range of the people on the Azoa go to yacht mode. Captains, if you will please return to the Princess Azoa. We will take our leave so that you can resolve the issue of piracy as you normally would if we were not here.”
Riki shook her head. “Nick we can’t leave. What are we going to do about Sally and Doc Henry? We can’t just take off with them. Sally needs the treatment that Durall is providing.”
“Damn, nothing is ever simple.” Nick massaged the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger.
Dorset moved next to Nick. “Captain Blade, I’ll order the Independence to assume a close holding station on the other side of the Azoa. When that happens, no one will be watching Durall and he can shift to his yacht configuration.”
“Okay. That should work. Durall, remain docked and begin slow transformation to normal yacht configuration once the Princess Azoa masks the Independence.”
Commander Dorset contacted his ship and gave the necessary commands.
The Independence lookouts reported watching the crippled pirate support ship suddenly capsize and sink, taking all of the smaller craft tied to it to the bottom with no survivors.
Nick relaxed against the back of his chair and let out a long breath. “Well since that’s settled, let’s get Mrs. Dalton moved in with her daughter. Maybe Doc Henry and Durall can do something to speed up healing her wound. I’ll coordinate with Commander Dorset and Captain Di Iveo to work out a smooth departure while Riki works with Kayhill and Wilkin on the Azoa.”
Riki listened as Nick negotiated a treaty of silence with Commander Dorset and Captain Di Iveo. They worked out a logical story of how the Navy team eliminated the pirates and freed the Princess Azoa. Commander Dorset transferred the single remaining pirate to the Independence. The punch, Josh Waterman had delivered when he overpowered the man, had rendered the pirate’s memory of events confused and unreliable. Thomas volunteered to transfer to Durall and help with the injured. He was looking forward to joining Nick’s growing family on their private island near Hawaii, and meeting more aliens. 



Chapter 27 – Parting is Such Sweet Sorrow
Three hours later, Riki was talking to Atta and Ronna in the passageway near the infirmary. She told them, “Sally is awake, but immobilized. Her mother is in the medi-unit next to her.” Sally’s older brother, Johnny, is in there with them, but I think he’s getting bored watching his mother stroke Sally’s uninjured arm and sing to her. Would you two see if you could distract him for a while? Maybe he would give you a tour of the Princess Azoa if you feel you are up to it, Ronna?”
“The wound pulls sometimes, but if I move slowly it doesn’t hurt.”
Nazzy trotted over and stood near Atta’s feet. His little cotton ball tail blurred as he danced with excitement. “Can I come along? I won’t say a word. I promise.”
Riki looked down. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. They don’t normally let dogs on cruise ships.”
“Rad! A talking dog.”
Riki’s eyes snapped up to see Johnny’s head peeking around the infirmary doorframe. Johnny slowly inched through the door, his eyes flicking over Atta, Ronna and Nazzy.
“I heard you talking about seeing the cruise ship. I could give you a tour, and I’ve got friends that will show us areas passengers don’t normally get to see.”
Riki looked back and forth between Atta and Ronna’s pleading eyes. “Go on. Have some fun.”
Ronna slowly smiled. “Okay, Johnny. Show us your ship. But can we please take the elevator? I don’t think I have the stamina to climb to the top.”
When Riki glanced down to talk to Nazzy, he was gone.
“You guys be careful, and don’t get into any trouble. I’m going to check on Dustmopier and Andarill.”
The three young people walked off animatedly introducing themselves and telling their life stories.

Riki found the windalfluff mates on the bridge with Nick and the Verderan Royals. From the look on Nick’s face, the point that Casterill was emphasizing did not sit well.
She slipped into the chair Durall provided.
Andarill had an arm over Dust’s shoulders stroking his fingers through the fur on her cheek. Riki noted that Dust’s head drooped in a subservient attitude toward her father.
“—not only reckless, but dangerous with no back up or way of summoning help. It is the future of our genetic line you carry within your body. I know, I know—you have siblings who could provide the next generation of the royal family, but by Verderan law, as long as you live, and are able to bear nits, it is your offspring who will ascend to rule our planets. What were you thinking to take off on a rescue mission without escort or royal guardsmen?”
“I had to find out if Andarill was alive. Without him, I didn’t think I could go on. It was not knowing what had happened to him that prompted me to act—”
“You’ve just made my case. You need to return to Verdera to have your nits and raise them in an environment we can control. They will need proper schooling and military training. None of that is available on Earth.”
“But, Father, the universe is an enormous and incredible place with so many diverse species. I think it’s time we changed some of our ways. A strong sword arm and swift feet are not the only ways to protect ourselves. I’ve learned that almost every species has a logical reasonable side that is willing to learn and grow. Our species needs that, too. Take Seabiscuit and me for an example. I haven’t tried to have her leashed for weeks. She’s learned to accept her place in the universe and work with those of us who are more mature.”
Riki saw red. “Why you pimple sided hair ball. Who was it that had to come and pull your scrawny ass out of the fire? If it hadn’t been for Nick and me, you’d still be scratching an eye stalk and wondering how to save Johnny and get back to Durall.”
Dust grinned. “My point exactly. We’re a team, a family who looks out for one another, not individual humans and windalfluffs. We work together for mutual support across boundaries not encountered on our home worlds. It makes us think and grow beyond what we’re taught in school.”
Casterill growled his frustration. “You and Andarill are coming home with us and that’s that!”
Zilcia moved up beside her mate. “You’ve proved why you are the Dominant, Casterill. Now I think it’s time to find some food and let tempers cool.” She took Casterill’s hand and led him into the Rassdan. One of her eyestalks rotated toward Dustmopier and winked.
Nick wiped his brow. “You think he’ll listen to her?”
Dustmopier chuckled. “Mom has a way of making everyone listen. She sits back and observes, not taking sides and not clouding her mind with anger or pride. She’ll examine both sides and then let Dad know what his decision will be.”
Riki leaned over and kissed Nick on the lips. “We won’t let him break up our family will we?”

Johnny led the way to the elevators. The doors opened and the three youngsters entered followed by a grinning Nazzy. “Going up?”
Ronna gave him a worried look. “I thought Riki said that Earth humans didn’t allow dogs on cruise ships.”
“Well I guess it’s a good thing that I’m not a dog then.”
The doors began to close as they heard a shouted. “Hold the elevator.”
Johnny put his hand between the closing doors and pushed. They reversed direction and Josh Waterman entered the car. He looked down at Nazzy and without missing a beat said. “Fenrealian?”
“Right on the nebula. And I’d say you were Cassian from the tonal inflection.”
“Good ear.”
“Where are you kids going?” Josh asked.
“I’m giving them a tour of the Azoa. Ronna and Atta Hettz this is my friend Josh Waterman. He’s the Cruise Director. People call him Mr. Studly.”
“What a coincidence that’s my nickname, too,” Nazzy said with a tongue-lolling leer.
The elevator stopped on deck five for more passengers. Two elderly women and a man leaning on a cane and wearing knee-length plaid shorts, hobbled in.
“Joshhh—you poor darling—what did you do to your forehead? Let me kiss it all better. Eloise, block the doors. Don’t let him get away!”
 
 
To Be Determined
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Chapter-1
Colony ship Universe Explorer: 126.8 years ago:
 
Saigg Garuu shifted his balance and sent his thrustboard looping up the curved wall of the growth chamber. His momentum slowed as board and rider reached their apogee and began the almost frictionless slide toward the deck below. His speed built to a gut-curling blur from the combination of his thrustboard’s propulsion and the increasing gravity.
The other four members of his gang followed his lead through the acrobatic course they had constructed in the unused growth chamber. Some of the jumps and transitions were spectacular this close to the centerline of the spinning ship. The centrifugal-force induced gravity in the outer levels was close to home planet normal, but here it ranged from one-half normal to near zero gee at the center bulkhead. Saigg nudged the thrust exhaust port a few degrees to the right and headed for the exit door.
Jerr cut him off with a driving skid that almost knocked the thrustboard board from beneath Saigg’s feet.
“Jerr! What the Petuua shit is wrong with you. Watch where you’re going.” Saigg’s facial colors darkened to deep gray, and his dorsal spines snapped open as he squared off with Jerr. “You’ve been busting my thrust vector all night. You want to prove something? Bring it on.”
Hey, guys. Let’s make one more run and then call it a night. We’ve been in here for hours. My folks are going to molt if I don’t get back to the family cabin soon,” Kaas called, as he came to a stop between the two posturing Luzzon males.
Saigg rattled his extended dorsal spines and sent flashes of hot color through the translucent membrane connecting them. “I need to get out of here. Mom’s been ragging me about cleaning up my room. I’m going to head home and crash for a few hours. Once I get up, I’ll toss a few things I don’t want, and stuff the rest in the closet. Maybe that’ll satisfy her, so she gets off my case. I wish I could figure out a way to get her to focus on Karonna and Davvie instead of me.”
One of his gang yelled, “I volunteer to focus on Karonna. Why don’t you go home and send her back to ride with us?”
Saigg’s blood heated at the thought of his sister getting involved with his friends. Granted she was from the same clutch as him, and at fifteen, they were of an age where bodily changes and surging hormones brought on thoughts of mating, but zagit, she was his sister. Why would they be interested in her? She was just Karonna, the biggest pain in the ass in his family. That is, after Davvie the dork.
“You guys nuts? She’s like your sister. We all grew up together. Go chase some other tail that’s not family.”
“Have you taken a look at her lately? She’s got some of the finest tail on the entire ship,” Jerr, his main competition for group leadership said.
Kaas shoved past Jerr and headed back to the start of the course. “Come on guys, I want to get back to skating before someone finds us in here and tosses us out!”
Jerr looked like he wanted to continue baiting Saigg, but the other two kicked their boards to full thrust and followed Kaas. Saigg knew Jerr could not let the implied challenge from Kaas go unanswered.
Saigg opened the entry hatch and took a quick look in both directions to make sure the passageway was clear. The enormous growth bays were off limits to him and his friends since they were not considered official members of the ship’s crew. With a final wave to the remaining four, he pushed off down the hall.
Halfway back to his cabin, his thrustboard began losing power. Saigg pulled a small cube of aluminum from his pouch and dropped it in the refuel hatch in the nose of the unit. A quick stop at a food dispenser to refill the water tank and his ride was back to full thrust.
The trip had been boring until he’d discovered a supply of cargo lifters and figured out how to modify them into personnel transportation units or thrustboards as he had christened them. With a few ounces of aluminum for catalyst and a splash of water to convert to steam for lift and propulsion, he had made the perfect ride to zip around the ship. Removing the wired controls and mounting switches for foot operation was simple enough.
When he got to the family cabin, the lights were already dimmed for the sleep cycle. Watching his step and moving slowly he made it to his room without waking his parents. He hung his thrustboard on the line he’d stretched across the ceiling of his room and climbed into the rumpled covers on his bed. It took a few minutes of squirming and twisting to get comfortable and position the loose bedclothes around his body the way he liked. It took less time to fall into exhausted oblivion.



Chapter-2
Socorro, New Mexico: Present day
 
Beldon felt a hand clamp onto his shoulder and squeeze as he swung his locker door open. ”Ahhh...that hurts!” The pain buckled his knees, and he would have ended up on the floor if the meaty fist hadn’t held him up.
“I need to talk to you, Dumbass. You’re going to do my math homework. My dad says if I don’t get my grade up at least to a C, I will be in summer school. All summer!”
Beldon’s books hit the floor as his right arm was shoved up behind his back. “Let go of my arm. It doesn’t bend that way!” Beldon felt his shoulder blade slide past the knuckles of his hand as Billy rammed his arm up his back. “I’ll do it. I’ll do it! Let my arm go before you break it!”
“Just a little friendly indication of what will happen to you if you don’t get my math homework done. So’s you don’t forget, take a closer look at the inside of your locker.”
Beldon’s head scraped the locker shelf as Billy jammed him in and slammed the door.
“See you around, Dumbass.”
Beldon heard Billy snicker as he walked away.
He shifted the knuckles of his left hand and rapped the metal door. “Somebody...Help...open the door. Anybody? Please.” The walls were shifting, closing in, clamping around his chest. “It’s too tight. I can’t move, can’t breathe. I have to get out of here. Ahhhg...my shoulders.”
In his struggle to reach the latch, Beldon felt the muscles and tendons in his left arm and shoulder protest in agony. “Nahhhhga.” He could feel the lock bar with his fingers, but it wouldn’t budge. Billy must have spun the dial to lock it.
“HELP! Someone let me out.” He managed to move his knee and rattled the door. “This must be how people feel when they’re trapped in the snow from an avalanche. If I could just take a deep breath.” He sucked in as much air as his collapsed lungs would allow. 
Oh gag, it smelled like old books, paint, and stale lunches. No, he revised that thought. It smelled like rotten lunches, ones that had been stuffed in an overheated locker and forgotten.
Footsteps?
“HEY! I can hear you walking down the hall. I’m in locker 327. Please open the door.”
The steps paused. “Who’s there? Where are you? Quit screwing around, or I’m going to call a teacher,” floated through the door vent.
“Yeah, call a teacher but first open the door. I’m Bel...Beldon Dumas. Please open locker 327. Please—I need to get out of here. I can’t breathe.”
The door handle rattled. “I can’t open it. It’s locked and I don’t know the combination. Whose locker is this?”
“It’s mine. The combination’s left twenty-four, right six, and left nineteen.”
“Why are you in your locker?”
What does she think I’m doing in here? Who is she? Her voice sounds familiar.
Beldon’s smartass attitude kicked in. “I’m looking for an apartment and thought I’d check this place out, see what the view was like.”
A long pause and the rasp of the combination dial stopped. “What kind of rent are they asking?” drifted in accompanied by a surprised laugh.
“Low, real low. Please don’t stop. Open the door. Billy Breathsword offered to show it to me. He laughed the whole time he was pushing me in here and slamming the door.”
“Billy! He cornered me once. I told him if he didn’t let me go, I was going to start screaming rape and claw his eyes out.”
“That’s Billy, muscle without a brain attached. He’s the only kid in Central High whose waist size is larger than his IQ. I think the only reason he’s going here is because he was kicked out of every private school his father sent him to.”
Clunk, creak.
“Oh God, blessed fresh air. If you could help me just turn a little and… Pull. Oh, crap my legs won’t hold, they’re asleep.” Beldon saw the floor coming at him, but couldn’t break his fall. “Ah...that hurt! It feels like I bruised my elbow when I hit the floor.”
It’s Cindy. She looks like an angel from heaven from down here. Nice legs. I wonder if she realizes we have a class together.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, my legs are asleep and won’t move. Give me a minute to get the circulation going again. Okay, I think I can stand if you’ll help me up.”
“For a skinny guy, you sure are heavy.”
“Thanks for the help. You’re Cindy Merrimen, right?” She looks even better up close and her perfume. Beldon leaned on Cindy a little harder as he nosed her hair and drew in a deep breath. “We have language arts class together, and I saw your picture in the Socorro newspaper. You got the ‘Outstanding Student’ award in French class.”
“Oui j'ai fait. Je ne pensais pas que toute personne même lire cette histoire,” she said as pink stained her cheeks.
 “Sorry, I don’t speak Chinese. What’d you say?”
“I said, ‘Yes I did. I didn’t think anyone had even read that story.’ And it was French not Chinese.”
“Oh... It’s French. I should have known.” The corners of his mouth quivered suppressing his teasing grin.
“That’s why I’m still here, still at the school that is. We had a French Club meeting, and my advisor wanted to talk to me afterwards.”
Beldon bent at the waist and rubbed his legs. “It feels like a thousand needles are being jammed in my legs. I think I’ll just lean against these lockers for a while and enjoy the agony.” Come on Dumas make your move. Say something to her or she’s going to leave… Anything.
“Well, I have to be going. My mom’s picking me up in a few minutes,” Cindy said walking away.
“Yeah, okay. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”
Smooth Dumas. You’re the smartest guy in your class, and you can’t even figure out how to keep a girl talking. “Thanks for your help. There’s no telling how long I would have been trapped in there if you hadn’t come along. You saved my life.”
She turned around but continued to walk backwards. “You’re welcome. Next time you go looking for an apartment, give me a call. I’ll tell you if I think it’s too small for you.”
Beldon’s knees wobbled as he watched her push through the front door. She said he could call her. He’d never had a girl tell him he could call her before. Cindy wasn’t as well-developed on top as Marcie Goodwin, the best-looking and most popular girl in school, but Cindy was a whole lot smarter, and she’d helped him. He had the feeling that Marcie would have ignored his plea for help unless helping him would have benefited her in some way. Marcie would most likely have laughed at his predicament and walked away since he wasn’t one of the beautiful people in her circle.



Chapter-3
Colony ship Universe Explorer: Transjump plus 0years, 0 days: Present day
 
Every nerve ending in Caraa’s system fired one final time. The bridge of the colony ship Universe Explorer slowly came into focus as her eyes coalesced from the data stream reconstruction. She knew the nerve spasm was a physical indication that she’d made it through the transjump without a dropout leaving a portion of her body spinning through space as unresolved data elements.
The five other souls on the bridge reacted much the same before they resumed their duties. The data to reconstruct the ship and its contents had traveled for 126.8 years at the speed of light to reach this point well outside the Treterra star system. Any closer and the gravitational pull of planets and the home star would cause problems during materialization.
“Secure from transjump stations,” Command Prime Jamz Garuu ordered.
“All sections secure from transjump stations. Report status,” Operations Prime Caraa Garuu relayed over the ship-wide comm.
“Start the damage and dropout check after all stations report status, Ops Prime.”
“Sir, all sections report ‘After Transjump Checklists’ complete,” Caraa said as she pressed the commbud a little tighter into her ear. “All crew, all crew, check for damage and dropouts,” Caraa’s voice boomed over the audio system a moment later.
“As soon as the D&D check is finished, get an all-souls’ roll call.”
“Yes Sir. D&D check complete for all sections. Cargo section eleven reports two crates free of the hold-down netting. They estimate three truebeats to contain the problem. Fuel stores report a potential dropout, but they are having problems confirming the extent. A complete survey will be conducted as soon as we have spin.”
“If those are the only problems, then we were lucky this time,” Command Prime Garuu said.
“Let’s get the all-souls’ roll call finished so we can do our spin up.”
Caraa moved to stand in front of the roll-call screen. “I hope our luck holds, and we didn’t lose any souls this time.”
“All souls, all souls...roll call,” echoed through the ship.
The display showing the names of all members of the crew and passengers started turning green as each person on board pressed their “Itsme” button to the reader closest to their position. Four truebeats later, all but two of the names were green. Drickk Pamdss and Saigg Garuu were the exceptions.
“Crewman loader Drickk Pamdss, do you need assistance?”
“Sorry Ops Prime, I was helping tie down the crates in bay eleven and couldn’t get to a reader.” The roll call board flashed as Pamdss’s name switched to green.
“Understood, return to your duties. Passenger Saigg Garuu, do you need assistance?”
A truebeat passed without a response to either the page or the roll call order.
“Passenger Saigg Garuu, respond immediately,” boomed, with more tension evident in Caraa’s voice.
Caraa’s face flashed gray then black. No. Not Saigg. Not our son.
“Caraa, go check his quarters. I’ll order a ship wide search,” Jamz said, his face the washed out gray of worry.
“All crew, all crew this is Command Prime...begin full ship search for passenger Saigg Garuu. He has not responded to the all-souls’ roll call,” Prime Garuu ordered as he roamed the bridge and scanned the VH or video holographic displays.
Caraa remembered the outbound transjump when fully a tenth of the crew had died from the massive loss of data caused by the magnetic bubble that trapped the ship’s data reconstruction stream for more than two-hundred-million home-planet star cycles.
Caraa launched from the bridge and hit the passageway wall with a resounding thump as she changed direction by kicking off the resilient dark-green fibrous surface. Within truebeats, she was at the hatch to the family quarters. It took several demibeats to maneuver her body in range of the hatch actiplate so she could get the door open.
The hatch opened, and she pulled her way into the family cabin. A few forgotten objects floated about the main room. She’d made a detailed sweep of the room before reporting to her pre-transjump station on the bridge, ensuring everything was stowed and secure. Caraa grabbed a vest as it floated by.
This junk belongs to Saigg, of course. She fumed.
That kid frustrates me to the point I could just… I don’t know what. How can I get him to pick up his stuff and put it away? He has to be alive. I’ll even quit nagging him about leaving his things all over the cabin if he’s just all right.
Caraa latched onto the back of the couch and used it to push off toward Saigg’s door, snagging a fingerless glove, foul smelling boot, and a broken thrustboard binding on the way. Hand stretched out, she pressed the actiplate and the hatch silently retracted as she latched onto the bedroom’s doorframe. A blizzard of clothes, electronics, databuds, half-eaten food, and a mass of writhing three-inch long lizards called skinks, flooded from the bedroom into the living room.
“Saigg, if you’re in there, you better be unconscious. If you’re not, when I get my hands on you, you soon will be. I told you two cycles ago to clean up this mess and get your room stowed for transjump. Saigg, dammit, answer me...or so help me, you’re going to be cleaning out waste-recycle units for the rest of your life.” Caraa’s voice cracked with fear.
“I’m here, Mom. I just can’t get to the Itsme reader. I’m a little tied up and haven’t figured out how to get lose,” replied a belligerent teenage voice with a hint of panic.
Caraa pushed the mass of Saigg-junk out of her way and pulled herself into the cabin. Saigg was hanging with his head almost touching the floor. The long lacing from a thrustboard soft boot tethered his left leg to his bed. His right leg was looped through the cord he’d stretched across his room to hang his thrustboard and other treasures. The covers from his bed wound around his body trapping both arms and keeping him from floating close enough to any stationary object to use it for leverage to get loose.
She pushed off the wall and none too gently slammed Saigg onto his bed as she latched her hand to the bedframe. She pulled a small claw knife from her boot and clipped the lace binding his left leg. She slashed the right leg free of the restraining cord. The released tension on the cord snapped the thrustboard board into the wall and out the open hatch. Caraa released the bedframe and with a fierce pull, yanked the bedcovers. This had the effect of launching her to the ceiling where she rebounded and crashed back into the bed while Saigg unrolled from the covers, spinning across the room, gathering clothes, food and a large bubble of sweet drink that had been floating in the middle of the constellation of junk. When he crashed into the opposite wall, he managed to catch the leg of his desk with his tail and pull himself to a stop.
“Answer roll call immediately. The entire ship’s crew is conducting an all-out search for you,” Caraa growled, slipping back into her bridge-speak command voice. “We thought you were wounded, or worse, from a dropout.”
Saigg pressed his left hand and its embedded Itsme button against the reader.
An announcement came over the comm a moment later. “All crew. All crew this is Command Prime. Passenger Saigg Garuu has been located. Return to normal duty stations and prepare for spin.”
“I need to get back to the bridge. Get over here and strap down for spin up. I can’t talk to you right now. If I did, I don’t think you’d like the consequences. When I get back, this room better be spotless, all trash properly disposed of and...if I find even one crumb of food hidden in here, you will not, I repeat, will not, eat for a seven cycle. Oh yes...you’re grounded until you’re fifty.” Caraa straightened the ops prime sash that went from right shoulder to left hip before she pushed off and sailed out the door.
#
Saigg slid into his bed and pressed the tie-downs into the holdpads with an angry slap.
I don’t know why she’s so upset. I was the one who was stuck and couldn’t answer roll call. You’d think I did it on purpose just to tick her off. What’s the big deal? So I forgot we were going to transjump. It’s not as if we haven’t been through it before. You’d think I’d planned to sleep through it. Why can’t she get a life and quit bugging me?
The ship slowly started to spin as the reaction mass engines began their task. Unfortunately, the direction of spin forced his entire room full of loose items to settle on top of him, as he lay strapped to his bed. The clothes didn’t bother him, but when his full waste receptacle of food containers, moldy food and partial disposacups of sweet drink floated over and deposited its contents on his head, he voiced his opinion of the unfairness of the universe, “I never did anything to you. Why do you feel the need to dump everything on ME?” As if in answer, he felt a vibration in his ear. It took a moment to realize one of the skinks was clinging to his ear and thrumming its mating call.
An hour later, his mother’s voice came over the ship’s comm. “All souls, all souls. Spin up complete. Rotation stable. You are clear to resume normal activities.”
Saigg shoved the mound of clothes off his body. The sticky fruity smelling mess from the waste receptacle was another matter altogether. He turned the receptacle upright and peeled food containers and goo from his face. It would take him hours to get everything organized and back into the piles where he normally stored his stuff.
“Where did all the skinks come from? This place is crawling with them. Why are they in my room?”
Then Saigg remembered the color on his mother’s face and kicked a pair of shorts into the corner he used for dirty clothes. His room held the standard bed, desk, chair and wall of flush mounted storage drawers and lockers found in every sleeping chamber on the ship.
A third cycle later, Saigg heard, “Passenger Saigg Garuu, report to Command Prime on the bridge, immediately.”
“Oh, butt nuggets. Now what do they want? I’m cleaning my cabin like she told me.”
He peeled off his trashed clothes and jumped into the refresh unit. Truebeats later, he was hunting for something presentable to wear, something not covered in sweet drink, or that didn’t smell like an overfull waste-recy bin.
Most of the crew did not wear clothing, but he and his friends had adopted the garish garments as a statement of their individuality.
A bright yellow shirt-vest with torn sleeve and baggy gray shorts were the only clean items he could find on short notice. Shoving the rest of the mess out of his way, he slipped on his favorite thrustboard soft boots tying the lace on the right boot and emitting a groan of frustration when he discovered the lace on the left boot was a casualty of his mother’s wrath.
Entering the main room, Saigg found his sister Karonna lounging on the long couch, while his younger brother Davvie sat on the grass colored organic floor covering. He was using the couch for a backrest as the two watched a replay of a recording of their mother rescuing him.
“Where did you get that?” he yelled.
“Davvie mounted a vidcorder in your room before the transjump. We wanted to see what was going to happen when you ignored mom’s order to stow your stuff,” Karonna answered.
“Give me that databud. You two are going to pay for this when I get back.” I can’t believe the miseries of my life did this today, he thought.
“You better go. I think Dad and Mom are planning to have you clean waste units for the rest of your unnatural life. If you keep them waiting, they may just decide to process you through one of them,” Karonna said, as she tried to contain her laughter.
“Dibs on his room if they do,” Davvie yelled.
“Why don’t you suck space,” was the only comeback he could think of as he ran out the hatch and headed toward the bridge.
Two truebeats later, as he approached the bridge hatch, the humiliating vid came to life on the ship-wide network screens.
Retribution swirled through his mind. They are dead. They are so dead. I will find them. There’s no place on this ship they can hide from me. When my friends see this video, they’re going to rag me for the rest of my life. And the females. What chance will I have of ever getting a mate? Mate...hell, what chance of even getting a female to talk to me again—Ever. My life is over. Just kill me now and put me out of my misery.
His steps dragged as he moved onto the bridge. The vid playback was ending with the waste receptacle of trash landing on his head and a skink clinging to his ear. The bridge crew had it displayed on the wall-sized main video holographic screen. The entire five-member bridge crew was laughing so hard it was a wonder the ship didn’t shut itself down from inattention. He stopped and waited for Command Prime and Ops Prime to stop laughing and acknowledge his presence.
“Navigator, do you have your course plotted?” Command Prime Garuu asked as he wiped tears from his eyes and straightened his position on the command couch. His color had returned to the normal blended greens and blues of a concentrating luzzon male.
“Yes, sir. Course plotted and entered,” she replied with a bubble of laughter. Her main VH screen filled much of the left wall of the bridge with star charts and course lines. A flashing circle around a tiny point of light indicated their home planet, Treterra. The chronometer in the lower left corner of the display ticked down: One-hundred demibeats to the truebeat and 2000 truebeats to the home-planet revolution, 300 home-planet revolutions to the star cycle, eight full home-planet star cycles to reach Treterra.
“Very well, Helmsman, correct the ship’s attitude to the displayed angles. When your datum aligns, engage main engines. Set power to build to one hundred percent for the initial thrust, and then reduce to best fuel consumption settings when the course is stabilized.”
“Commencing ship alignment, engines will engage in forty-two point two demibeats,” the helmsman responded as his fingers danced over the pads on his sculpted control console. The main VH display in front of the command prime’s couch showed the star field’s slow rotation as the spaceship slowly maneuvered under the helmsman’s control.
Just under a truebeat later, Saigg felt the slight push of the main engines. He knew that, with the enormous mass of a colony ship, it was impossible to build engines large enough to build up speed quickly. The first leg of the trip had taken 126.8 home-planet star cycles in real time. However, they traversed that portion of the journey as data riding on photons traveling at light speed. To the perception of those on the ship, it had only taken an instant. It would take them almost eight planet star cycles of real time to make the remainder of the trip to Treterra.
Eight-star cycles to hang with my friends and enjoy freedom from responsibilities. Eight-star cycles to impress the perfect female as a mate, Saigg thought.
“Passenger Saigg Garuu, report to Command Prime,” ordered Ops Prime Caraa Garuu when she saw him. The deep purple-red of anger replaced the green and yellow shades of laughter on her face.
Saigg stepped in front of the command prime’s couch and noticed his father’s eyes widened at his appearance. His yellow shirt-vest with torn sleeve and one soft boot hanging open, because of the missing lace, was not the normal attire for a visit to the bridge. Saigg’s face faded to the mottled pinks of embarrassment.
“Passenger Saigg Garuu reporting as requested.”
Command Prime straightened on his couch. “Passenger Saigg Garuu, you are charged with willful failure to answer an ‘all-souls roll-call’ and failure to maintain an orderly and safe living environment per ship’s orders. Do you wish to present information you feel will mitigate these charges? I urge you to think very carefully before answering that question. Your punishment hinges on the answer you give.”
Petuua snot! It wasn’t my fault, he thought. But, if I say that, he’ll throw the book at me.
Saigg
rocked from foot to foot as he tried to come up with an answer to placate his father.
Avoiding his mother’s demands to keep his room clean, and get rid of the uneaten food had become a test, a way to demonstrate to his friends that he was an adult, a leader, and he didn’t have to follow her instructions.
Time to do the ‘I’m-sorry-it-won’t-happen-again’ routine.
“Sorry sir, I literally got tied up and couldn’t answer the all-souls-roll-call. It won’t happen again, sir.” The pink coloration of embarrassment faded to the blue-gray of insincerity.
“Yes...I saw how tied up you were. Your ‘tied up’ condition seemed to be a direct result of charge number two. Don’t you agree?” Prime Garuu said, leaning forward to confront his son.
Just shut up and say, “Yes, sir.” Anything else and he’s going to unload.
“Yes, sir.”
“Due to the seriousness of the charges, I feel a punishment commensurate with the infraction is in order. You will report to waste-recycling Department Lead, Vadd Remoo, at the beginning of each daylight cycle for the next three, thirty-cycles. You will complete all duties assigned without complaint and to the best of your abilities. Department Lead Vadd Remoo will be at your cabin tomorrow at cycle change to inspect your cabin to ensure it meets ship’s standards. Do you have any questions?”
“Can I still see my friends when Department Lead Remoo releases me?”
Command Prime Garuu just stared at him in answer. “Have you met Department Lead Remoo?”
“No, sir,” Saigg said with a sinking feeling.
“Department Lead Remoo, please step forward.”
Remoo stepped up beside him and snapped to attention. Saigg took a step sideways to put a little space between them. DL Remoo was the most squared-away soul he had ever seen. His color even matched the starched olive-green sash and razor-crease pressed uniform equipment-pouch shorts he had on.
“What motto do you have on your crew’s work uniforms, DL Remoo?”
“Recycling, the life of the ship, sir,” DL Remoo said as he pushed out the sash so Saigg could see the embossed motto.
“Passenger Saigg Garuu, embrace that motto and learn its true meaning. DL Remoo, passenger Saigg is yours at the start of daylight cycle tomorrow and for the next three thirty-cycles. Inspect his living quarters to ensure compliance with ship’s standards. Deal with infractions as you see fit.”
“Yes, sir,” Remoo answered with a grin as his coloration transitioned to the deep blue green of anticipation.
“Passenger Saigg Garuu, you will, of course, continue to attend all classes and required staff meetings. When not in class, you will check with DL Remoo to see if he has additional duties for you.”
“But, sir…” Saigg stopped when he saw a deep purple-red hue color the frown on his father’s face. “Yes, sir, I understand.”
“Passenger Garuu you are dismissed from the bridge. I expect to see you at the bridge crew staff meeting in one hundred-truebeats.” Command Prime Garuu flicked his right hand and snapped of his tail at the exit.
Not another staff meeting, he thought to himself. I’ve had to attend these things since we left Danuaa 3, and I’m sick of it. When’s he going to realize I don’t want to be Command Prime of a spaceship?
Saigg stumbled from the bridge, his thoughts swirling, trying to grasp what had just happened to his life.
#
Saigg returned for the staff meeting. He’d found a clean shirt without a tear and replaced the cut lace in his boot. He walked in and took a seat along the wall directly behind his father’s couch as he’d done so many times before.
 “Command Prime, I have the dropout report from the survey in fuel stores.” Caraa handed her husband a reportpad she’d just finished reading as a deep blue-black color spread across her face.
His eyes widened at getting the report this soon and from the color of concern displayed by his mate. After reading for several truebeats, his face also shifted color. He handed the report pad to Saigg. Saigg began to read it as Command Prime Garuu continued the meeting.
Command Prime glanced around the table making eye contact with each individual. “The report, that Ops Prime handed me, has significant consequences for every crewmember and passenger on this ship. We have suffered a seventeen percent dropout in the aluminum catalyst reserves. That means, unless we find more aluminum on our inbound track to our planet, we will be unable to establish orbit when we reach home.
“Engineering Division Lead Daroo, you will form a team to study the problem and present recommendations at the next scheduled staff meeting.”
“Immediately,” Daroo answered.
“You all know what this means. If we don’t find a way to replace the missing catalyst we’ll continue on our current course until all ships supplies are expended. The colony on Danuaa 3 and the souls on the Universe Explorer will all perish because we cannot complete our mission.”
#
The morning after Saigg’s sentencing, Department Leader Remoo walked into his room right at cycle change.
Saigg straightened to attention, a smug smile quivering on his lips. He had spent three truebeats last night cleaning. Everything looked good. Remoo couldn’t have any complaints.
“Passenger Garuu, I see you have engaged a personal assistant to make your bed, and that soul is late this morning. Is that the case?”
“Ah...No, I generally don’t make my bed. I just pull up the covers when I climb in.”
“I assume you are intelligent enough to figure out how to make a bed?”
“I can make it. I just don’t want, too.”
“Ship’s policy states that, ‘Quarters will be maintained in a clean and orderly state to eliminate the potential for vermin infestation or disease.’ Since you are ignoring ship’s policy and endangering every soul on board, it is my duty to bring this infraction to Command Prime, so that more drastic action can be taken.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll make the stupid bed,” Saigg said as he yanked the blankets and sheets into place.
Remoo waited until he’d finished before stripping it again. “Now make it properly with clean bedding. If you need instructions on how to properly make a bed, I will be happy to demonstrate.”
Saigg grabbed the soiled bedding and left the room to find clean sheets and blankets. When he’d returned and started to make the bed, Remoo began pulling open the built-in drawers and closet doors. Saigg soon found out his idea of clean did not come from the same galaxy as that of DL Remoo.
Remoo was making gagging noises as he opened drawers and slammed them shut again when the smell from the contents reached his nose.
Why’s he so upset? They’re my clothes. Who cares if I store them in a wad rather than folded, and who cares if I’ve spilled a little food on them. They’re not “really” dirty.
Maybe the skinks scrambling out of the drawers when he opened them scared him a little. He’s a big boy. He needs to get over it.
Remoo turned and just stared at Saigg.
Saigg surrendered, walked to the drawers, and began pulling out clothes so he could put them into piles for cleaning.
I might as well wash everything. He’s not going to be satisfied until I do.
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