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Chapter 1
 
Warm sand cradled Riki Dorn’s hip as she rolled to a more comfortable position on her beach towel. She checked for sunburn, but a finger pressed into naked stomach muscle indicated no significant color.
Eyes shifting to the surf rolling onto the beach, she observed her assignment complete a flawless surfboard run. He glided through the dying wave and splashed to shore. Sun-streaked, dark brown hair spiked his head, while loose-fitting boardshorts rode low on hip and butt. His well-defined seawater-slicked muscles stood out in sculpted relief from the early afternoon sun.
For a last-minute mission, this one was easy on the eyes, maybe a little too easy. Her breath hitched, and her mouth went dry as she studied him. Riki noticed several other bikini-clad sun bunnies of the same opinion.
She watched sleek muscles ripple as Nick Blade plucked his surfboard from the water and straighten his 6’3” beach-god body.
“What’s he doing? I don’t see a cell phone, but it looks like he’s talking to someone,” she muttered under her breath.
Blade propped the old-style long board alongside two others in a rack, and slowly looked over the available talent posing for him. Smiling at a few of the more blatant displays, he twisted his way through sunbathers and sand castle-builders toward the concession stands.
Riki jumped up and snatched her beach-tote, leaving her towel to mark her claim on the crowded Waikiki Beach. She trailed the finest pair of glutes she’d seen in a long time as they eased through the crowd in front of the concession stands. Keeping a few people between them, Riki watched Blade to see if he contacted or signaled anyone.
She stirred the contents of her tote for several seconds, looking for her sunglasses, before realizing they were on top of her head. Flipping the glasses down, she slid into the narrow space between the soda and ice cream stands. Her hand again descended into her tote to find her small digital camera. If he talked to anyone, she wanted to get a picture.
The call from her boss at seven that morning had derailed her first day off in more than three months. At least, this assignment didn’t look like it was going to require her to go undercover for an extended period. Now, if her boss had only told her why she was watching this guy, maybe she’d know what to look for.
 
><
 
Nick Blade studied the petite redhead with the centerfold body who’d been watching him since she’d arrived on the beach. Either she was a young woman looking for some action or an undercover agent. She stood out from the dozen or so other candidates for carnal pleasures because of the intensity of her observation. The others at least scanned for prey while chumming with seductive poses, strategic lotion application, or adjustments to almost non-existent bathing suits.
If she were just another sun-browned lovely, it could be stimulating in the short term, but if she were here to watch him in an official capacity, that could be much more interesting. Matching wits with one of the alphabet agencies, especially with an agent constructed with the attributes this one displayed, made getting out of bed in the morning definitely worthwhile.
Time to test which way the wind blows.
“Watch her, S’Board. Try to pick up any communications she has with a surveillance team,” Nick said as he leaned close to his surfboard.
“Searching, Mr. Blade. I’ll signal if I pick up anything,” came from the surfboard.
Resuming his trek through clusters of sunbathers, children building sandcastles, and great-white whales who’d escaped from mainland suburbia for the week, Nick headed for the concession stands set up at the edge of the paved parking area. The taint of coconut oil on broiled human filled the air.
“I’ll have a Cherry Cola and a bag of peanuts.” Nick fished the zip-top bag from the little pocket of his swim trunks and extracted a five-dollar bill, making sure several tiny flesh colored sedative patches remained in the bag. “Keep the change.”
“Thanks,” the concession worker said with a petulant frown.
“Hell, it isn’t my fault you sell fifty-cent cans of cola and twenty-five-cent bags of peanuts for $4.75,” Nick said as he used the glass panel of the concession stand as a mirror to check on the succulent redhead. Her towel was vacant. Scanning the area, he opened the bag of peanuts and poured half into his mouth.
Nick spotted her heading for the gap between two vendor stands. At least, he knew one thing for sure. She wasn’t armed, not in that suit. Of course, she could have a gun in her bag, but he didn’t think it likely.
He searched the crowd and zeroed in on the young mother with a look-alike daughter. The little girl was about six and the mother in her mid-twenties. They were dressed in mother-daughter fire-engine-red designer bikinis and had just stepped away from the ice-cream stand with dripping, napkin-wrapped cones. Licking frantically, they headed in his direction.
This is almost too easy. I thought I’d have to search this whole beach for them.
A perfectly timed step put his well-sculpted chest directly in line with the mother’s cone as she concentrated on catching a river of melting ice cream.
An abrupt stop and a mumbled, “Sorry, I didn’t see you,” from the mother gave Nick the opening he needed. He watched her eyes go wide as she got a good look at him and flushed. Her quickstep backward put some space between them.
“It was my fault. I should have paid more attention to where I was going.” Nick glanced down and looked for ice cream. “I don’t think I touched your cone, but if I did, I’ll get you another.”
“Disaster averted. No touching or dropping,” she stammered.
Nick bent down to the little girl. “You didn’t mess up your cone, did you?”
“It’s fine. Mommy is always telling me to be careful and watch where I’m going, so I was looking while licking.” She rolled her eyes at her mother and giggled as the words flowed off her tongue.
She is a cute little thing. Definitely gets her looks from her mother.
“That’s pretty funny. They should put that on signs around here. ‘To avoid accidents, make sure you’re looking while licking.’” Nick laughed with the girl and caught the quick smile on Mom’s face.
Ice broken. Now it’s time to land the fish.
“I’m Nick. What’s your name?”
“I’m Mariee Turney. I spell my name with an I and two E’s, and my mom’s Dannie with two N’s and an I and an E.”
Nick saw a flash of red hair out of the corner of his right eye. It disappeared between the soda and the ice cream stands.
Keep coming, baby. I almost got you figured out.
“Well, little Miss Mariee with an I and two E’s, are you enjoying the beach?”
“Yes, but we just got here. Mom had a business meeting this morning, so we hadta wait until this afternoon to come.”
“Oh no. Not a business meeting. We’ll have to give Mommy strict orders that business definitely does not come before time at the beach. You’ll have to tell your Daddy to bring you next time. Then Mommy can take all the time she wants, and you don’t miss any fun,” Nick said as he lightly poked Mariee in the ribs.
“Daddy doesn’t live with us anymore. He moved to ‘Strailia with Thatbitch when I was a baby.”
“Mariee! Mr.—Nick doesn’t want to waste his time talking about Daddy.”
Bingo, jackpot, and we have a winner. It’s been five years since I’ve seen her, but Dannie’s the one I remember.
Nick schooled his expression into a look of compassionate understanding and made eye contact with Dannie.
“Blade. My name’s Nick Blade. Have you staked out a spot on the sand?” Nick saw Dannie’s eyes dilate and her nipples harden with interest as she drew in a slow breath while she assessed his attributes.
“No. We thought we’d get a snack then find some place quiet with shallow-water access.”
“There’s a good place not far from where I stashed my surfboard. Maybe later, if it’s okay with you I could give Mariee a ride on my board?”
“Could we? Please, Mommy. I’ve never gotten to ride on a surfboard before.”
Nick watched the redhead edge out from her hiding spot and angle for a view of the mother and daughter. She surreptitiously clicked pictures with a tiny digital camera partly hidden in the palm of her hand.
Nice try, but no cigar, Sweet Buns.
He waved a hand in the direction of his surfboard and lowered a hand to Mariee’s shoulder as he steered her away from the green bikini-clad redhead. Nick made an effort to point out interesting people to Mariee as he wove his way through the crowd. He took an occasional sip of soda and crunched the last of his peanuts. A glance over his shoulder assured him that Dannie followed, still working industriously on her quickly melting cone. As often as possible, he would speak to someone in the crowd near him and touch them or lean in as if whispering to them.
The redhead tried to flank them, but had trouble getting through the people crowding the food and drink stands. It seemed that every tanned muscle-jock on the beach assisted him by making a pass at the well-endowed woman who’d make a Playboy photographer salivate.
Nick could see the lens of her little camera fully extended as she snapped pictures of everyone he touched or talked with.
This should keep you and your agency busy trying to identify people and do background investigations.
“Lick the other side or you’re going to have an arm covered in melted ice-cream,” Nick told Mariee. “You, too, Dannie.” He waited for Dannie to step up beside him before indicating the spot on the beach he’d suggested.
“This is perfect. Mariee, finish your cone before you go in the water.”
“I know, Mommy. When I’m finished, can Nick take me on his surfboard?”
Dannie bent down close to Mariee’s ear. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. We just met him, and I don’t know how well he rides a surfboard.”
Mariee stuffed the last of her cone in her mouth and wiped the excess off with her forearm and the back of her hand. “Can I go in the water now?” came out in a muffled slur.
“Only up to your waist, and make sure you keep me in sight,” Dannie said.
“I will,” floated back as Mariee ran for the waves lapping the beach.
Nick sat down in the sand next to the towel that Dannie flicked open.
Dannie dropped to her knees and pulled a squeeze bottle of suntan lotion from her bag.
“Need some help putting that on your back?”
“Please, if you would.” She held her hair out of the way, as he smoothed the coconut-scented cream over unblemished skin.
“Want me to do your legs, too?”
“No. That’s okay; I’ll do them.” Dannie completed covering her exposed skin in lotion then called, “Mariee, come here and let me put suntan lotion on you before you burn!” She straightened the blanket and gave Nick a slow once over. “So, Nick, what do you do besides surf?”
“I have a job in procurement and trouble shooting.”
“What do you procure?”
“Whatever my clients hire me to find, but mainly large tracts of real estate.”
“Mommy, the water’s really warm. You should come swimming with me.” Mariee wiggled her tiny toes deep into the loose sand.
“I will in a few minutes. I’m talking to Nick right now.”
“When can we go surfing?” Mariee asked Nick.
“As soon as your mommy tells you it’s okay.”
“Go play for a few more minutes, Honey,” Dannie said as she turned back to Nick. “Have you been surfing long?”
“Since I was eight. I grew up on the Hawaiian Islands. I even won a few competitions in my teen years.”
Nick felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. He looked at the reflection in Dannie’s mirrored sunglasses and saw the redhead settle onto her repositioned towel about eight feet behind him. “If you’re worried about my surfing skills, why don’t you go for a ride with me first? That way, you can see firsthand how I handle a board.”
“I couldn’t do that. Who’d watch Mariee?”
Nick glanced around and noticed Mariee sitting on the sand talking to the lush redhead.
Gathering a little intelligence, are we?
“Mariee seems to have made a friend. Maybe she’d watch your stuff for a few minutes and you and Mariee can go together.”
“Let me talk to her,” Dannie said.
They talked for about five minutes before Dannie returned. “Okay, let’s go, but it has to be a short ride.”
Nick smiled and waved to the redhead before retrieving his surfboard.
He had Dannie sit on the front half of the board with Mariee behind her as he paddled them out beyond where the surf broke.
 
><
 
Riki watched the surfboard wobble as Nick turned it to run with the incoming waves and he and his passengers paddled as fast as they could to gain speed. All three scooped water as they propelled the surfboard faster. Nick nimbly jumped to his feet as Dannie gripped the sides of the board. Mariee used Dannie’s shoulders for support to stand in front of Nick. He had Mariee bend her knees and put her arms out to the side for balance. They raced along just below the crest of the surf curl moving swiftly parallel to the beach.
Riki squinted against the dazzling reflections. “Damn it… I can’t see them anymore.”
Ten minutes later, Nick nosed into the beach and jogged up the wet sand with his surfboard under his arm. 
“Where are Dannie and Mariee?”
“They stopped to use the restroom and buy sodas. We didn’t realize we’d traveled so far on that wave. We found a better spot that’s not so crowded several hundred yards down the beach. I came to grab Dannie’s stuff and move it to the new location.”
Riki rolled to her knees. “Don’t you think you should wait for Dannie to get back? She asked me to watch her things. I don’t feel comfortable letting you walk off with them.”
“They’re planning on meeting me. They were going straight back to save the spot. I told them I’d bring the blanket and bag,” Nick said shaking the sand off the blanket and putting the bottle of suntan lotion back in the bag.
“Here, I’ll take that and follow you.”
“Not necessary. I can handle it.” Nick balanced his board under his arm and jogged away.
Riki watched Nick disappear in the same direction he’d come from. She stood up, searching the crowd for Dannie. When she didn’t see her or Mariee, she grabbed her bag and towel and followed Nick through the jumble of bodies. Within seconds, he reached the water, dropped his board in and paddled away.
After half an hour of running along the hot sand and calling for Dannie, she contacted the Beach Patrol.



Chapter 2
“Agent Dorn, get your ass in here!”
The cup she had tilted to her lips splashed coffee over her hand as Riki’s face flamed. Her heart pounded in her ears as she pushed her chair back from her desk. Every head in the bullpen locked in her direction as she took the walk of shame to stand in front of her boss.
When he didn’t say, “Close the door,” or, “Have a seat,” she knew this would be an ass reaming of epic proportions.
“My ass reporting as ordered, sir.”
Her boss, Kirk McCarry, crushed her report folder into a crumpled wad in his beefy pale-white, heavily freckled fist.
“I sent you on a simple surveillance assignment. You were to watch Nicolas Blade and find out who he contacted. But no—you had to get intimate with his contact and her daughter then lose all three of them from a public beach while you watched.”
“Sir, let me explain.”
“I think this report explains everything. Even a rookie would’ve handled this with more discretion and professionalism. You’ve been with this office for three years. You know how we operate. Making contact with a subject without authorization or backup is against so many rules and policies that I can’t even name them all.”
“But, sir. As I stated in my report, I didn’t have a choice. You never gave me any background on why I was watching Mr. Blade. I would have blown my cover if I’d refused to talk to the girl—”
“Refused to talk? You did a whole lot more than talk. You accepted responsibility for their possessions while Blade took off with the mother and daughter, and then you handed their stuff over to him, so he could remove any proof they’d ever been there. You do know the police are looking at you as an accessory to kidnapping.”
“Why is Blade important? Why won’t you let me read the case file?”
“It’s way above your pay grade. You don’t have the need to know. Forget Nicolas Blade. You never heard that name. I knew you were trouble when you were assigned to this office over my objections. This proves it.” He waved the crumpled report under her nose.
“The report—I explained what happened.” 
“Well, lucky you. You’re going to have plenty of time to explain while Internal Affairs does a complete investigation. What were you thinking, contacting the local authorities instead of calling for Agency support? I’m going to try to keep a lid on this, and you’d better hope that the press doesn’t connect the Agency to the disappearances.” He tossed her report at the wastebasket, but only succeeded in tipping it over. 
“Until the investigation is complete, and a board of review reinstates you, you no longer work here. Turn in your ID and your department-issued equipment. You have five minutes to collect your personal belongings before security escorts you from the building. I don’t need to remind you that all Secrecy Act restrictions still apply. You open your mouth to anyone—and I do mean anyone—and you’ll be staring through bars for the rest of your life.” McCarry shoved back his chair and used the desk to push his six-foot frame erect. His pale, broad, freckled face, topped by sparse dark-red hair, was set in a frozen sneer.
Riki shivered as the reality of the situation sank in. Her career, the life she’d lived since the Agency recruited her, the hours, days, and months she’d wasted undercover to complete every assignment dumped on her, it was all gone. Because a six-year-old had chosen her to talk to, her life was ruined, her career ended.
If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to find Nick Blade, and the Turneys.
She lifted the chain from around her neck and dropped the badge suspended from it into McCarry’s full cup of coffee, splashing brown liquid on the blotter and over a stack of signed reports.
The cords in McCarry’s neck bulged as one corner of his top lip rippled with a snarl. “You now have four minutes to clear out. What are you waiting for?”
Riki raised her chin and gathered her dignity to present a don’t-screw-with-me attitude as she returned to her desk. Opening her purse, she removed the Glock 23 that had become an extension of her hand from hours of range time. She would miss the gun more than she’d miss any of her co-workers. Removing the clip, ejecting the round in the chamber, and with a thin smile, she field stripped the gun into the smallest parts possible and scattered them around her desk. She even ejected the shells from the clip.
Maybe it was a little childish and vindictive, but Kirk Asshole McCarry could take his Agency property and shove it.
She turned to leave when she remembered that her cell phone was also Agency issue. “Oh darn, it fell apart, too.” Cell phone parts joined Glock parts across the desk. The SIM card happened to fall into her pocket as she distributed the components. Finished, she stepped back and smiled as a burly security guard took her by the right arm, copping a feel of the side of her breast before he latched on.
“Oh, hi, Fardy. Somehow I knew you’d be the one to escort me from the building.” The women in the building called him Four-hands-Fardy because he would claim a woman was acting suspicious, pull her aside, and insist he had to do a pat-down search, a very thorough search. “And lucky me, you brought your friend, Numbnuts. You think you two big, strong men can show me out?”
“The name’s Numisdt.”
“Isn’t that what I said?”
Numbnuts grabbed her other arm, and they marched her from the room.
 
><
 
McCarry pushed a button on his phone. “Jackson, get in here.”
“Yes, sir,” the tall, deeply tanned agent said as he came to a stop across from McCarry’s desk.
“Put a tail on Dorn. I want to know if she makes contact with Nicolas Blade. I’ve never trusted that bitch to keep the Agency’s secrets. If she contacts Blade, bring him in immediately.”
“What about Agent Dorn?”
“Her usefulness has run its course. If she doesn’t contact Blade, and you’re sure she’s not going to lead you to him, make her disappearance quick and clean. She’s become a liability we can’t afford. She doesn’t know anything specific about our guests, but she could raise enough questions to get some of the Washington heavy hitters involved.”
“Do you think she’s tied into the aliens?”
“Could be. I’m not taking any chances. What are the results on the last family we picked up?”
“CAT scans and X-rays were negative. All scans look human, but blood work and virology are still pending. If everything is negative what do you want to do with them?”
“How close to capacity is the holding facility?”
“We have twelve unoccupied cells and three more that will be available when the oldest prisoners are terminated.”
“Since we have the room, hold them for now. I have a hunch this family will provide the concrete evidence we need to prove the existence of extraterrestrials on Earth. Question the two girls in front of their parents. That should get us some answers.”
“How far do you want me to go?”
McCarry rolled the question around in his mind. Snatching people off the street and interrogating them to termination was one thing, but using children to get answers was something that would enrage the average oblivious citizen. “They’re never going to see sunlight again, so do what you need to get me proof.”
 
><
 
Before Riki could leave, she had to surrender her parking pass and permit a thorough search of her 2013 Lexus LFA sports car.
“How does an agent afford a car like this?” growled one of the guards.
“How do you think? The Agency lets me keep twenty percent of anything I make while I’m undercover working. Of course, McCarry personally keeps the other eighty percent. I wonder what his job title would be if he weren’t working for the Agency.”
The security guards leered at each other as if they had suspected all along that the female agents were selling it.
“You finished? I’ve got to go stake out a good street corner before McCarry gets all his other girls assigned.” She tossed her purse into the passenger seat and climbed behind the wheel, letting her leather skirt ride up, flashing an expansive amount of inner thigh for the guards’ enjoyment. She heard a sharp intake of breath from Fardy.
That’ll keep the blood from feeding the single brain cell they have between them.
 A push of the start button and the V10 engine purred to life. She lowered the driver’s window before backing out. Hand in the air, she gave the two a single finger wave good-bye.
I hope those two spread the word, and McCarry gets a visit from IA or the Director.
An Internal Affairs investigation was the kiss of death to an agent’s career. In her years at the Agency, she’d never heard of a person undergoing an IA inquiry and being reinstated. At least, she didn’t have to worry about finding a job right away. Being the only daughter of one of the biggest film stars in America made working for a living optional. But damn, she enjoyed proving she had brains as well as a good set of—her eyes dropped to her chest—legs. She remembered the escalating promises of the recruiters as they fought to sign her as a prospective agent. A lot of their interest was due to her father and his connections in the entertainment industry.
As far as she knew, she was the only one in her division that had a Ph.D. in Criminology and had graduated summa cum laude from the U-of-M. And now her career was flushed down the crapper. It was all Blades’ fault; she was going to find him, reach in, and pull his asshole out through his nose.
The training and operations side of the Agency had a very different view of her. They viewed her as a liability. Someone hired to advance a recruiter’s career. Their attitude required she perform ten times better than anyone else in training. Every male in her class accused her of using her body to graduate. Even her instructors pegged her for a brainless set of tits that’d do anything for a good grade.
Enough! No more pity party. Time to get on with life.
The first order of business was finding Nick Blade and the kidnapped Turneys. No—the first thing was to get to a computer and do some research. She wound her way through the rolling hills dotted with labs, offices, and training facilities in the Agency’s complex off the Pali Highway.
The campus speed limit was 20 mph. She was doing 85 as she passed through the gate and waved good-bye to the frantically waving guard.
Now could it be he wanted me to slow down, so they could get a tail in place?
Riki stayed on the winding two-lane road that led away from the front gate of the Agency complex for several miles before pulling into a gravel turnoff and stopping her car. She opened every compartment and searched the underside for bugs. She discovered three tracking transmitters: One under the dash, one in the left fender well and a third attached to the car’s battery.
The one attached to the battery she crushed in the gravel, the other two with internal batteries she put in the center console. While passing through the next small town, one of the tracking transmitters ended up attached to a school bus, that according to the sign posted near the door, was leaving on a day trip to the Polynesian Cultural Center, and the other found its way to the wheel well of the local Sheriff’s car.
She’d have to add a scanner to the list of equipment she needed and do a complete search of her car to make sure she hadn’t picked up any other bugs. While she was in list mode, she added a new cell phone and gun to the items she needed.
She was third in line to leave the county building parking lot when the Sheriff’s car she’d planted the tracker on jumped the line and raced away with lights flashing. A few seconds later, two black SUV’s swerved through traffic, following.
She saw a deputy crossing the lot and waved him over to report the two vehicles chasing the Sheriff.
Riki was impressed with the speed of the Sheriff department’s response. In less than a minute, no less than five cruisers responded to her report of the Sheriff being pursued.
Riki tapped a button on the steering wheel. “Hey Party Girl, give me a little Whitney Houston.”
“Whitney Houston selected.”
“I Wanna Dance With Somebody,” floated from the speakers as Riki painted two smoking strips of rubber down the street.



Chapter 3
Nick flicked off the shower and shook his head like a dog to remove the excess water. He opened the shower door a few inches and reached for a towel.
“I like your boat.”
He froze with the towel halfway through the door. “Mariee? Why are you in my cabin?”
“Just looking around. I’ve never met a boat that talked before.” Mariee moved to peek in the shower.
Nick quickly draped the towel around his waist and snapped the door shut.
“Sorry, Mr. Blade. She awoke from her nap rather earlier than I had calculated.”
“That’s okay, Durall. Make a note of the variance and store the information.”
“Done, sir.”
“Is that his name, Durall?”
“Ah, yeah. Mariee, meet, Durall Multicraft. Durall, this is Mariee Turney. She and her mother will be with us for a few days.”
“Very good, sir. It is pleasant to meet you, Miss Mariee Turney.”
“How come you’re here in Nick’s room and in my room, too?”
“Sir, how should I answer that?”
“Durall, she’s six. It doesn’t matter if she knows about you.”
“Yes, sir. Miss Mariee, I can talk to you in both cabins because I am the cabins. In fact, I am the entire craft.”
“You mean you’re an app?”
“By that, I assume you mean computer application. I’m much more than just a computer. I’m a series 4000Z Multicraft metamorph.”
“What Durall is telling you is that he can change shape and become a boat or a plane or a land vehicle, a very large land vehicle, but he can travel on land if necessary.”
“Can you change into a horse or an elephant?”
“Sir?”
“No, he’s pretty much limited to boats, airplanes and spaceships. But if he had to, I guess he could take on the shape of a horse.”
“Show me. I want to see him turn into a horse.”
“Mariee, we’re in the middle of the ocean. If he turns into a horse, we’ll sink to the bottom.”
“Oh.” Mariee’s eyes got big. “He could turn into a seahorse. Or maybe he can become a whale. Then he could swim.”
Nick hung his head and closed his eyes. “Okay, just this one time. Durall transform to match the shape of an Orcinus orca. Maintain internal configuration where possible. Display the transformation on a screen over the sink.
A view-screen appeared over the sink and showed the outer hull of the 150-foot yacht. The upper decks flowed and changed into the proper shape for a killer whale. When the portion above water completed its transformation, the hull shifted and matched the new shape. The massive tail began moving up and down, and the entire craft slid under the waves.
“Transformation complete, sir. I’ve established a depth of two hundred feet and a speed of
one degree of planet circumference per hour.”
“Thanks, Durall,” Nick eased the shower door open a crack. “Mariee, he means we’re two hundred feet beneath the surface of the ocean and zipping along at about 70 miles an hour. Now, could we get me some clothes before our guest sees more than a six-year-old should?”
A drawer opened, and a light-blue golf shirt rose up on a flat surface.
“I’ll get it,” Mariee ran to the drawer and snatched the shirt. She threw it over the top of the shower stall, and then said, “Here catch.”
After the fact, of course.
The remainder of Nick’s clothes arrived in the shower floating on what looked like a piece of countertop attached to the cabin wall. Nick stepped out of the shower dressed in tan shorts, deck shoes and a slightly damp shirt with a few dark, wet spots down one side.
“Are you getting hungry, Mariee?”
“Nah, Mommy doesn’t like me eating between meals.”
“Okay then how about coming with me to the control room? I want to check on our course and progress.”
“Can we see if Mommy is awake from her nap?”
“Durall will tell us when she wakes up.”
Hopefully, we’ll be close to our destination before that happens. I have a feeling that Dannie is not going to take these travel arrangements as well as Mariee was.
Nick opened the cabin door and had to do a quick two-step to avoid stepping on the other member of the crew. Dustmopier zipped across the deck and climbed Nick’s body to perch on his shoulder. She looked like a cross between a teal-blue oblong floor mop and a feather duster.
“Hey Nick, introduce me to the miniature humanoid?” the mound of fluff said.
“This is Mariee Turney. Mariee, this is my partner and best friend, Dustmopier or Dust for short. She came with Durall when I won him in a poker game.”
“I like you, Nick. You have the bestest friends. A talking ship that can change shape and a…a furry pet that talks, too,” Mariee said.
“I’ll have you know, I’m not a furry pet. I’m a Verderan Windalfluff,” she huffed.
Mariee laughed, “A vegetarian wiggle fluff. I’ve never heard of one of those before. Is your fur soft?”
“What does this kid think I am, a cat?”
“Dust, be nice to Mariee. She’s our guest,” Nick said.
“Guest? I thought she was the target.”
“She’s both. Now let Mariee hold you, so she can feel your moth-eaten fur.”
He gripped her by the fur on her back and lifted her off his shoulder. “Put me down you overgrown ape. And what do you mean, moth-eaten? My fur is in excellent condition.”
Nick moved Dust to Mariee’s arms, “Mind your manners and talk to Mariee. I need to check on our course and make a call to the client, to confirm our meeting.”
“Kid, if you think I’m going to start purring, think again.”
“You sound like my homeroom teacher. She’s all mean sounding, but we know if we give her a hug, she gets mushy.” Mariee stroked Dust and gave her a little squeeze before gently scratching her.
“Oh hell that does feel good. To the left a little, I can never reach that spot. Do you think my fur looks scruffy? Maybe I need to change my shampoo.”
“You got six legs, plus arms and hands. Why do you have six legs?” Mariee asked.
“How come you only have two legs, kid? Looks to me like you’d fall on your face a lot,” Dustmopier snapped back.
“Dust… She’s just curious. You’re a critter she’s never seen before.”
Dustmopier sighed, “I have six legs because where I come from, we had to be able to run, climb and fight all at the same time. There were a lot of really big, nasty things that wanted to make us into cold cuts. My people had to develop arms and hands, so we could make weapons to defend ourselves.”
Nick said, “Dust grew up in an area where her kind was the smallest animal, so her ancestors evolved bodies that helped them avoid being eaten. Show Mariee your eyes.”
Dustmopier’s eyes emerged from her fur and swiveled in different directions.
“Her eyes are enclosed in short armored stalks so she can retract them if a big nasty beast is trying to bite her, or she can extend them like that, so she can see better. With six legs that end in padded toes with retractable claws like a cat, she can climb almost anything. Dust, show Mariee the rest of the ship while I call the client.”
Nick walked out of the room and headed for the front of the craft. He opened a door and stepped into a replica of a modern day cruise-ship bridge. Walls of flat display screens and digital indicators flanked a large-scale map table with a dynamic three-dimensional display of the Earth’s surface both above and below the sea. It even had surface vessels marked by ship icons with their current direction of travel and speed indicated in a small data box next to the icons. Since they were traveling below the surface, the map displayed three submarines that either would cross their course or could be a factor if they detected Durall.
Nick studied the displays for a few minutes before going to a communications console and contacting his client.
“This is Nick Blade. I have the requested merchandise and request a location and time for the transfer.”
A strangely warbling voice came back, “I am transmitting rendezvous coordinates now. We’ll be in position for the transfer in twenty-eight hours.”
“Coordinates received. We’ll be there.”
The connection broke, and Nick spoke to Durall, “You have the coordinates and meeting time, get us there an hour early so I can check the area.”
“I’ll take care of it, sir. Mrs. Turney is awakening.”
“Oh crap. I guess it had to happen sometime. I hope she doesn’t try to rip my head off. It’s going to be a shock to her when she finds out she’s on her way to Indonesia when she just went for a day outing at the beach.”
“Maybe if you take Miss Mariee with you?”
“Oh that’ll calm her down, her daughter coming into the room with the virtual stranger responsible for her kidnapping. Add to that the kidnapped Mariee carrying Dustmopier, an alien life form. All while two hundred feet below the surface of the ocean, in a giant killer whale.”
Nick walked from the room shaking his head and muttering, “Piece of cake.”



Chapter 4
Riki turned onto the Pali Highway and headed toward Honolulu. She needed to find a safe place to stay and do some research. “Come on, Party Girl, Let’s get off this highway and find some place to hide.” Her father had a remote cabin in the mountains above the Punch Bowl. It should take the Agency a few days to track it down as a possible refuge.
A half-hour later, she parked the Lexus under the dense canopy of a giant banyan tree and locked the doors before heading for the five-room cabin. She crossed the lanai and shifted a large flowerpot from its pedestal. Riki tapped in the digital code that opened the key safe and extracted the house key.
The interior was a little stuffy, but within an hour, the island breeze refreshed the air and filled the cabin with the scent of hibiscus, plumeria, and orchids. Riki found the main power box and threw the switch to bring the cabin to life. With three bedrooms, a family and dining room combination, and a kitchen, the cabin was a comfortable hide away.
Now if her dad’s personal assistant had just remembered to pay the cable bill, she should be able to use her dad’s computer and connect to the Internet.
She called the Kamaya family who looked after the cabin and asked if one of them could make a grocery run. She knew the family and liked the teenage children and parents. Maybe Halia, the seventeen-year-old daughter, would like to make a few dollars. She completed the call, booted the computer and connected to the Internet.
A search for Nicolas Blade on every database she could access returned millions of hits, way too many to wade through. The on-line University of Hawaii yearbook referenced a Nicolas Blade who graduated eight years ago with a B.S. degree in astronomy. The timing was right for the Nick Blade she was looking for. He’d be about thirty.
“Now let’s see what I can find out about the two missing females,” she said under her breath as she stroked the keys.
Dannie Turney, AKA Danielle Turney née Albright, age twenty-eight, one daughter, Mariee, age six. She had married Jason Turney eight years ago while they attended UCLA. They were divorced three years later when Mariee was a year-old. The newspaper article Riki found stated the reason for the divorce was infidelity on Jason’s part.
Dannie and Jason moved to Hawaii, and Dannie took over the family business when her father died of cancer just before Mariee was born. Dannie was now the CEO of SecureComm. The web site listed their primary business as communications security software. The company had a net worth of fifty-nine million dollars with government contracts accounting for eighty percent of that. Dannie’s IT degree was a good fit with the company’s main offerings.
Riki got up and paced the room. On her fourth lap around the dining room table, she jerked to a stop. Damn, I hate it when the words communication security and government contract are used in the same sentence. Were Dannie and Mariee kidnapped by a foreign government, or a competitor? And how the hell does Nick Blade fit into the equation? What was the Agency’s interest in Blade?
She returned to the computer. A search on Jason Turney showed him graduating from UCLA with a degree in art history and restoration. Riki couldn’t find anything on his employment history, just a short follow-up piece, after the divorce, that said he was moving to, Australia, with his female personal assistant. Mariee’s Thatbitch?
Riki tapped her government databases for Jason Turney’s family history and found nothing. Strange. He had to come from somewhere.
“What the hell is going on? Three hours of research and I know squat.” She got up, stretched, and took a bathroom break before returning to the keyboard.
She sat for a few minutes contemplating what other information she had on Blade. She’d overheard him tell Dannie that he was in the procurement business and that he had clients. That meant he was a freelance and not a corporate purchasing agent.
Riki called up a web search site and typed in “Freelance Procurement Agent.” That resulted in 274,532 hits. Most of the hits offered introductions to women with names like Lovey Devine, and Cherry Delight. After trying several variations on the same theme, she tried “Blade Acquisitions” and “Blade Procurement.” Nothing.
She finally tried “discrete acquisition” and got a hit on a company called “Cutting Edge.” The company listed offices in, Honolulu, Denver, Sydney Australia, and London. The web site said the company specialized in finding and procuring unique and rare items for discerning clients. Complete confidentiality guaranteed.
“I wonder. Jason Turney moved to Australia and Cutting Edge has an office there. Could that be the connection? God, I’m talking to myself and still not getting any answers.”
Riki turned on the printer and printed the information on Cutting Edge.
A call to the Honolulu office resulted in the normal unhelpful phone tree system. A double-click on the line as she stepped through the tree alerted her that something was out of the ordinary. Riki disconnected the call and ran for the fuse box to cut power to the house. A phone trace would hit a dead end if the equipment on her end were cut off from the phone company’s system.
A few minutes later, a loud knock on the door made her jump and whack her knee on the table. She leaned over so she could look through the window next to the door and saw a hand holding several plastic grocery bags. Riki held a hand to her pounding chest as she opened the door to let Halia Kamaya in with the groceries she’d ordered.
“Halia, that was quick. I thought it would take a lot longer for you to get to the store and back.” Riki said to the heavyset native Hawaiian teen.
“Not anymore. They put in a new BiggMart in town. It’s one of those super stores.”
“I didn’t hear your car drive up.”
“That’s because I rode Kai’s scooter. He mounted a basket on the back to carry stuff.”
“How is Kai? No more run-ins with the law, I hope.”
“No, he’s been keeping pretty straight since you bailed him out of that last jam.”
Riki paid for the groceries and added an extra twenty for Halia’s help.
“That’s too much. I can’t take your money.”
“Take it. Consider it payment for future favors. I have a feeling I’ll be asking for another one soon.”
“I’ll put these in the fridge.” Halia opened the door and put the milk and eggs inside. “Power’s off. You had better turn it on if you want this stuff to keep. You staying long?”
Riki nodded her understanding, “I’m not sure. I may have to do some traveling.”
“You still work for that government agency?”
“That’s probably a thing of the past. I pretty much atomized that bridge with a five megaton warhead,” Riki said with a wry smile.
“So what you going to do now? Kick back, swim and surf?”
“I don’t know how much surfing I’m going to get in. Right now, I’m doing some private investigating and after that, who knows maybe I’ll go into business for myself. Riki Dorn, P.I. This island needs a good P.I. since Magnum isn’t around. I already have the car.”
“I saw your sweet ride parked under the tree out front. That’s the first Lexus LFA I’ve seen.”
“They’re only making a total of five-hundred of them, twenty a month. Her name’s Party Girl.”
“You named your ride?”
“Sure, we’re friends. I couldn’t just call her car or computer.”
“You introduce us some time?”
“Halia, about that future favor I mentioned. If I have to do some traveling, could I ask you to keep Party Girl for me? I know you’d take good care of her. The only problem is that there might be some people looking for me and my car really stands out. So if I leave her in your care, and they see the car they might try to get you to tell them where I am.”
“Ain’t no tight-ass haole make me talk. ‘Sides, they get smart; my brah and his friends do something crazy with them.”
“I don’t want you or your brother getting into any trouble because of me. These people might be government so be careful. Don’t let Kai get too crazy with them.” Kai was a year older than Halia, six-eight and weighed almost two hundred-sixty pounds, all of it well toned muscle from surfing eight to ten hours a day.
“I don’t care. You’re family. They try to get me to talk story, it’s not happening. I gotta roll. You let me know if Party Girl needs a nice Hawaiian girl to be her friend. A hui hou kakou.”
“Soon, we’ll meet again soon.”
Riki watched as Halia mounted the little scooter and purred down the drive. It reminded her of watching an adult try to ride a child’s tricycle—all you saw was butt, elbows and knees.
Well, back to the problem of Nick Blade and the missing Turney’s. Riki unplugged the cable NIU before restoring power to the house. With the network interface unit unplugged, any attempt to trace the phone or computer was doomed to failure. 
She had to laugh at the memory of the high tech antics on the last Navy cop show she’d watched where the good guys had used a room full of large flat screen displays to track the bad guys by using traffic cameras and bank surveillance systems. Every camera was in just the right place, and when they needed it, a satellite camera was available to zoom in and read the note one of the villains was reading. Thank God, real life hadn’t caught up to Hollywood.
The Navy cops had access to everything, including when the terrorists last changed their underwear, if they were wearing underwear. Now if I had access to Nick Blade’s underwear... How could someone who looks like he does and who makes me go weak in the knees, kidnap a six-year-old? Some people are just born twisted, and Blade is one of them.
“It must be time for dinner, and after that, the water should be hot enough for a shower,” she said, talking to herself.
After her shower, she sat in one of the wicker chairs on the lanai. The setting sun turned the distant view of Honolulu into a blazing wonderland of orange and red skyscrapers with deep blue streaks defining the rolling surf. To the left, Diamondhead cast a dark shadow out to sea. Streams of headlights glowed brighter as the sky darkened and workers headed home.



Chapter 5
“Mr. Blade, I believe you are needed in Ms. Turney’s cabin. Marie and Dustmopier are in the cabin and she’s awake,” Durall reported.
“Oh hell! I wanted to talk to her first.” Nick walked down the passageway and stopped outside Dannie’s door. He took a deep breath and shook his arms and hands to relieve his building tension. Three taps on the door and he opened it and walked into the cabin.
Dannie was lying on the bunk, her eyes enormous. She stared at Mariee standing at the foot of the bed holding Dustmopier.
Nick stepped past the two and pushed the vanity stool out of the way into the foot well of the vanity table.
“Nick, it wasn’t my idea. The kid made me do it. You can’t blame a girl for trying to look beautiful,” Dust said.
“What?” Nick asked.
“The kid…She wanted to try some of my nail polish. So I kind of helped her put some on.”
Mariee turned and grinned at Nick as she displayed her fingernails and toenails, each one a different color. Dust stuck out all six legs, so Nick could see that her nails were polished to match. The topper was the matching lipstick. Bright purple. They even had matching barrettes in their hair. Dust’s was positioned so that it kept her hair back and her mouth with its purple lipstick and her tufted ears were visible.
Dust sent him a couple of little kisses.
Nick sighed and shook his head. “Dustmopier, don’t you think we have enough problems. You’re the adult. You should have the maturity to know when to say no. What am I saying? You’ve never said no to anything in your life.”
“You think it’s easy to look beautiful,” she said with a theatric sob. “The expectations society puts on a girl to look her best are crushing. Mariee and I were just trying to live up to those expectations. As a girl ages, it takes everything she has plus all the help cosmetics can give just to keep up with the younger generation. Oh, what would you know? You’re just a man.”
“Just look at how you’ve shocked Mariee’s mom. I’m sure she doesn’t want her little girl wearing lipstick and nail polish.” Nick shifted his attention back to Dannie as Mariee and Dust moved closer for a better look.
“It…it…it’s talking,” Dannie stammered.
Ah, maybe the nail polish isn’t the problem.
“Mariee, carefully drop that thing and come over to Mommy.”
 “Thing! Who you calling, Thing. What’s happening with today’s generation? They have no respect for those of us of advanced years. Jealous! That’s what they are, they’re jealous of the ageless beauty that some of us have,” Dust said smoothing back the hair on her head. She jumped from Mariee’s arms and landed on the bunk facing Dannie.
Dannie scrambled back against the wall pulling the pillow into her lap.
Dust slowly marched up the blanket and stood on the pillow. Her green eyes looked directly into Dannie’s. She fluffed up her fur to twice its normal size and took a deep breath, “You got a nice kid. I like her. I’m still trying to decide about you. But if your kid is any indication I think I could learn to like you, too.” Dust slowly leaned forward and planted a smacking purple imprinted kiss on the tip of Dannie’s nose. “Prove me right, Chickadee. Come on, Mariee. I think Nick wants to talk to your mom.” Dust hopped back into Mariee’s arms, and the two left the stateroom.
“I think I was just kissed by a green eyed dust mop that talks…Oh God. I’ve gone insane. Who’s going to take care of Mariee?”
Nick pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a few seconds.
Why can’t my clients ask me to procure something simple like a Verderan battle cruiser or the lost Scepter of Corinth? No. It has to be people, always people.
“Dannie, you’re not going insane. There is a very logical and reasonable explanation for what’s happening.” 
“What was that?… Who was that?…” Dannie narrowed her eyes and finally crossed them, “I have purple lipstick on my nose.”
“Ah—that was Dustmopier. She’s a Windalfluff; she’s my partner.”
“Partner,” She said in a high squeak.
“Dust was stranded on Earth when the intergalactic cruise ship that had hired her as an entertainer had to leave early. An unexpectedly large solar flare erupted. She got a job on this craft with the previous owner. When I won it in a poker game; she stayed on as my partner.”
“That explains everything,” Dannie massaged her temples, “Where are we?”
“You mean location?”
“Ah, yeah.”
Nick swallowed, “About half way between Hawaii and Indonesia.”
Dannie stared at Nick as if he were a lying three-year-old.
 “Like I said, there is a logical explanation for everything.”
“So we’re on a ship going to Indonesia?”
“Well not exactly a ship, more like an Orca. An Orcinus orca to be exact, you probably know the species as a killer whale. It was Mariee’s idea.”
Dannie took a deep breath and slowly released it. “Okay. Your logical explanation is that, we are half way to Indonesia sailing in a killer whale with a talking dust mop who’s wearing purple lipstick and is your partner. And, oh yes, she is a former intergalactic cruise ship entertainer.”
“Well, yes. Except, we’re not sailing.”
“Oh.”
“We’re more like swimming. But we’re doing it very fast. We’re going almost a hundred-miles-an-hour now. And that’s pretty fast when you’re two-hundred feet below the surface.”
“What did you use? Mushrooms? LSD? Psychotropic Drugs? Are the effects going to be permanent? Dammit, tell me, I have a six-year-old daughter to raise. You have to tell me. Do I have to go to an institution? Will I get violent?”
“Dannie, calm down. I only used a mild sedative to get you to Durall. It was a short-term drug that only lasts a few hours. No more drugs.”
“Durall? Is that a psych clinic?”
“No. Durall is—”
“Sir, you have an incoming communication from the client, shall I patch it into this cabin,” emanated from the walls.
Oh Christ. Not now.
“Who was that? …I think I’m starting to hear voices… Is that another side effect of the drugs? Will they have to use a straitjacket? Bed restraints? Electroshock? No—please, not electroshock therapy.”
“Nobody’s going to restrain you, and you are not hearing voices. That was just Durall letting me know I have a phone call.”
“Durall’s a person?”
“Crap. Durall’s the killer whale.”
“You named your killer whale and gave it a cell phone?”
“Of course not. Cell phones don’t work in the middle of the ocean. My killer whale has a full suite of trans dimensional communication systems—”
“Sir, your client.”
“Take a message, Durall. Tell him I’ll call him back in a few minutes.”
“Sir, the client reports that a typhoon is forming over the rendezvous point, and he suggests we move the meeting to your office in Sydney.”
“Tell him that is inconvenient, but okay. Calculate the additional travel time by air and relay the new ETA.”
“Done, sir. And might I say, it is nice to see you active and talking to the Master, Ms. Turney.”
Dannie had drawn her legs up and rested her forehead on them as she pulled at her hair.
“What do you want with us?”
“I assure you nothing bad is going to happen to you or Mariee.”
“Then Why drug us?”
“It was the simplest way to get you away from the crowded beach.”
“I have a daughter to raise and a business to run. I need to go back to Hawaii.”
“Dannie, calm down. Everything will work out and I promise you no one is going to hurt you. You’re not crazy nor do you have any kind of mental illness.”
“I’m not insane. You keep telling me I’m not insane. Then this is all a dream. Wake up right now, Dannie. I insist you wake up,” She said to herself and then slapped each cheek.
“Dannie, everything is fine. We’ll be in Australia in a few hours and then you’ll see. Everything is normal.”
“Yeah. Normal. I’m in a killer whale answering machine that’s going to fly me to Australia. This is normal for my world now. I must accept it. Everything is normal.”
“There’s a robe and a pair of slippers in the wardrobe. Why don’t you get dressed and come to the bridge? You’ll feel better when you can see everything for yourself.” Nick quietly left the cabin closing the simulated wood door behind him.
He heard Dannie through the door. “This must be a padded room in a mental hospital. That explains everything.”
“Ms. Turney, I can change the walls to padding if you like. Would a hospital bed be more comfortable? Anything you want just ask, I’m at your service.” 
Nick took his hand from the doorknob. I think that went well. I’m going to go take a long walk on a short plank and clear my head.
“Please, come to the bridge immediately, sir. We have a problem,” issued from the passageway wall.



Chapter 6
The hand gripping Riki’s shoulder shook her awake. She clamped her hands around the wrist and dug her thumbs into the soft flesh above the hand to wrist joint.
“Auh, that hurts. Riki, it’s Kai Kamaya. I came to warn you. A couple of SUV’s loaded with haoles passed our house a few minutes ago. Halia told us people might be looking for you. I came up the path from our house, so I got here first. It looks like they pulled into the jungle about a half mile down the road. You have only a couple of minutes before they get to the cabin.”
“Sorry about your wrist, Kai. I’ll get dressed and go out the back way, and then circle around and take the path to your house. Do you think someone could give me a ride to Honolulu?” Riki was stuffing the few things she’d brought with her into her over-size purse.
“No problem. We’ll get you there.”
“Here are the keys to Party Girl. Make sure you and Halia treat her right.”
Kai’s eye almost glowed in the dim light. “We will,” he said with reverence.
“I wish I didn’t have to involve your family in this.”
“If you know how to ride a scooter, you can take mine. Just chain it to one of the palm trees at the airport, and I’ll pick it up later today. It’s parked in the little shed next to the road.”
“Thanks, Kai. You guys are the best. I’ll call when I can and let you know when I’ll be returning. If you see my dad, tell him, I love him, and I’m sorry I missed his visit to the island. Shut off the power for me and lock up. Make sure you clean out the groceries, so they don’t spoil. Leave Party Girl here until the haoles get tired of watching the place.”
“Riki, be careful, those guys looked tough.”
“You haven’t seen tough until you’ve seen me in action.”
“Yeah, you’re tough, but there were at least four of them in each of the SUV’s. Maybe six or eight, I couldn’t tell because the windows were tinted so dark.”
Riki eased the back door open and slipped into the dense foliage. It took almost thirty minutes to flank the house and any watchers before she found the little trail that led down the mountain to Kai’s house. She scanned the path looking for the little stack of rocks she’d placed to mark the location she used to hide her emergency bolt bag. It contained money, passport, miniature professional makeup artist kit and a change of clothes. She’d have to leave the little gun and survival knife stashed in the hollow. Airport security would detect them and detain her. If that happened, her chances of getting off the island were slim to none.
Finding the rock marker was more luck than observation. She stepped around a fallen branch and ended up kicking the rocks, sending them rolling down the path or into the forest. Three steps into the trees she found the hollow with the waterproof bag. She was about to step back on the trail when she caught movement to the right out of the corner of her eye. Fading back into the foliage, she froze as a huge black-clad figure eased toward her. Riki held her breath when the man stopped and lifted his foot. He clicked on a tiny penlight and examined an object on the ground. One of the rocks from her marker was in the little spot of light.
The light clicked off and the man squatted doing a slow search of the surrounding jungle. Riki thought she’d have to throw something for a diversion when she heard another person coming from the direction of the cabin. The squatting man seemed to fade into the foliage.
Riki turned to slip deeper into the jungle when Kai approached her position. As Kai passed where the black clad figure had first stopped, the man erupted from the vegetation, slipped an arm around Kai’s neck and bent him over backwards. Kai was big, but the chokehold would have him incapacitated within seconds. Riki, using the noise of the scuffle to mask her approach, felt a rush as adrenalin drove into her system at the sight of her friend being attacked. She kicked the attacker in the side of his right knee and followed through with a spin and an elbow to the man’s temple. The arm around Kai’s neck tensed for a second before the attacker went limp and collapsed face first to the gravel.
Falling to his knees, Kai choked and rubbed his abused neck.
Riki rifled through the guy’s pockets. She found a three quarter inch diameter bundle of zip-cuffs in one pocket. She applied two to his wrists and linked several together to go around his ankles. Using one of his gloves, she linked two more zip-cuffs around his head to hold the glove in his mouth as a gag. She removed a .40 caliber Berretta from a combat shoulder holster and a K-bar knife from a leg sheath. Frowning, she realized she hadn’t seen any kind of team communications gear, just a standard cell phone. She rolled his head to the side and found a small commbud in one ear. Using two fingernails, she extracted the earpiece, wiped it on the guy’s jumpsuit, and inserted it in her left ear. His ID identified him as Darin More from, Portland, no government ID or company card. He could still be Agency.
“You feeling better?”
“Yeah,” Kai replied hoarsely.
“Think you can carry this sack of…”
“Let me get a rope. I could drag him by the neck a whole lot easier.”
“From what I’m hearing on this commbud, the rest of them are closing in on Dad’s cabin. If we can get him to their SUV’s, I’ll take one into town and disable the other. I can call the police, using this guy’s cell, and report what looks like a terrorist group breaking into a remote cabin. We’ll leave this one in the disabled vehicle. When the police arrive and capture or scatter these assholes, see if you can get my car out of there. I don’t want them to try to hotwire it.”
“Which knee did you kick him in?”
“The right. Why?”
Kai pushed off the ground and got to his feet. He walked to the unconscious man and kicked him as hard as he could in his left knee. He grabbed the man’s cuffed hands, pulled him up and draped him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “Let’s go. This haole could slip and land on his head.”
Riki hefted her bag and led the way to a cross trail. It turned left toward the road that went to the cabin. The track came out across the blacktop from a parking area beside the road. As she expected, the two SUVs were parked out of sight in the turnoff. She signaled Kai to wait while she checked to see if they’d left someone to watch the vehicles. The trucks were unguarded. She signaled Kai to bring the unconscious man and put him in one of the trucks. Kai and Riki used additional zip-cuffs to secure the man’s hands and feet to seatbelt mounting fixtures.
She went to the other Suburban and found the keys in the ignition. Riki started the truck while Kai, using the K-bar, punctured all four tires on the vehicle holding his assailant. For good measure, he stabbed the radiator several times, took the keys from the ignition, and jammed a stick in the keyhole. He broke it off flush with the metal before throwing the keys in a high arc into the trees.
Riki lowered her window. “Kai, thanks for the warning and helping with that meathead. You’d better head home now. I’ll call the local PD on my way down the mountain.”
“Take care of yourself, little sister.”
“I’ll call and check in.”
Riki shifted to drive and turned toward Honolulu. It was still early, but a quick stop at the Cutting Edge address in Honolulu might tell her if the company was connected to Nick Blade.
The Cutting Edge office was in a strip mall that backed onto a waterway connected to East Loch. Riki parked her borrowed SUV several blocks away and approached the area on foot. It was still an hour until dawn, so the parking lot servicing the strip mall should be deserted. From a block away, she spotted a partially hidden black Crown Vick idling behind a row of dumpsters. The occupants of the Crown had a clear view of the front of the mall.
“Well, puppy poop.” She whispered. “What does a girl have to do to catch a break?”
Half a block from the lot, she slipped behind a tree and watched as one of the stakeout crew opened her door and climbed out. Again with all black clothes. The black-suited woman walked briskly away from Riki, toward a 24/7 convenience store. The way she was hot stepping it down the street, she must have waited until her bladder was at the breaking point from too much coffee.
Riki recognized the woman as one from the local Agency office. If the Agency were watching this location, then maybe she was on to something with Cutting Edge and Blade.
Riki crossed the street to use the sidewalk on the other side. She needed to get around the stakeout and into the alley that gave access to the rear of the row of storefronts. Walking slowly and watching to see if the hidden car were visible from her location, she discovered that the owner of the strip mall had installed a privacy fence to block the dumpsters from the street. The stakeout crew only had a line of sight to the front entrance of the strip mall. Riki was sprinting for the alley when she saw the female agent leaving the convenience store. The woman would take several steps then do a little hitch step while pulling at the rear leg of her slacks. It had taken a few seconds before Riki realized the agent was trying to keep her panties from creeping while carrying a cardboard tray holding two large coffees and several pastries at the same time. Don’t you just hate that when they ride up your butt crack?
Riki dashed into the alley and headed for the rear of the mall. In the dark, she almost took one-step too many and plunged into East Loch. The rear of the mall backed on a narrow but long walkway with bollards set into the concrete every twenty feet. The dock was long enough to take a small ship or large yacht. The smell of the sea, dead fish, and algae encrusted concrete assailed her nose. She found the back door to Cutting Edge and set to work with her Agency provided lock picks. Oh darn, I forgot to leave these on my desk when I left. I’ll have to give them back to McCarry when I get the time.
The deadbolt opened in a matter of seconds. Riki opened the door just enough to slip inside. The back room she’d entered was pitch black except for an open door leading to the front office area. The parking lot lights cast a dim glow over the desks, chairs and file cabinets in the front office. She eased the connecting door shut then felt for the light switch. An overhead bank of florescent lights winked on. The room was set up as break rooms, with coffee maker, small fridge, and microwave. A cheap round table and four chairs were offset to one side to open a path to a single bathroom. The fridge and wall cabinets were empty. A small aluminum shipping case sat on the floor near the back door. The shipping label listed the recipient as Nick Blade, Cutting Edge, followed by this address and an Australian return address.
“Nicky, Nicky, what did you get?”
The lock picks had the padlock open in seconds. Riki flipped the lid and looked into the case. A white, three by five card centered in the bottom had something printed on it. She leaned forward to read it. “Say Cheese,” was printed in block letters. A hidden camera flash went off in her face and startled her so badly that she rocked back and landed on her butt on the tile floor. Blinking her eyes didn’t relieve the spots swamping her vision.
Shit, I didn’t see that coming. I wonder if I’ll ever see again.
Regaining her sight, she examined the box more closely. It contained several tiny digital still cameras and a web cam, all connected to some kind of a control box powered by a hefty battery. The control box had a stub antenna sticking up. Riki glanced around the room and located the wireless Internet hub that connected the unit. “Great, the pictures and video of me looking in this box can be anywhere on Earth by now. She stood and kicked the box in frustration. It felt as if she had broken her toe. The box hadn’t moved, it was fastened to the floor.
“Why install a burglar alarm when all you have to do is stick an inviting shipping container to the floor and wait for some idiot to open it so you can take their picture. Something tells me I’m not going to find much in the front office. I’ve got to quit talking to myself.”
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“What’s the problem, Durall?”
“Just received this, sir,” The face of the luscious redhead from the beach appeared on the screen. She was slowly getting closer to the camera when a bright flash swamped the picture for an instant before the circuits in the webcam recovered. Her face flashed a shocked expression for a second then jerked out of camera range.
“The office in Honolulu?”
“Yes, sir. Thirty seconds later the lid of the shipping case was closed and relocked.”
“So she knows I’m connected with Cutting Edge.”
“It would seem so, sir. Unless you removed the shipping label on the case as I suggested.”
Nick dropped his chin to his chest. “I was going to do that.”
“Was that Riki on the screen?” Mariee asked from behind him.
“Is that her name? The woman you were talking to on the beach at Waikiki.”
“Riki Dorn. She had pretty hair.”
“Dorn? I wonder… Durall we need to get to Sydney and make sure there’s nothing in the office that could identify our client or this acquisition.”
“By air, sir?”
“Yes, I think the faster we get there the better.”
Dannie lurched into the bridge rolling up the sleeves of a burgundy silk robe and trying to keep the too large slippers on her feet. “Okay, show me that everything is normal.”
“What form, sir.”
Nick turned to Mariee and Dust, “What’s your favorite way of flying, Mariee?”
“On a dragon. A gold one with red wings and a blue tail,” she said.
“I kind of meant what kind of airplane do you like to fly in,” Nick said.
“I only like to fly on dragons. Durall, you can become a dragon can’t you?”
“Of course, Miss Mariee. Sir?”
Nick massaged his temples and looked at Dannie through lowered eyelids. “Dannie, you ever wanted to fly on a dragon?”
“Sure, Nick. Why not. Will it breathe fire and wreck country villages along the way?”
“Of course not. We’re out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean there aren’t any villages. Go ahead, Durall. Make like a dragon.”
Dannie’s eyes dilated as she watched the view screen. The killer whale Durall surfaced and instantly began growing wings and scales. It only took a couple of minutes before the great wings started flapping and the gold, red and blue dragon ran through the water to launch into the air. The massive head with twelve-inch teeth and long horns turned to look at one of the cameras. A wisp of smoke drifted from the nostrils as the massive mouth opened wide and a thirty-foot stream of fire erupted. The dragon’s golden eye, with an iris like a cats, slowly winked at the people watching before the head faced forward and the beat of the wings increased.
“We’ll be in Australia in about nine hours, sir.”
“Land well out of sight of the shore and convert back into the yacht. We’ll go in like we normally do.” Nick turned to see how Dannie was enjoying the flight, only to find Mariee and Dust patting her checks as she lay on the floor in a faint. “Damn, I thought she’d understand if she saw the transformation.” Nick bent down, and tried to lift the unconscious Dannie in his arms. The slippery silk of the robe made trying to get a hold of her limp form almost impossible. It was like trying to hold a raw egg in one hand and pick it up with the fingers of the other hand without breaking the yolk or letting the whites ooze through his fingers. Just as he thought he had her and started to lift, she folded in half; her arms came up and slapped him in one ear and her feet flew up and kicked him in the other. Nick finally had enough and removed the robe. He managed to get Dannie in his arms and stand.
“Mariee, Dust, grab the robe and slippers.”
Dust slid a hand and arm into each slipper and held them up like lobster claws. Mariee picked up the robe and put it over her head, using the sleeves to tie it into a cape. Mariee then took Dust in her arms and followed Nick while Dust slapped the slippers together in time with Nick’s steps. The robe dragged behind as if they were in a royal procession. 
Nick heard her tell Dust, “Maybe when Mommy wakes up from her nap, I can get Durall to turn into a butterfly.”
Nick edged through Dannie’s cabin door sideways, “Next time we’re going after hardware. No more people. Something inanimate that doesn’t ask questions and won’t mind traveling in a civilized yacht or airplane. Maybe someone will want the lost library of Atlantis found. Something simple, like nice quiet scrolls or books.”
“Dust, why is Nick talking to himself?”
“He does that sometimes, when he’s feeling sorry for himself and needs to talk to someone sympathetic. Ignore him. He’ll get over it. I think your choice of a beautiful gold and red dragon was perfect.
Nick lowered Dannie onto the bed in her cabin. He pulled the light blanket over her and took a small sealed medipatch from his pocket. He opened it and put the small circle of medicated tape on Dannie’s neck.
This should make her sleep for eight or nine hours. I’m going to let the client explain things to her. I think she’s having a problem with my explanations.
“I’ll take the robe and slippers. Why don’t you two see if there are milk and cookies for a snack?”
“Dust, I’m going to do some research on our redheaded B&E artist. Keep an eye on Mariee. Durall, I changed my mind. When you get to our landing point, submerge and exit the area. I don’t want a satellite to track us to our destination. Surface after twenty miles or so and resume the yacht disguise.”
“Very good, sir.”
As they headed for the galley, Nick heard Dust ask Mariee, “Hey, Kid, you know how to play poker?”
 
><
 
Ten minutes later, Riki relocked the back door of the Cutting Edge office and tiptoed through the shadows to the alley. She passed close enough to the stakeout vehicle to hear the two occupants talking.
“Another hour of this and I’m going to go totally and completely postal. Unlucky for you. You’re the only person available to shoot.”
“You heard the same orders I did. We have to keep a watch on this place in case Blade or Dorn shows up. I’ve never seen McCarry as mad as he was when he got the call from that hick sheriff to come get that tail team. It took some fast-talking to explain why the Agency was conducting surveillance inside the U.S. I think he’s going to have to kiss the FBI’s ass for the next ten years to keep them from coming after us.”
Riki clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle her snort of laughter.
“I think the team that watched the school bus for six hours before asking why they had it staked out got the better ass chewing. Wouldn’t they know something was wrong when the Lexus sports car they’d been sent to tail, transformed into a 36-foot school bus full of third graders? McCarry’s blood pressure must have been off the charts with that one.”
As much fun as it was listening to Agency gossip, she needed to get moving. In a few minutes, she’d have trouble staying in the shadows. The car was only a couple of feet away on the other side of the privacy fence where she was hiding. The plastic slats of the fence ended about eight inches above the pavement. If she stretched… She could just reach the valve stem on the tires on the driver’s side of the car. A flick of her penknife and each had a nearly silent slow leak. Let’s see you explain that to McCarry.
Riki stood, gave the two in the car a little military salute and moved down the alley before dusting off her jeans and shirt. She walked completely around the block to avoid detection as she headed back to her borrowed SUV. The airport was only about ten minutes away in the light traffic this early in the morning. She parked the SUV in long-term parking between two others that were nearly the same size. A quick swap of the rear license plate with a Cooper Mini and “presto chango” no more borrowed SUV.
Riki figured that if Nick had left Hawaii, he had to have done it by boat. Maybe to one of the other nearby islands, but she didn’t think so. The agency’s search for Dannie and Mariee would encompass those islands, as well. If he took the Turneys off the island by ship or yacht, then their destination had to be somewhere accessible in the Pacific or a rendezvous at sea. Her only real potential lead was the Cutting Edge office in Sydney, Australia. If Blade and the Turney’s were traveling by sea, then she’d have plenty of time to stakeout the Cutting Edge office and try to find who Blade was dealing with.
Her footsteps echoed in the empty main airport terminal. Without a crowd for cover, she needed to get out of sight. Travelers would start arriving, in about a half hour, to begin check in for early morning flights. A small family restroom provided the privacy she needed to do her magic. Growing up with one of the most popular film stars in Hollywood for a father provided a great opportunity to learn the secrets of disguise from some of the best makeup artists in the world. A little water based hair rinse to shift her red locks to brown with red highlights, a little toner to darken her pale complexion, the use of a special port wine colored liquid latex applied in an ugly irregular half-moon near her left eye for a birthmark and, “Hello Mrs. Welton.” Riki held the passport up to the mirror to check the shape and placement of the birthmark. Not exact but close enough. Most people noted the mark and then made a concerted effort to avoid looking at it again.
After judicious use of mousse, hairspray and her brush, she had her shoulder blade length hair corralled by a silver barrette in a low ponytail. 
The clothes in the bag were neutral colored, stylish but not flashy. She slipped into a tight sports bra, to subdue the girls and reduce their “notice me” factor, and then donned a pair of off-white designer jeans, a dark dusty-rose colored blouse, an off-white sweater and tan flats. She shifted a few items from the makeup kit into the off-white shoulder purse that already held her money and passport.
The makeup kit, her old clothes, penknife and lock pick set went into the bolt bag.
Opening the door to the restroom, she did a careful scan of the terminal. TSA personnel were grouped together having a last cup of coffee and apparently telling stories about the passengers they’d harassed. The checked luggage inspection team was running test bags through the X-ray system. She walked past the ticketing counter and palmed a baggage ID tag, then went to a row of connected chairs to fill in her dad’s name and address. She slipped the string on the tag around the handle to her bolt bag and made sure the little padlock was closed.
A quick stroll past the lost luggage counter and its stacks of late and unclaimed bags, and her bolt bag was just one more bag to be delivered to an irate passenger’s home.
She paid cash for a ticket on Qantas and joined the early arrivals to go through security.
Twelve hours and fifty-six minutes later, she stepped into the humid, strangely scented afternoon air of Sydney, Australia.



Chapter 7
The moist floral tropical smell of Hawaii that Riki was used to, was replaced with a much drier, earthier smell. The normal miasma of a large city was the definite top note but more subtle smells of a different kind of vegetation. Something dusty, maybe even a hint of smoke. She’d heard on the flight that Australia had several massive wild fires burning. 
Riki took a cab to Millers Point and got a motel room as close as she could to the address listed for the Cutting Edge office in Sydney. This office was also located so it had water access. The company apparently owned an old warehouse and dock that jutted into Walsh Bay not far from the famous Sydney Opera House.
The motel was old and needed a coat of paint. The brown and orange stripped drapes in her room looked like left overs from the beginning of WWII. At least the mattress was firm and didn’t smell. An old 19-inch TV sat on a three-drawer lowboy with an aluminum luggage stand next to it. The threadbare brown carpet had a large gap in front of the open closet where two pieces had been seamed, and the glue had dried out. Thankfully, the bathroom was clean and functional.
Locking the door and adding the chain lock did little to improve her feeling of vulnerability. There shouldn’t be any way the Agency can track me here. Once I locate Blade, I can turn him over to the local authorities and prove I had nothing to do with the Turney abductions.
Riki sniffed the air, “Someone smells like two day old used gym socks. I guess that would be me.” She stripped down and went to shower taking her panties and bra with her. She turned on the shower to warm. After rinsing out the undergarments, she hung the panties over the heated towel rack to dry. The sports bra she took back into the bedroom. She folded a pillow in half and wrapped a bath towel around it. She then stretched the bra over the towel to dry. Riki moved the pillow to the little table, so the air conditioner output blew directly on it.
After showering, Riki made a call to a discrete Agency contact. Using an old authorization code from a year ago, she ordered an arriving agent special—gun, lock picks, cell phone, flashlight, and local ID. There was some risk. If the supplier called her division in Hawaii to check the authorization, she’d be compromised. With the Agency being what it was, she didn’t think there was much chance of that happening. The local supplier got paid when a requisition was made for equipment, so it didn’t pay to question the requestor too closely or the order might be canceled.
><
 
Durall flew over the Tasman Sea on extended hydrofoils. He slowly reduced their speed from 60 knots as they approached the Hornby Lighthouse at the entrance to Sydney Harbor.
“Nick studied the immediate-area data display. Durall, resume normal yacht protocols and comply with all posted harbor speeds. It’s dark enough that we shouldn’t have much other traffic to avoid. Try to slip us in without drawing the Harbor Patrol’s attention.”
“Yes, sir. We should be docking in forty-six minutes.”
“We’ll make a silent approach to the dock. If anyone is watching the office, I’d like our arrival to be a surprise. The tide is right so we should be able to use the dock tunnel and go in through the basement. I have a feeling that Ms. Dorn just might be coming to Australia if she read that shipping label on that case in my office in Honolulu.”
Nick found Dust and Mariee playing cards in the galley. Mariee had several overflowing boxes of toothpicks stacked in front of her, and Dust was down to about twenty individual toothpicks left in a single box.
“Whatever you do, Nick, don’t play poker with the kid. She’d end up owning Durall and we’d both be working for her.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. We’re docking, so get what you need and meet me by the hatch. We’ll go into the office through the dock tunnel. I’ll go wake Dannie.”
Nick tapped on the door to Dannie’s cabin. It opened to reveal a droopy-eyed, scowling Dannie cinching her robe closed. She reached up to scratch her neck and found the sedative patch. Scraping the sedative patch from her neck, “No more drugs,” she asked with an accusing look.
“After you fainted, I figured it would be better if you slept the remainder of the trip.” Nick folded his arms and leaned against the bulkhead. “Look at the bright side. Now you won’t have jet lag.” He shifted off the wall and waved down the passageway. “I came to get you. We’re in Sydney and ready to go ashore.”
“Don’t you mean land? We’re flying in a fire-breathing dragon. Don’t we have to carve a fiery trail of destruction before we land?”
“We’ve been through a couple of changes since you fainted. We’re in a very normal sea-going yacht tied up to my company’s private dock. Let’s join Mariee and Dust and go to my office.”
><
 
A light tap on the motel-room door a while later and she had the equipment she needed to check out the Cutting Edge office.
She used her new cell phone to place a call to Kai Kamaya.
“Kai, it’s Party Girl’s Mom. What’s happening brah?”
“After you left all hell let go. The locals sent one patrol officer. Those haole’s turned his cruiser into Swiss cheese, but he got out a call for help. Someone must have been expecting trouble because in a few minutes we had FBI, DHS and a whole bunch of people who didn’t have any ID on their vests come screaming in. They found the guy in the SUV and shot another one at the cabin.”
“How’s Dad’s cabin?”
“Not as waterproof as it was. There are still teams combing the jungle looking for the other shooters. The FBI pulled one of the black suits, without ID on his vest, aside and ripped him apart. His name sounded like Mac Carry or Macary, but mainly the FBI just called him Asshole. I didn’t dare get any closer to hear more.”
“Be careful, Kai. These guys are deadly serious, and you or your family could get caught in the crossfire.”
“In the confusion, I got Party Girl out of there. She’s staying with a brah until the haoles go. Halia is teaching her Hawaiian. You come back. You have to call her moku pepe. She don’t understand if you talk haole.”
“Thanks for everything, Kai. Malāma pono. I’ll call when I can,” Riki disconnected and sat staring at the phone for a few minutes hoping she hadn’t pulled the Kamaya family into something deadly.
Who the hell are the people who attacked the cabin? Apparently not Agency personnel or if they are, the Agency is not claiming them.
A peek out the curtained window, confirmed it was dark enough. Her bra was still a little damp so she dressed without it. “If I have to do any running, the ride could get wild.”
She took a meandering route to the building listed as the home of Cutting Edge, Sydney, Australia. Several turns around the nearby streets and parking areas confirmed no human surveillance team watched the office. If there were cameras in place, she hadn’t seen them.
A quick walk down the dock behind the building was all she needed to realize she was not going in the back door. It was metal without a visible external lock, and only opened from the inside. “Oh well, time to pull a ‘Brazen Betty,’ the Agency’s name for going in the front door as if you belonged there and did it every day. Riki waited at the corner of the building watching for any movement in the lot, in front of the building. All quiet.
The lock was a good one, and it took almost twenty seconds to get it open. A quick search of the two desks revealed only normal office supplies. No files, no contact lists, no Rolodex, not even a computer.
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Durall silently slipped beside the dock and extended normal looking ropes to the dock cleats.
Nick and the girls exited the yacht through a hatch and gangway that dropped them into a concrete tunnel beneath the dock. The dimly lit tunnel had waterproof light fixtures mounted in the ceiling and smelled of saltwater and wet concrete. The tunnel ended in a set of steps topped by a heavy steel door that opened into the office-building basement.
Nick led the way up to his office. He was reaching for the light switch, when he heard a female voice say, “Nick, how the hell do you run your business without a computer?”
“Very well, thank you,” he replied.
“Blade!” was the startled response just before he heard a snap and the sound of a body landing on the floor.
Nick flipped the light on to reveal a man, dressed in black, holding a stun gun while standing over an unconscious brown-haired woman on the floor behind one of the desks.
The man smiled at Nick, “I arrived for our meeting and saw her going in through the front door. I knew it would’ve been locked, and she wasn’t invited to the meeting.” He used his foot to roll the woman to her back.
“Riki Dorn. I was almost expecting her after she found a shipping case with this address on it in my office in Hawaii.”
Dannie stepped around Nick and gasped, “Jason?”
“Hi, Dannie,” his smile changed to one of sad longing, “and this must be our daughter, Mariee. You’ve gotten so big. The pictures I’ve seen didn’t begin to show me how pretty you are. I’ve missed you two so much. That’s why I asked Nick to find you and bring you to visit Daddy,” Jason said dropping to his knees and giving a Mariee a tearful hug.
“Visit? We weren’t given a choice. Mr. Blade drugged and then kidnapped us.” Dannie said as she put her fists on her hips and glared at Nick.
“I was afraid that might need to be done. I needed to see you guys without letting the U.S. government know we were in contact.” Jason released Mariee who then joined Nick by Riki’s twitching body.
“Why would they care?” Dannie asked.
“I’ll tell you everything, but it’s a long story and will take a while,” Jason said.
Nick went to his knees and straightened Riki’s limbs. God what a body. My palms are sweating just checking her for weapons. Mmm…no bra…she must be cold. Very cold. He pulled the purse from her shoulder and checked it contents, gun, lock picks, cell phone with a single call in its history, cosmetics, ID and change purse, wad of bills, the missing bra, and an extra pair of lace panties. He flipped through the ID. The passport was in the name of a Mrs. Teresa B. Welton, but the local driver’s license and credit card were issued in the name of Lynda Carter.
Nick chuckled, “Lynda Carter, she must see herself as Wonder Woman.”
There was even a local library card and receipts from a Sydney dry cleaners and grocery store dated last week. Definitely from one of the Washington alphabet agencies, or their international ilk. The quality of the forged passport alone proves that.
Mariee, scooped up Dust, and then went to stand in front of Jason, her bottom lip quivering, “Did you killed her?” she asked Jason.
“No, Honey. She’s just stunned.”
Riki groaned and jerked a few times, underscoring the fact, that she was alive.
“I like her. She was nice to me and talked to me. What happened to her beautiful red hair?” Mariee knelt beside Riki. Dust jumped to Riki’s chest and pressed a hand to the pulse point on her neck while Mariee raked Riki’s hair away from her face.
Nick watched and almost laughed as Dust rolled back and got comfortable, using Ms. Dorn’s truly amazing and thinly covered chest as a couch. The sight of a teal blue dust mop curled in half, with six legs sticking in the air showing off rainbow colored nail polish, while snuggling into a place he was having wet dreams about, had him making snorting, choking sounds.
“She’s alright, Kid,” Dust raised her arms and shoved her hair back to re-clip her barrette. “She’ll come around in a few minutes. Then the fun begins.”
“What fun?” Mariee asked.
“Why—the fun where Nicky Boy explains everything to Agent Riki Dorn without telling her anything. That’s one tap dance I want to hear. See, Kid, the world governments can’t know about us or any of this,” she waved an arm to encompass herself, Nick, Jason and Durall. We don’t exist.”
Mariee looked at Dust with wide eyes, “You don’t?”
“Naaha. We’re just swamp gas and weather balloons.”
“But I like you, and I want you to be real. You’re fun like my grandma.”
“Grandma! How old do you think I am?” Dust began muttering to herself, “She couldn’t say cousin or older sister. Nooo, she had to say grandma.”
The sound of a large engine revving to high rpm, followed by the shriek of tortured rubber as tires skidded on the pavement was all the warning Nick had of the danger.
He saw four men scramble from the rear of a large van and charge the front door.
“Trouble. Take cover,” Nick yelled.
Dust leapt from Riki and hit Mariee in the chest, knocking her flat. She then grabbed one of Mariee’s arms and tried to drag her into the foot well of the desk.
Nick launched himself across the top of another desk. He was tipping off the far side of the desk when the glass in the front door exploded in a hail of bullets. One of the machinegun rounds hit him in the calf and flipped him the remainder of the way over the desk.
Nick could see past the desk as Jason stepped, in front of Dannie, to shield her. He took two rounds in his left arm and shoulder that slammed him into Dannie, and both of them into the wall behind.
Dannie let out an “oofff” as she hit the wall and slumped to the floor with the wind knocked out of her.
“Hold your fire. Don’t hit the woman. We need her,” yelled the last man through the door.
Two of the commando-clad gunmen grabbed Dannie and dragged her to the van while the other two sent bursts of bullets ripping through the office as they retreated.
Nick heard an ear-shattering boom close to his head and jerked back to see Riki Dorn returning fire with the gun he’d taken out of her purse and left on the floor near her. She used a two handed grip to steady the gun as she fired under the deck and through the open office door.
One of the two firing their weapons at the storefront grabbed his thigh and dropped his gun. As he bent to grab the wound, another round from Riki’s gun took him in the exposed neck. The other shooter started for his companion, but Riki hit him in the hand and blew the magazine out of his gun. He turned and ran for the van. The last shot from Riki’s gun blew out the van’s left front tire as her gun’s slide locked open on the empty clip.
The van took off, but rather than turn into the street, it veered behind the office and headed down the dock.
Riki staggered to her feet and leaned over the desk, her legs going in two directions at once.
Nick heard sobs coming from under the desk Riki leaned on. “Mariee! Are you hurt?” he called.
Mariee crawled from under the desk and slid over to Jason, “Daddy, you have to get up and help Mommy. The bad men took her.” She turned to look at Nick, “Nick, Daddy’s bleeding and won’t get up.”
“I’m awake, Mariee. Just give me a second to catch my breath,” Jason said as he hugged her to him with his uninjured arm. “I’ll get up in a couple of seconds and go after Mommy.”
Riki wobbled to the front door and looked past the building. She could just see the end of the dock where the van had stopped. A semi-ridge inflatable boat with a monster outboard engine approached the end of the dock. “They’re making their getaway by water. The van’s parked at the end of the dock.”
“I need to get to my yacht. Once they get back into the harbor, I’ll never be able to track them,” Nick said.
Riki leaned against the shattered front door for a few seconds before turning and stumbling to where Nick lay on the floor with a bloody blue piece of mop wrapped around the wound in his calf.
“You’re not going anywhere, Blade. I’m calling the local police to take you into custody.”
“Think again, Sister. I’m going after Dannie. I’m the reason she is here in the first place. This was just supposed to be a family reunion not a fucking gun battle.” Nick let out a clenched-jawed scream as he levered himself to his feet.
“We’re coming, too,” Jason said as Mariee helped him to stand.
“Nobody’s going anywhere, I’ve got the gun,” Riki told them as she steadied her quivering body by holding the back of a desk chair.
“Well you better shoot me then, that’s the only way you’re going to stop me.” Nick turned and opened the basement door.
“We’re right behind you,” gritted out Jason as he and Mariee brushed past Riki. “Why don’t you stay here, lady, and explain to the police why you are illegally in a closed business shot full of holes and a dead man is laying on the sidewalk, killed by your unregistered handgun?”
Nick hopped down the steps on his good leg, using just the toe of his wounded one for balance.
“Well, shit. When you put it like that, I think I’ll come with you,” Riki said.
“You’re not invited,” Nick threw over his shoulder.
Riki bent down and almost fell on her face as she shoved the stuff back in her purse and crammed the gun in on top. “Then you’ll have to stun me again to stop me.”
She slid past Jason and Mariee and lifted Nick’s arm around her neck as she wrapped her other arm around his waist. “I hope you have first aid supplies on that barge of yours? You two need to be in an emergency room.”
“Not happening in this lifetime,” Nick said. “Just help me get to the yacht, and you can leave. Jason set the timer for five minutes and press the initiate button.”
Jason stopped at a panel on the wall near the door. He opened the panel, typed in 5:00 on the display and pressed the large red button that said, “Initiate Self Destruct.” “The countdown is running, let’s move.”
Jason pulled Mariee past the hobbling pair and ran for the hatch.
“What did he mean, the countdown is running?” Riki asked.
“Lady, in less than five minutes there’s going to be a tremendous explosion from a ruptured gas main. This tunnel, office and part of the dock are going to become rubble sinking into the harbor, so if you don’t want to become part of the tragedy, leave me and make a run for the street. Forget you ever heard of Nick Blade or Cutting Edge.”
“Just where would I be running to? Your little disappearing act back in Hawaii got me fired, and I’ve made it my life’s work to see you locked behind bars for as many years as possible.”
The panel behind them began a slow beeping.
“Move it. That’s the final countdown starting,” Nick said picking up the pace and hopping over the gangway. The movement of the yacht caused him to lose his balance and drop his injured leg to the deck for support. “Son-of-a-bitch,” he ground out between his teeth. “Where’s your cabin? I’ll help you to your bunk, and then see if I can castoff and move the boat away from the explosion.
Nick shook his head. He couldn’t throw her off the yacht, the tunnel was about to turn into a ragging inferno. The hell with it, I’ll have to deal with her knowing about Durall later.
“Durall, castoff and move us away from the dock. We have less than a minute before the self-destruct takes out the office and dock.”
“Right away, sir,” issued from the passageway walls.



Chapter 8
 
Riki looked around for the speaker, “How many crewmen do you have on this little toy?”
“That’s not something you need to know. Turn right here, the bridge is at the end of the passageway.”
They hopped and staggered into the bridge. The large displays showed a 360-degree view of the harbor and dock.
All but one of the people on the dock were aboard the semi inflatable boat. The last man pulled a pack from the van, yanked an attached lanyard and tossed the canvas covered package onto the stern deck of Durall before he piled into the boat and it took off.
“Sir, I believe an explosive device was just deposited on my deck.”
“I saw it, Durall. Launch it over the dock and let’s get out of here.”
The pack arched through the air and disappeared over the concrete dock. A few seconds later, a tremendous “whoomf” was heard, and a spout of water blasted into the air.
“How did you do that? I didn’t see anyone on the deck throw the charge,” Riki said.
“Magic,” was all Nick said.
The yacht swiftly slipped back from the dock and backed into the harbor.
“Durall, follow the inflatable. But hang back far enough they can’t see us in the dark. Give me a report on Jason’s condition.”
“The bullets passed completely through. The one in the shoulder caused considerable damage to his clavicle and muscles but missed all vital organs. The arm wound is a flesh wound and should heal without problems. I have Mr. Jason resting and on pain meds. Miss Mariee is with him.”
“Thanks, Durall.”
“What about your wound, sir? I should treat it immediately.”
“It’ll have to wait until we see where they’re taking Dannie.”
“Nick, have him treat it now. I can’t hold on any longer. As soon as I let go, you’re going to bleed like a sampian blood foad.” Dust fell to the floor on her back with all six legs in the air and her arms laying limply at her sides.
Riki let out a screech, jumped back, her gun out of her purse, and aimed at the weakly moving Dustmopier. “What the hell is that?”
“Damn, Dust. Next time give me a little more warning,” Nick said.
“Sorry, Nick. I applied pressure as long as I could, but couldn’t hold on any longer. Now, let Durall treat that wound before you fall down from blood loss. I need to go take a shower. I got your icky, sticky, oozing innards all over me.”
“Riki put the gun away. It’s not loaded anyway. And Dustmopier is not a threat.”
“It’s…it’s a talking blue dust mop with six legs and, and hands.”
“Ohhh, this one is bright. She didn’t even notice how nicely my nails were polished.”
A blood covered Mariee came through the door and stopped, staring at Riki’s gun. “Don’t shoot her, she’s my friend.”
Riki looked back and forth between Nick and Mariee.
Mariee ran to Dust and scooped her up.
An elongated high-backed chair began rising from the floor, “Have a seat, sir. I’ll have your leg patched up in a jiffy.
“Don’t worry, Mariee. I promise I’ll find your Mommy and bring her back to you,” Nick said. 
“Come on, Kid. Let’s go get cleaned up.” Dust patted Mariee shoulder.
Riki had backed up, pressing against the bridge wall. She swung her gun from Dust, to the chair, to Nick and back, while her eyes flicked around the room looking for the most immediate threat.
Nick slowly lowered into the chair and used his hands to lift his injured leg onto the footrest. The footrest continued to form around his leg until it had it completely encased. “Ahh… That feels better already, Durall. What kind of damage do you see?”
“The bullet missed the bone. There is some arterial damage and a lot of soft tissue involvement. I’m afraid you won’t be doing much surfing for a while, sir.”
“Will it affect my love life?”
“Only if the young lady has a foot fetish, sir.”
“Then it’s okay. I can live with it. Riki, put the gun away. You’re not in danger.”
Riki gave him a wide eyed stare. “Proclaims the man who kidnapped two people, has a talking dust mop with purple lips, a talking yacht with some kind of medical treatment chair that grows out of the floor and an office with a self-destruct mechanism.”
“Okay then, hang on to your gun, but I need you to watch the screen and make sure we know where that boat carrying Dannie goes. Come on, Agent. You’re a professional. Act like it. Take charge and show me what you’ve got.”
Riki turned to watch the screen, but still darted looks around the bridge as if she were expecting someone to sneak up behind her.
The center screen showed the small inflatable headed for an sleek ocean going yacht that had to be to 250 feet long. It had a small helicopter perched on a raised deck near the stern and two rigid hulled twenty-foot jet boats tucked into retracted davits. The black hull had a wide gold strip running the length of the hull and a matching marking on the wall of the third deck, just below the bridge.
It trailed a landing platform at the rear that angled into the water. The type of platform that a fast moving small craft like the one they were chasing could run up on and be drawn into the stern of the yacht without the yacht slowing or stopping.
“Sir, Harbor Patrol boats have entered the water from both sides of the harbor. It appears they are moving to intercept all surface traffic coming from the area of the Cutting Edge dock. The explosion must have gotten their attention.”
“Mr. Blade… Sir, what are your orders.”
 
><
 
Riki turned to find Nick passed out in the chair. “What did you give him?”
“Pain killer, a mild sedative to slow his heart rate, fluids and a transfusion to replace the blood loss,” Durall said.
Riki looked around the bridge. “Where are you? Are you watching us from a secondary set of controls?”
“No, Ms. Dorn. I’m all around you. I am the entire craft. I’m Durall Multicraft a series 4000Z metamorph. I must say; it is a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, your education, and career that I feel I know you.”
What the hell? Has Blade been stalking me?
“Why do you sound like an English butler?”
“It’s how my first owner specified my existence, my personality, if you will. He wanted his craft to serve him as butler, house maid, and valet.” 
“Sounds like something my father would do. I think that’s why he became a movie star. It wasn’t to perfect his acting ability. It was to prove he was above everyone else. That way they would see him as the lord-of-the-manor and automatically take on the role of servant.”
“If you say so Ms. Dorn.”
“So what do you suggest we do, Durall?”
“That is entirely up to Mr. Blade or you, I believe, since he is incapacitated. I am not permitted to define tactics without the owner, or his authorized substitute’s input. Mr. Blade specifically said you were in charge.”
“Okay, since I’m in charge. I think we’ll track that yacht until we determine where it’s going, or we can rescue Dannie Turney without getting her killed. But we need to get away from these Harbor Patrol boats. Damn, if this were a submarine, we could just submerge and disappear.”
“Will it be wise to change to submarine mode in view of the Harbor Patrol?”
Riki paused and looked around, “You can do that?”
“Of course, I’m a series 4000Z.”
“Well if we could do it slowly, so they’d think we are just getting further away, it might work.”
“Commencing conversion to submarine mode with a yacht shaped extension above the surface.”
Riki watched the yacht’s hull change shape on the view screens and take on the look of a modern day submarine. They began sinking below the surface as the part above water maintained the outline and lighting of the original yacht, as it slowly got smaller. A few minutes before the first Harbor Patrol search light reached them; the surface extension flowed into the submarine hull and slipped below the surface.
Riki watched the Harbor Patrol boats circle the area where they’d disappeared. One of them must have seen the fast moving inflatable in the distance because both boats peeled away and went in pursuit of the fleeing craft. With the head start and the distance the patrol boats had to travel, there was no chance they’d catch the inflatable before it reached the yacht.
“Durall, can we reach the mouth of the harbor before the yacht gets there?”
“Most assuredly, Ms. Dorn. We’ll have to do it cautiously and not use excessive speed in these shallow waters. If we go too fast, we will cause a visible wake on the surface.”
“Okay, go around the yacht and get in position ahead of it. With your ability to change shape, could you match the top of your hull to the shape of the bottom of the yacht?”
“That should be possible. However, I’ve never attempted it before.”
“Let’s give it a try. If it looks like it won’t work, I’ll think of something else. What kind of armaments do you have aboard?”
“Armaments? I’m not a war craft, Ms. Dorn. No weapons.”
“Well shit. All the good high-tech spy craft in the movies have hidden armaments.”
“I could grow some teeth or fangs. Would that help?”
Riki slammed her palm into her forehead, “No, Durall. I don’t think a nice set of pearly whites will scare the bad guys into giving Dannie back. How’s Blade doing? Any sign he’s coming around to help with this mess?”
“Not yet, Ms. Dorn. But I think Mariee and Dustmopier are finished with their shower. Would you like me to ask them to come to the bridge?”
“Yeah, that will be real helpful. A six-year-old and a talking floor mop with an attitude. What is that thing anyway?”
“I’ll have to let Mr. Blade or Ms. Dustmopier answer that question, I’ve been specifically forbidden to reveal that kind of information.”
Durall moved ahead of the departing yacht and matched its speed exactly. The view screen showed the small inflatable bouncing through the yacht’s wake as it closed on the boarding platform. The two Harbor Patrol boats had closed to about 200 yards when a streak of bright light arced from the stern of the yacht, and one of the patrol boats disappeared. The other patrol boat carved away and began to “S” turn as it widened the gap.
“What happened to the other boat?”
“It was a direct hit. I’m sorry, Ms. Dorn, there were no survivors.”
“These guys are some serious players. An attack like this is going to have the entire Australian Navy and Coast Guard after them,” Riki said.
“And us, if we’re with them when the attack comes,” Durall said.



Chapter 9
Durall moved in front of the fleeing yacht and slowed so that the yacht slowly moved into position above. After analyzing the bottom of the yacht’s hull, Durall adjusted his outer surface to match and began inching up until they were in contact. Once Durall made contact, the water between the two vessels was pumped out, and they were stuck together by water pressure trying to fill the vacuum. Durall adjusted his engines to match the movement of the yacht so that their presence below was not noticeable.
“Ms. Dorn, there is another vessel approaching on a collision course. My sensors show the approaching yacht is the twin of this one, but with a gray on dark gray paint scheme.”
“Two of them? What the hell are they up to?”
The two yachts slowed a little, and then each began a tight 180-degree turn before stabilizing on the inverse of their original course. The black painted yacht proceeded back into Sydney Harbor and the gray yacht returned to the sea.
“I get it!” Riki said, “On harbor radar, it will look like the two vessels slowed to pass before continuing on course. In reality, the yacht the Australian Navy will be looking for is heading back to its dock to hide in plain sight while the sister ship heads to sea and if stopped, has nothing aboard but vacationing families. No evidence of weapons or the kidnapped Dannie.”
The view screen showed the yacht, with Durall attached, approaching a covered dock storage facility. It was like a large boathouse with a roof to block the sun and aerial surveillance, but with open sides that would permit workers access to the hull and superstructure if they wanted to do something like change the yacht’s color scheme.
“This is going to be tight,” Durall reported. “Once we move into the docking area, we will not have enough clearance to leave. The propellers on the yacht will block our exit and at low tide we may even be jammed in the mud of the harbor floor.”
“Can you make your hull any thinner?”
“Not without extending beyond the hull of the yacht and then we would be visible from above.”
“I guess we will just have to solve that problem if or when it happens. Right now, we need to find out where Dannie is and how many bad guys we’re dealing with. I only have one reload for my gun sewn into the lining of my purse. That’s only fourteen rounds.”
“I can provide surveillance,” Durall said. “I can extrude thin sections for my hull and send them into the yacht through openings in the yacht’s hull and through the boat landing platform. That should give us eyes and ears in many of the areas.”
“Do it as soon as we’re tied up at the dock. We need to see where they’re taking Dannie, and what they want with her.”
Mariee and Dust walked into the bridge, all signs of purple lipstick scrubbed off. Dust now looked more like a very large cotton ball rather that a dust mop. Her hair was soft and waved gently as she walked. The teal color gone, replaced by a beautiful light brown color with shades of lighter strawberry blond banding her torso. Her six legs gave her a smooth flowing gait that made it look as if she were gliding across the floor. Just a hint of her green eyes were visible as her fur undulated.
“Have you found Mommy? How are we going to get her away from the bad men?” Mariee asked.
“We’re looking for her now. I think the men who took her have her on the yacht that’s directly above us,” Riki told the two.
“What have you told Ms. Dorn, Durall?”
“Only what was necessary to make the pursuit successful, Prinas Dustmopier.”
“No titles. She knows too much already.”
Riki was looking back and forth between Dust and the wall where Durall’s voice emanated.
“Okay, you two. What’s going on? As a federal agent of the U.S. Government, I demand you tell me who and what you are. How can this ship do what it does? Where on Earth did you come from,” Riki said as she pointed at Dustmopier.
“Oh I don’t think you get to demand anything. I heard you tell Nick you were fired. I don’t believe you have a standing in an official capacity of the U.S. Government. So back off before I take a bite out of one of your scrawny legs.”
“That does it. When I get my gun reloaded, I’m going to bag me a six legged fur ball to mount on my trophy wall,” Riki grabbed her purse and ripped the lining open. Bullets spilled out and rolled across the floor.
“No. You can’t hurt Dust. She’s my friend. I thought you were, too, but you’re just a big meany.” Mariee scrambled across the floor scooping up bullets and stuffing them in her pockets.
“Hand over my bullets, Kid. You heard her. She said I have scrawny legs. Nobody tells me I have scrawny legs and lives to talk about it. Especially an escapee from a Q-tip factory. Besides, who in their right mind would mix green nail polish with purple lipstick? I’m going to do the world a favor and make sure that mistake isn’t repeated.”
“Stay away from Mariee or I’m going to go ninja on that over inflated Barbie Doll frame of yours. I bet when you sneeze you give yourself two black eyes,” Dustmopier said.
“Enough. Can’t a fallen soldier have a little peace when he’s dying? He has to wake up to find his best friend going at it with his girlfriend,” Nick said. “Nobody’s going to shoot anyone. Mariee, you hang on to the bullets for now. Dust I want you and Riki to shake hands and act like adults. Set a good example for the kid for Christ’s sake. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were back in school. The kitten and the sex kitten spitting at each other over a boy.”
Riki and Dust stared at each other for a moment, and then turned as one to attack a common enemy.
“Girlfriend! I wouldn’t be your girlfriend if you were the last—”
“Kitten! Did he just call me a kitten?”
Nick just lay in the medi-chair and grinned at the two.
“Give her the bullets, Kid. After I rip his throat out, she can shoot him,” Dustmopier said.
Nick ignored them and asked Durall, “What do you have on Dannie?”
“Her abductors have her tied to a chair in the boat storage hold. They have left her in seclusion for now. I believe they are playing a psychological game to break her spirit.”
 “They haven’t started questioning her?”
“Not yet. The one wounded in the hand, ordered them to leave her alone while he had his injury treated.”
“If I can get to her before they come back, I can get her out of there and back on Durall, and they won’t have a clue where she went,” Riki said.
“Too late. They’re returning,” Nick said pointing at the view screen showing the hold from above and behind Dannie.
Three men stooped through the hatch. The hatch clanged shut and one of the men spun the locking wheel.
The largest of the three stepped in front of Dannie and leered at her bikini clad body, “Tell me what I want to know, and I might give you back your robe. When is your company installing the latest communication security upgrades?”
Dannie said nothing.
“How did you get off Hawaii and to Australia? Who warned you we were coming for you?”
Dannie just shook her head, “You wouldn’t believe me if I tell you. I’ve seen your faces, so you’re going to kill me the minute I answer your questions. The longer I say nothing the longer I live.”
“We don’t want you dead. You answer our questions and agree to work with us in the future, and we’ll let you and your daughter live.”
“Why would I believe you?”
“You are still alive. If we’d have wanted you dead, we could have shot you on the dock. The two men with you when we found you, are dead. Who else knows you are in Australia?”
“You killed Jason and Nick Blade?” Dannie gasped.
“Nick Blade? What do you know of him? What does he have to do with you and your business?”
“I have no idea what you are talking about. I just met the man a couple of days ago on the beach in Hawaii.”
“How did you leave Hawaii? We were watching the air ports and ferries.”
“If you really want to know, we left by surfboard.”
“So you used a surfboard to get to a boat?”
“No. We used the surfboard to get to a killer whale. Then we rode in the killer whale two hundred feet below the surface at a hundred-miles-an-hour. When Nick learned that a typhoon was moving into the area where we were to meet Jason, we switched to flying in a dragon. A great big gold, red and blue dragon that could breathe fire, but there weren’t any country villages to burn and pillage in the middle of the ocean so we just flew.”
Riki turned to Nick, “She’s good. She told that story so convincingly that I almost believed her.”
The next question drew them back to the screen, “Lady, quit bullshitting me. How did you get to Australia, and where is Nick Blade?”
“I told you, I came to Australia in a killer whale answering machine with trans-dimensional communications capabilities. His name was Durall. And you just told me you killed Nick when you kidnapped me. So which is it? Is he alive or dead?”
“Who is Blade working with?”
“His partner is a blue dust mop that wears purple lipstick and Durall the dragon of course.”
The questioner turned and looked at his companions. They shrugged in answer to his unasked question.
“Lady, maybe a few hours alone in the cold and dark will get the truth out of you. Let’s go. Turn off the lights and lock the hatch. I don’t want anyone coming in here by mistake. I need to contact McCarry, and let him know that Blade is involved in this.”
Riki jerked at the mention of McCarry’s name.
Nick looked at Riki, “Who is McCarry? You obviously know that name.”
“He’s was my boss at the Agency. I can’t believe the U.S. Government had anything to do with killing that Harbor Patrol boat crew.”
“What Harbor Patrol boat crew?”
“Oh, that’s right you passed out before the fun began. The Harbor Patrol sent two boats to intercept all traffic leaving the area of the explosion. The yacht above us launched a missile or RPG at one of the boats and killed everyone aboard. The other boat veered away and escaped.”
“So the Australian Navy and every other agency in the country are looking for us,” said a very pale Jason as he used the bridge hatch frame to support his sagging body.
Riki answered, “That’s probably true. The yacht above us, the one with Dannie, pulled a quick turnaround at the harbor entrance when it met with an identical yacht. That’s when we latched on to the bottom of this one and came back to the dock with them.”
“So where exactly are we now?” Nick asked.
“We’re sandwiched between the yacht and the harbor bottom. We’re docked in a covered boat slip in Sydney Harbor. Durall tells me we can’t get out because the propellers of the yacht above us are blocking our exit.”
“So even if we can rescue Dannie, we can’t get away? You’ve got us trapped?” Nick said.
“Well if you want to look at it that way… Yes.”



Chapter 10
Jason moved into the room and used Nick’s medi-chair for support. His breathing was shallow and lines of pain radiated from his eyes and mouth. “We need to figure out how to get Dannie away from those thugs. We can’t wait much longer or they’re going to try using stronger methods to make her talk.”
Riki crossed her arms and stared at the two men. “I agree, but we need to be careful. If the crew on the yacht discover us, they can take their time figuring out how to destroy us, and we aren’t going anywhere with this yacht sitting on our heads.”
Another medi-chair began to appear next to the one Nick occupied. “Please take a seat, Mr. Turney. You don’t look at all well,” Durall said.
Dust jumped onto Jason’s chair and ran up Jason’s arm to perch on his shoulder. She pressed her hand to the side of his neck checking his pulse. After a moment, she rose up, lifted one of his lids, and peered into to his eye. “Park it buster, before you pass out. Your hearts racing like you just finished running the Kentucky Derby, and not as one of the jockeys.”
Dust hopped back to Nick. Jason half sat and half fell back into the medi-chair now pressing against the back of his legs. A sigh escaped as he reclined and used his good arm to massage his wounded shoulder.
“I’ve given you more pain killer, you’ll start to feel the effects shortly. You should not have left your bed, Mr. Turney,” Durall said in a scolding voice. “You could have done permanent damage if you had torn that wound open again.”
Riki moved to the foot of the two medi-chairs and stared down at the injured men shaking her head back and forth. “When there’s real danger, leave it to the boys to get a booboo so the girls have to step in and save the day.”
Dust was now sitting on Nick’s stomach, where she’d watched Riki as she made the last statement. Riki saw Dust’s green eyes snap to full extension beyond the waves of fur. Their focus shifted to something behind Riki and she froze in mid step.
“What’s wrong? Did a ghost just appear behind me?” Riki asked.
“That’s no ghost,” Dust said, pointing to the view screen behind Riki. “What is Mariee doing? If those assholes come back, they’ll grab her, too.”
Riki spun around and looked at the view screen in time to see Mariee dart out of the shadows in the boat hold and run to her mother. Mariee pulled at the nylon restraints binding Dannie to the chair. They could hear her sobs and see the frustration on her face when she found she couldn’t get them off.
“Mommy, I came to save you. All the grownups were yelling at each other, so I had to come rescue you from the bad men. Riki and Dustmop were fighting and Daddy and Nick are shot.”
“Oh, Baby. How did you get here? You shouldn’t have come by yourself. If the bad men catch you they might hurt you,” Dannie said. She leaned her head against the top of Mariee’s and large tears rolled down her cheeks. “You’ve got to get out of here.”
“Not unless you come with me, Mommy.”
“I can’t get loose, Honey. You have to leave before the bad men come back.”
“I’ll help you get loose,” Mariee said, going from nylon zip-cuff to zip-cuff.”
“They’re too strong. We need something to cut them. Go look on the bench by the wall. See if you can find a knife or pliers.”
Mariee darted across the room in the dark and the four on Durall’s bridge could hear her moving tools around on the bench. She came back with a sheathed divers knife. “I found a knife, but I can’t get the snap open.” Her small fingers struggled to pop the snap on the sheath.
“Bring it here and put it near my right hand,” Dannie said. There was an audible click as the snap opened.
Mariee pulled the knife from the sheath, put it against the closest zip-cuff and began sawing.
“Wait-wait, Mariee. Not like that. You’ll cut my arm off before you cut through the cuff. Slide the knife between the bottom of the chair arm and the cuff and try pulling or rocking it back and forth.”
Riki asked, “Durall, how did Mariee get on the yacht?”
“She climbed up the ladder and through the hatch that she asked me to make her, Ms. Dorn.”
“You just let her go?”
“Of course. She’s not a prisoner. It’s the same as if she’d asked me to open her cabin door. I had no orders that would contradict helping her.”
“Where is the hatch she used?”
“At the end of the passageway. It opens next to the boat-landing platform on the stern of the yacht.”
“I’m going to go get them,” Riki said.
“Not without me,” Dust said as she made the leap from Nick’s medi-chair to the front of Riki’s blouse. Dust had the lapels of the blouse rolled in her fists, rear two feet planted on Riki’s ample breasts. She was eyeball to eyeball with Riki, “That kid means a lot to me, and I’m not going to leave her safety in the hands of some washed up Agent 99.”
Riki brought her gun up and pressed it to Dust’s ear, at least she pressed it to the area she thought would be an ear if the ball of fur had an ear visible.
“We don’t have time for you two to play Alpha Bitch,” Nick said, “And the last time you tried to pull that trigger, I believe the gun was empty.”
“Shit! Mariee has my bullets,” Riki said.
“Just go before someone comes for Dannie and discovers Mariee,” Nick said. “You can do the piss on the tree thing when you get back.”
“Come on, Seabiscuit. Let’s see what ya got,” Dustmopier said as she climbed to Riki’s shoulder, grabbed her by the hair and prepared to ride her like a jockey at the track.
“When I get my bullets back, your name’s already engraved on one of them,” Riki muttered as she ran from the bridge.
They found a tunnel and ladder at the end of the passageway. Riki climbed the ladder and pushed the hatch at the top open to find waves lapping at the edge of the hatch mounting and the deserted boat ramp extending from the stern of the Yacht Global Victory. The semi rigid inflatable used in the getaway was secured in the middle of the ramp. A short passageway led forward into the yacht. Riki lowered Dust to the deck, climbed the remainder of the way up the ladder and tiptoed to the passageway. She listened for several seconds. No sounds.
Inching past the two jet boats now stored on racks mounted to the deck and bulkhead, Riki froze as Dust disappear through a partly opened hatch.
Dustmopier came back a couple of seconds later and motioned Riki forward, “I found Dannie and Mariee. Mariee got into the room where Dannie’s being held, using a small maintenance hatch. You might be able to fit through it if you lose a little weight, or at least deflate that ego of yours about half way.”
“I’ll bet, if I get the angle just right, I could drop kick you all the way to the Sydney Opera House, and you’d never even touch the water,” Riki said.
“Come on, Barbie. Let’s help the kid.”
Riki followed Dustmopier to an opening set low in the wall. The door was about fourteen inches wide and eighteen high. Dustmopier hopped through and turned to wait for Riki. Leading with one arm and shoulder followed by her head, Riki squirmed and grunt as she sucked it in to force and attached frontal appendage through the narrow opening. She had a bad moment when it felt as if her hipbones were going to become permanent residents of the tight opening . Leaving several layers of skin behind she was finally able to draw her feet through the hatch and standup.
Damn, who knew that having a model perfect hourglass figure was going to cause so much trouble.
“They’re on the other side of these storage lockers,” Dust whispered.
Riki slipped between two lockers and saw Mariee struggling to cut the thick zip-cuffs. She ran to the chair and took the knife from Mariee, “Here, let me do that.” Within seconds, she had the nylon ties cut and helped Dannie to stand.
Dannie whimpered and eased back into the chair, “I don’t have any feeling in my arms and legs. I can’t control them well enough to walk yet.”
“We need to get out of here. Those thugs might be back soon,” Riki said. “Mariee, go over and join Dustmop behind the storage lockers near the hatch where you came in. I’ll help your Mommy over as soon as she can walk.”
Riki put the knife in Dannie’s lap and started chaffing Dannie’s lower legs to help the circulation.
A clunk and grinding noise from the main hatch signaled the return of Dannie’s captures.
“Leave me. Get Mariee out of here,” Dannie said as she slipped the knife between her thighs and put her arms back in place on the chair arms.
Riki grabbed two of the cut zip-cuffs and looped them around Dannie’s wrists before scrambling into hiding behind the storage lockers.
The main hatch groaned open, and four men ducked in. The one with the bandaged hand spoke, “Are you ready to answer my questions now? If not I’ve brought a friend who is more than willing to provide you with the necessary stimulation to comply.” He waved his uninjured hand at the fourth member of the group. A mousy little man dressed in a well-tailored dark gray suit and highly polished shoes stepped forward. He had the coldest, meanest eyes Riki had ever seen. It was as if everything human had been drained from his soul.
“Mr. ah—” He paused tapping his chin. “I think I’ll call him Mr. Pain, is an expert at getting people to tell him things they’d rather not.”
Dannie raised her chin and just glared at the leader. Riki saw the muscles in Dannie’s shoulders shiver in reaction to the threat.
“Come now, Ms. Turney. It would be so much better for all concerned, if you’d just tell me what I want to know. When is your government deploying the latest communication security upgrades?”
“Why don’t you and Mr. Pain go swim with the Great Whites? I’m not telling you anything. How can I when I don’t know what you’re talking about?”
“I tried to be nice about this—Mr. Pain, if you would be so kind as to try some of your chemical inducements on our lovely Ms. Turney,” the leader said as he stepped back, to permit the man access.
Mr. Pain stepped forward, withdrew a zippered case from the breast pocket of his suit coat, unzipped the case and took out a syringe and vial of clear liquid. “I think we’ll start with a small dose just to make her more pliant. Then, if I need to I can administer a real telling dose for the payoff.” He was the only one who laughed at his pun. The leader just rolled his eyes.
Mr. Pain filled the syringe and then snapped his hand down to hold Dannie by the left arm as he jammed the needle into one of the veins near her elbow. “Just—a—few—cc’s—at—first,” he said slowly as a smile twisted his lips and his thumb moved to center on the plunger.
Dannie spread her thighs and used her right hand to grab the handle of the knife hidden between her legs. In one continuous motion, she swung the knife up and buried it in Mr. Pain’s neck. The knife must have gotten trapped by two of his vertebra because it was wrenched from her hand as he fell back, gurgling, his mouth working like a landed fish. He grabbed the handle of the knife and jerked it free with a homicidal look aimed at Dannie. He took one step toward her as a pulsing spray of arterial blood splashed over his companions.
Dannie used her right hand to pull the filled syringe from her arm.
The leader wiped the blood from his face, jumped toward Dannie and grabbed her around the neck.
She rammed the needle in the arm crushing her windpipe and injected the entire dose as she made a twisting turn and slipped from his blood-coated limb.
The other two thugs advanced on her to assist their boss. Dannie levered every ounce of her strength into a kick aimed at moving one of the men’s gonads from their normal attachment point to somewhere closer to the middle of Alaska. The other, she raked with her nails and left bloody grooves down his left cheek.
Dannie pushed out of the chair and turned to run. The leader, moving slow and slurring his words, blocked her escape, “Glab Eer.” He delayed her long enough to permit the man with the nail marks to grab her from behind and press a gun to her temple. “One more move, Bitch, and it’ll be your last.”
The leader stumbled to an intercom unit on the bulkhead and pressed the button. “Ound ta larm and thend more men ta hoat hold. Wee ave a intudor a oard,” he said into the microphone. He turned back to the man holding Dannie. “Sshhe idn’t get free by eerself,” he half spit as drool ran down his chin, his eyes crossed and his legs gave out.
Riki frantically waved Mariee and Dustmopier back toward the maintenance hatch and mouthed the words, “Go. Get back to Durall,” as feet pounded down the passageway outside the main hatch.



Chapter 11
Riki watched from between two storage lockers as five heavily armed men poured into the hold and stopped in shock at the sight of a nearly naked woman with a gun pressed to her head and three men on the floor either dead, writhing in pain or mumbling unintelligible gibberish.
One of the men, apparently the leader of this new group, asked, “How many are there?” as he swept his HK around the room.
“Just this one that I know of, but the boss thinks she must have had help getting free,” answered the one holding Dannie.
“What happened to the boss?”
“He got the dose of drugs meant for the bitch here. Then she kicked Larry’s nuts half way to the moon.”
A startled bark of laughter came from the squad leader before a grimace of sympathetic pain replaced it.
Riki shook her head. Why do men always react that way when one of them has his junk sent to the car crusher? I’ll have to ask one of them sometime.
The one holding Dannie said, “Spread out and search the yacht. You find anything out of the normal, call it in and get backup before you investigate.”
The five went back through the hatch, and she could hear them pounding down the passageway in their combat boots.
A clunking scrap behind her had her whirling into a defensive crouch ready to launch into an attack. Dust was crawling through the small hatch and holding the ends of two spear guns off the deck as Mariee maneuvered the other ends. “We found these by the inflatable boat,” Dust whispered, “We thought you might be able to use them.”
“I told you two to go back to Durall,” Riki hissed.
“Well excuuuuuse us for trying to help,” Dust said, dropping one of the spear guns on Riki’s toes.
“Shit, Fuc…” Riki hissed, grabbing her toe.
“Shhhhhhh,” Dust said putting a finger in front of her mouth and pointing toward Dannie and the man trying to strap her back into the chair. He was staying to the side and away from Dannie’s feet as he tried to hold her in the chair, hold his gun, and put a zip-cuff around her wrist all at the same time. Dannie wasn’t making it easy for him. Every time the gun came close, she’d make a grab for it, and when he moved it out of her reach, she’d claw his arm or face.
He finally put the gun in the back of his waistband and used both hands to hold her down and get the first zip-cuff in place. He had his back to Riki when he pulled out another zip-cuff for the other hand. Riki gave a little shrug and quietly limped out from behind the storage locker, booting Dust in the backside as she stage-faked a stumble before continuing. She pulled the gun from his waist and belted him aside the head with the butt.
Riki retrieved the bloody knife and cut Dannie free.
The one that Dannie had incapacitated with her strategic kick was curled into a fetal position cupping himself and whimpering.
Riki squatted beside Soprano Boy, “Does it hurt?”
He just let out a gagging cough.
“Here let me help you,” Riki said as she kicked him in the face as hard as she could.
He went still, apparently no longer feeling his other pain.
“Dannie, help me get the clothes off the one you drugged. Then we’ll strap him in the chair. I want to ask him a few questions,” Riki said.
They removed the guy’s shirt, pants and shoes, leaving his boxers and socks. They helped him to stand and moved him to the chair. Riki found more zip-cuffs in Knothead’s pockets and proceeded to strap Drool Man to the chair.
Dannie slipped her arms into the shirt they’d just removed and rolled up the sleeves. It came almost to mid-thigh on her.
“What’s your name?”
“Crandalllll… Deaovontshhhheee,” he said almost sounding like he was going to fall asleep between words.
“So, Crandal Devonski, tell me who you’re working for?”
“Hinese ommunications ompany, Eexcomm.” was the response from the head rolling from side to side.
“Do you mean the large communications conglomerate, TextComm?”
“Atssss the ooone.”
“Why’d you call McCarry about Nick Blade?”
“Payish good oney fffor inormashion. Wanhssst to know hooo hisish fffrennnds are. Who heish working fffor.”
“Why would the Agency want to know about who Nick works for and who he hangs out with?”
“Big sshecrect. Won’t ell me.”
“What information does TextComm want from Dannie Turney?”
“Doeshent matter. Jush needed her snatsshed so U.Shhhh. shhtop upgradesssh. All ready compppromishhed ol shstems. Bonush if I got shum new shtuff out of her.”
“So the Chinese company TextComm has broken the older communications security and is listening in on what U.S. companies and the U.S. Government think are secure conversations?”
“You got it sishister. Hey you got a nish shrack.”
“Oh, so do you big guy,” Riki said as she made a loop out of the last zip-cuff. “If we meet again you’ll have to tell me how this works out.” She reached down and slipped the loop over the bulging boxers and slowly pulled the latch as tight as it would go.
She patted Drool Man on the cheek and whispered, “If you ever point a machinegun at me or my friends again, or torture another defenseless woman, I promise you, I won’t use a zip-cuff next time.”
The sound of feet coming down the passageway and hatches opening signaled the end of the Q&A session.
Riki plucked the blood covered zippered case from the floor. She quickly injected the two unconscious men with a large dose from the vial in the case, and then waved Dannie toward the small hatch.
Dannie’s feet disappeared through the hatch. Riki passed the spear guns and the pistol she’d taken from Knothead to Dannie before scrapping off more skin getting back through the hatch.
They found Dustmopier and Mariee huddled below the jet boats waiting for them. Riki was about to order them back to Durall when she noticed the water intake ports of the jet boats. “Mariee, hand me four of the bullets you have in your pocket.” She took the bullets and using one of the spear-gun spears as a crowbar to widen a hole in the intake grating, she slipped two bullets past the screen on each boat.
Mariee climbed through the hatch and went down the ladder into Durall with Dust and Dannie close behind her. Riki’s feet were on the third rung down the ladder and she was reaching to close the hatch, when she realized the spear gun she was holding was going to be a problem. She couldn’t hang onto the ladder, spear gun and grasp the hatch handle at the same time. She hated to just throw it away. The semi rigid inflatable boat was only six feet away. It could use a new vent in the inflation tube.
Riki steadied the spear gun on the edge of the hatch and pulled the trigger. The release of compressed gas was louder than she’d thought it would be. The spear passed completely through the closest rubberized tube and imbedded itself into the one on the far side of the boat. She tossed the spear gun in the water and closed the hatch.
When she got back to Durall’s main passageway she said, “Durall, remove the tunnel and hatch you extended for Mariee.”
“It has been removed, Ms. Dorn.”
“Thanks, Durall. You’re the bomb. Now we need to figure out how to get out of here. We need to get back to Hawaii ASAP. The American economy and maybe even the security of the U.S. Government may depend on the information we learned.”



Chapter 12
Riki found Dannie and Mariee on the bridge. Dannie was half lying in Jason’s arms being careful of his wounded shoulder while Mariee stood next to the medi-chair and alternated kisses and hugs between the two.
Nick sat sideways in his medi-chair giving the family as much privacy as possible with his injured leg still encased in the footrest.
Dustmopier perched on Nick’s shoulder as she talked to him. “After Mariee and I found the spear guns and brought them to her, she kicked me in the backside. She kicked me, Me! First Prinas of Verdera, star headliner on three cruise ships and partner to the famous Nick Blade. And if you’d seen what she did to those men without even flinching you’d realize how dangerous she is and get rid of her.” 
“Dust, I saw what that happened with Dannie and the men in the hold. I’ll confess I wouldn’t have wanted to be one of the men that Riki dealt with. But you have to admit she did put that poor guy with the reproductive equipment problem out of his misery. And she could have put a knife in each of their throats as quickly as she gave them the joy juice.”
“You’re taking her side?” Dust said in an offended screech.
“I’m not taking anyone’s side. You two need to get over this alpha female pissing contest and become friends. Riki’s aboard and will stay aboard until we can deliver her safely back to Hawaii,” Nick said.
Riki stepped onto the bridge. “I see your pet, Dustrag, couldn’t wait to tattle. I’ll bet she didn’t tell you about trying to break my foot by dropping a spear gun on it. And did she happen to mention that she put Mariee in danger by bringing her back to the hold after I told them to get to safety on Durall?”
Nick closed his eyes, and then raised his hands and started rubbing his temples.
“Nick, I’m sorry. Are you getting a headache? She does that to me, too.” Dustmopier massaged the back of Nick’s neck as her eyes narrowed toward Riki. “That’s just one more reason we should make her swim the last half of the trip to Hawaii.”
Riki’s brows furrowed. “What were you saying when I came in? Something about being a headliner for Jim Henson on a cruise ship. At least when you weren’t in a trash can on stage growling ‘Me want trash’ you could make yourself useful swabbing the deck.”
Mariee spun around, “You were with the Muppets. I love the Muppets.”
“Did you hear that Nick?” Dustmopier said as she tried to shake his head by pulling on his ear. “She’s trying to turn the kid against me. No, Mariee, I wasn’t with the Muppets. I had my own act. I,” curving both arms around to point at herself, “was the star of the show. Singing, dancing, comic routines, everyone competed to book the universe renown diva ‘Dustmopier’. If we have time on the way back to Hawaii I’ll run through some of my best material for you.”
Riki tilted her nose a few more degrees toward the zenith. “You’re right Nick. I’m bigger,” than she’ll ever be, “and better than this. I feel I owe everyone an apology, especially Dustmopier. I’m sorry Ms. Dustmopier, First Painintheass of Verdera. I’m sorry my shoe accidentally bumped you, after you’d tried to break my foot with that spear gun.”
“There you go, Dust. Riki is willing to act like a mature adult, and apologize for any misunderstandings between you two,” Nick said as he flicked his eyes toward Riki and raised one eye brow.
Dust flexed some facial muscles and the fur around her face flattened to show her expressive mouth. Her lips transformed into a replica of a human smile, then pulled back to expose a set of very sharp and very pointed teeth. “Apology accepted. I, also, want to apologize to you.” She made a low gagging sound before continuing. “I’m sorry you had so much trouble getting through that hatch. You really should look into a reduction. I’m sorry Jason stunned you in the office. If he hadn’t, you’d have been standing with Nick and Jason when all those bullets missed and hit the wall. You could’ve shown us your Agent 99 skills and taken out the bad guys before Dannie got kidnapped. And I’m sorry I called you Seabiscuit.” Dust leaned in and whispered in Nick’s ear, “Seabiscuit was a lot better looking, and it was an insult to a great horse.”
Nick started to choke and cough. Dustmopier patted him on the back. “Did you swallow wrong, sweetie?”
“I’m so glad you two have become friends,” Mariee said as she ran to Riki. “Now you have to kiss and make up, so you know there are no hard feelings.” Mariee pulled Riki close to Nick’s medi-chair. “Now kiss and hug.”
Nick’s eyebrows nearly joined with his hairline as he waited to see the outcome of this encounter.
“You two are my bestest friends after Uncle Nick. We’re like a great big family,” Mariee said.
Nick pulled Riki down, so she was close to his shoulder. “That’s a wonderful idea. Show Mariee how much you guys meant your apologies. Go ahead, kiss and hug.”
Mariee stood watching with an expectant smile on her face.
Riki whispered, “I now have a loaded gun. You bite me with those fangs, and it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”
Riki plucked Dustmop from Nick and held her under the arms with her six legs dangling free.
Dust just held her fang-filled grin as Riki closed the distance between their lips.
The two were going for an air kiss until Mariee shoved Riki from behind and their lips connected just as the smacks sounded. Riki’s eyes went wide and she started to sputter.
“Now hug. I love hugs.” Mariee wrapped her arms around Riki’s waist and pressed her face into Riki’s stomach, eyes looking up to see the expected hug.
Riki pulled Dust tightly to her chest. An audible “Uuff” came from Dustmopier as eighteen tiny pinpricks of blood appeared evenly spaced down Riki’s blouse, three sets of three to a side.
Nick had to think fast as Dust sailed out of Riki’s arms and landed against his chest.
Dust gasped for air as Riki pressed her hands to her punctured breasts.
“Come on, Dust. Let’s go see if Durall has anymore cookies,” Mariee said as she scooped up Dustmopier and headed for the hatch.
Riki watched them go, massaging her injured—pride.
“Nick, now that Dustbin is gone and not distracting you, we need to figure out how to get out of here. The longer we delay the more damage they’ll do to Dannie’s company. She needs to get back to Hawaii as soon as we can get her there. With the breach in communications security, she can’t just call and tell them how to fix the problems. TextComm could intercept the transmission and counteract any patches she makes. The fix needs to be done from the inside of her company and without giving TextComm warning. I’d call the FBI or Homeland Security and give them a heads up on the problem, but that would also tip our hand.”
“If I might make a suggestion, sir.”
“Go ahead, Durall. Suggest away,” Nick said.
“It’s high tide, and we have several feet of clearance between my hull and the harbor bottom. If the propellers and rudder of the yacht above us were not in the way, we could just back out of this slip.”
“That’s kind of obvious, Durall. How does that solve the problem with the yacht?”
“I’ll just remove the blockage, sir.”
“How?”
“Why, I’ll just cut them off.”
“What the Hell! Start cutting.”
“Should I collect the removed pieces and take them with us? They’d bring a nice price on the salvage market.”
“Why not. Let’s make a few bucks. They owe us for pain, suffering, and destruction of my office. Durall, when we’re clear of the slip and out in the open, call the Harbor Patrol and leave an anonymous tip on where to find the ones who killed their boat crew.”
“I’ll take care of it, sir… I have the rudder and props removed, Mr. Blade.”
The solid feel of a single large docked vessel changed as Riki watched the screens and saw the bottom of the hull of the yacht above them appear to rise. The slight swell began moving Durall independently of the Global Victory, threatening to slam the two hulls together. Durall dropped lower in the water until he contacted the mud of the harbor floor. The deck jerked a couple of times then stilled.
“There is one little problem that’s developed.”
“What little problem?”
“I’m stuck in the mud. I can’t increase my buoyancy enough, to lift out of the mud, without ramming into the yacht above us once we break free,” Durall said.
“Try quickly shifting thrust fore and aft, maybe it will rock us free,” Nick suggested.
“That is going to stir up a large cloud of sediment. The crew above is bound to notice.”
Nick turned to Riki. “Do you have any ideas?”
Riki thought for a few seconds. “How static is your hull, Durall?”
“I don’t understand the question, Ms. Dorn”
“Could you shift to another shape and break the suction of the mud that way?”
“With more room, certainly, but in the limited space I have, I can’t change enough of my hull surface at any one time to break free.”
“Do you know what a caterpillar tractor is?”
“Do you mean the large yellow earth moving tractors?”
“Yes. The treads on those machines have cleats that embed in the soil to give them traction, even in mud. Could you form columns of cleats on the bottom of your hull and make them move forward. That would push us backwards and out of the slip.”
Ten minutes later, Riki felt the deck shift under her feet as they slowly backed out of the slip.
“We’re clear of the yacht and heading toward the harbor mouth, Mr. Blade.”
“Thanks, Durall. Did you make that call to the Harbor Patrol?”
“Yes, sir. If you will look at the view screen I believe you will see every Harbor Patrol, and Navy unit in the area converging on the yacht and police units are approaching from the land side.”
Jason said, “It looks like they’re launching the two boats from the hold. It seems that the semi rigid inflatable is a little underinflated,” as he tightened his arm around Dannie and leaned toward the screen. Two of the men scrambling into the boats helped a man with a bandaged hand. The Man with the injured hand moved as if he had a bottle of nitro glycerin tied to his belt buckle.
“Watch what happens when they try using the jet boats,” Riki told them.
Spouts of water flew from the engine cooling ports as the jet boat engines started. First one then the second began to toss a rooster tail and skim across the water. A flash, then another and each boat shuddered to a halt several hundred yards from the dock. The boat crews tried using short emergency paddles to get back to the dock, but the jet boats were surrounded by harbor and Navy boats before they’d little more than gotten pointed in the right direction.
A man dressed in combat gear in the bow of one of the jet boats raised an RPG. He turned to aim at one of the approaching Navy cutters. Stitches of machinegun bullets and erupting geysers from the impact of larger caliber weapons converged on the boat. The RPG, the man aiming it, and the remainder of the men on the boat disappeared in a fountain of water as every craft within range opened fire. The crew of the second jet boat all stood frozen, with their hands in the air, weapons dropped into the boat or overboard.
“We’ve seen enough, Durall. Let’s get out of sight of land and any ships in the area, so we can head for Hawaii,” Nick ordered.
“It will take approximately two hours to ensure we are clear of all observers, sir.”
“That’s fine. By then I’ll have decided how best to proceed.”
“Blade, we need to talk. I want some answers on what’s going on and who or what Durall and Dustmopier really are. Why did you kidnap Dannie and Mariee, and bring them to Australia?” Riki asked.
“Crap…” Nick said as he resumed massaging his temples.
“Remember, I now have a loaded gun,” Riki said.
“Let me answer her question about Dannie and Mariee,” Jason said.
Riki held up a hand, stalling Jason for a moment, “Durall, do you have another chair available? It’s been a long night and my feet are tired.”
“Certainly, Ms. Dorn, I should have offered you a seat when you first came on the bridge.” A captain’s bridge chair on a raised pedestal formed from the deck behind her. It was positioned for a clear view of all screens, instrument readouts and the two medi-chairs.
Riki sat with a relieved sigh. “I could get used to this,” she said snuggling into the cushions as then conformed to her body. “Go ahead, Jason.”
“I asked Nick to collect Dannie and Mariee and bring them to me. After five years, I couldn’t stand not seeing them. I hadn’t seen my daughter since before she could walk and realized she wouldn’t know her father and might learn to hate me if I didn’t do something to get back in her life.”
“But you cheated on your wife and left Hawaii to be with your mistress,” Riki said.
“That’s not quite true. I’ve always been faithful to Dannie. I did move to Australia with my PA who was young, beautiful, intelligent, and—my younger sister. Dannie has never been introduced to my family. I told her that I had no family when we started dating and fell in love.”
Dannie was sitting up and staring at Jason as if he’d sprouted horns and a tail. “You lied to me?”
“I had to. You couldn’t know about my family. It would‘ve been an impossible complication. And if our relationship hadn’t worked out, you would have been privy to information that could have caused irreparable damage to a lot of people. I love you so much I would’ve told you everything if it’d been only my life affected. “
Nick added, “Believe him Dannie. You were the topic of many hours of family debate, impassioned pleas, and soul searching. Jason was finally ordered, under threat of never being permitted to see you again, to keep you in the dark.”
Riki shook her head in confusion, “You sound like you were there, Nick?”
Nick just smiled at her. “It’s Jason’s story, I’ll let him tell it.”
Jason continued, “I wanted you so much, and on any terms, that I finally agreed to the family edict of silence. The day we were married and the day you told me you were pregnant were two of the happiest days of my life. I almost choked when my entire family filed into the church soon after the ceremony started. They left just before the minister had us turn to face the congregation. You only had eyes for me and never noticed.” Jason pulled Dannie in for a kiss to the forehead. “We were married and going to have a child. A child, I wasn’t even sure it would be possible.”
“How does your sister come into this?” Dannie asked.
“Part of the family’s agreement to let us marry was that Talia, my youngest sister, would act as my personal assistant. As well as being my PA, she was monitoring me-us, to make sure you didn’t find out about the family. Life was perfect. More than I’d ever expected. We were graduating from UCLA and had plans for our future that should have led to decades of happiness; me collecting and restoring art masterpieces, and you starting with a software company and climbing the corporate ladder.”
“Then my Dad got sick, and we moved to Hawaii so I could take over the family business,” Dannie said, “SecureComm had government contracts and everyone who worked for the company had to have a background investigation for a security clearance. That included their families.”
“Yeah. I couldn’t pass the background check. My history only went back to when I enrolled at UCLA. My family would’ve been exposed, and you would’ve been denied the security clearance you needed to keep your Dad’s business running.”
“So those pictures the investigators showed me, the ones with you and Talia.”
“Staged. We knew the investigator was there and taking pictures. It was the fastest and cleanest way for me to get out of your life, and let you keep your Dad’s company. A lot of people were depending on you.”
“Okay, enough with running around the table playing keep away. What is the big secret about your family, Jason?” Riki asked.
Nick turned to look at her. “That’s on a need to know basis only. I’m sure you’re familiar with that concept, Agent.”
Riki raised the gun in the air and waved it. “Remember, loaded gun.”
“Durall, would you please neutralize that thing.”
“At once, sir.” The arm of the captain’s chair that Riki was sitting in flowed up and encased the barrel and a portion of the grip of the gun. Leaving Riki free to release it, but unable to aim or pull the trigger. Riki strained with everything she had but couldn’t free the weapon. She finally gave up, and Durall made the gun flow down the chair’s arm and disappear into the floor.
“Okay, family history—off limits. I get it. I still want to know how Blade got involved with kidnapping Dannie and Mariee, and what happened to Talia?” Riki said.
Jason picked up his story, “Talia is happily married and has three kids of her own. Dannie and Mariee weren’t kidnapped. I’d heard rumors that something big was going to happen in the communications sector, something that involved SecureComm losing their government contracts. That’s when I knew I had to get in touch with Dannie. It also gave me the opportunity to see my daughter. I asked Nick to spirit them out of Hawaii and bring them to meet me without anyone knowing. We had no idea that the Agency had them under surveillance.”
Riki said, “We didn’t. My task was to keep an eye on Nick Blade and report any contacts he made. There was no mention of Dannie or Mariee until he disappeared with them.”
“Why were you assigned to watch me?” Nick asked.
“I have no idea. When I asked to read the background material, I was told to forget I’d ever heard the name Nick Blade, threatened with life imprisonment if I ever talked about you or what I’d seen and then I was fired.”
“I wonder, what’s tipped them to start watching me?” Nick said.
“Maybe one of your poker pigeons didn’t like losing to you and wanted a little payback,” Jason said.
“Could be, but that’s a dangerous game. Once that tiger’s free, the only safe place is going to be inside the cage,” Nick said as he scratched his chin.
“It would have to be someone who wouldn’t care if Earth gets quarantined.”
Riki looked back and forth between the two men, “Would you two quit talking in riddles? Why would Earth need to be quarantined? You guys aren’t into spreading some terrible virus, are you? If you’re terrorists, I don’t need my gun to take you out.”
“We’re not terrorists, and there is no virus. Like I told you before, you don’t have the need to know,” Nick said.
“That excuse is getting old. Your continuing relatively good health depends on my status changing to trusted confidant,” Riki told Nick.
“We are clear of the harbor and far enough from any surface vessels that I can resume the yacht facade, Mr. Blade,” Durall said.
“Stay submerged for another hour. I don’t want any satellite systems that might be watching the harbor catching your transition,” Nick ordered.
“As you wish, sir.”
Riki watched Nick give the order and saw a side of him she hadn’t seen before. He was different from the surf-riding playboy she’d seen in Hawaii, a man with purpose, a man in control of his environment. He was a man with a logical brain who considered actions and consequences, someone willing to help a friend and protect others from danger. Damn, don’t go there girl. Just because your body goes into full on bitch-in-heat mode whenever you’re in the same room, is no reason to move him from the bad boy column.

“Dannie and I are going to her cabin. We’ll give you two some privacy, so you can clear the air,” Jason said as Dannie helped him up from the medi-chair and it flowed back into the floor.
Riki watched the couple leave, arms around waists, Dannie’s head resting on Jason’s good shoulder. The love they still shared was obvious. And if Riki had to guess, those reawakened feelings would soon be confirmed, wounded shoulder or no wounded shoulder. Riki wondered if nine months would bring a baby sister or brother for Mariee. Every kid needed a brother or sister, a confidant. Hell if nothing else, just someone to fight with to make life interesting. She often wished she hadn’t been an only child. It would have been nice to have a sister to tell her hopes and fears.
“Okay, Blade. Spill it.”



Chapter 13
“A few years ago I was in a high stakes poker game. It was two nights before Jason and Dannie’s wedding. My luck was running high, and I’d cleaned out all but one other player. The table rules were that we could only play with what we’d brought to the table, no IOUs. Many of the players were in town for the wedding, and it was a once in a lifetime chance they’d even come.”
Riki looked perplexed. “Where were these people from, Mars? I’d think that with today’s communication systems and global travel, if the IOU was big enough, you could have tracked them down.”
“Just believe me when I say that’s not the case. Not a one of them was from Mars.”
“Okay, so no IOUs.”
“My opponent had just drawn two cards and filled a full house, jacks over tens. He’d used his last chips to match my bet and was desperate to raise me. The only thing he had of value in his pockets was the title to Durall. My last draw filled a six high straight flush. I took ownership of Durall, and Dustmopier had the choice to come along with the shift in ownership or continue working for her previous employer. We’ve been partners and best friends ever since.”
“I don’t think she cares for me,” Riki said.
“I get the feeling you return the sentiment. It doesn’t help that you threaten to shoot her every time you have a gun in your hand.”
“She is the most irritating furball I’ve ever met,” she said rubbing the dots of blood on her chest.
“I take it the other windalfluffs you’ve met have been more sociable and easier on your ego,” Nick said.
“Yes, I mean no—wait a minute, I’ve never met a windalfluff before. No one has. There is no such thing as a talking toupee with six legs, and arms and hands that could have come from a baby doll.”
“There are more living beings on Earth that you’ve never seen or could even imagine in your wildest dreams. Creatures so strange and foreign to your way of thinking that if you saw them in a movie you would insist they were the work of an overactive special effects crew. Just think about the last scenes you saw from the recordings brought back from a dive into the ocean depths.”
“I get your point, but you must admit, a critter that talks, and looks like a big cat yakked it up, would be common knowledge.”
“Not if those of us who know about them went out of our way to protect them and make sure they aren’t exploited.”
Nick caught movement out of the corner of his eye as Dustmopier moved onto the bridge from where she’d been standing listening outside the hatch.
Oh, shit! If she heard everything Riki said, I’ll never get them to be friends.
“Okay, Ms. I’m-Udderly-Stupendous, enough with the insults. I’ll have you know that among my species, I’m considered beautiful and exhibit a superior intellect. Unlike some human females who have an IQ, that’s the inverse of their bust measurement. Nick if you’re going to try making a pet of this one and house breaking it, I’m going to have to insist you keep it in a kennel when you don’t have it on a leash. I don’t think it can be trained to voice commands.”
“Why are you two acting this way? If you’d just knock off the insults and get to know each other, I’m sure you could be friends,” Nick said.
Mariee ran through the hatch and climbed into Nick’s lap. “Are we ready to go to Hawaii yet?”
“Pretty soon, Puddin Face.”
Mariee giggled at the endearment. “What is Durall going to be this time?”
“I’m not sure. We need to get back to Hawaii as soon as we can. So it will have to be something fast.”
“Then we should have him change into a rocket. I saw a cartoon the other day and the people used a rocket to go to the Moon. We would be able to get to Hawaii really fast if he was a rocket.”
“I’m thinking the bad guys would notice a rocket. Maybe a really, really fast airplane would work,” Nick said.
“Okay, but I think a rocket would be funner.”
“A rocket would be more fun. Funner isn’t a word,” Nick corrected.
“More fun,” Mariee repeated.
“Durall, when we’re clear of all surface and air traffic, surface and convert to SST mode. You better cruise above 50,000 feet, to minimize the sonic boom footprint.”
“Very well, sir. We should be airborne in fifteen minutes. Do you want me to land and approach Honolulu in yacht form?”
“Better come down at least a hundred miles out. We can cover most of the remaining distance using the hydrofoils then go to oceanographic survey ship mode. We should dock somewhere on the north or west shore. Somewhere with a marina, but not too big. There are going to be a lot of eyes watching for us in Honolulu and the larger ports.”
“How about Waialua Bay?” Riki suggested. “The family looking after my car lives fairly close, and I can run Dannie into her office once I get my Lexus back. Kai has a boat in the marina there, and he can come out and meet us, so we don’t have to dock. If I can use Durall’s comm gear to call Kai, he can be waiting for us.”
“That’ll work as long as no one has his phone tapped,” Nick said.
“I’ll tell him where to meet us without telling anyone else,” Riki said.
“We are airborne, sir. I’ll level off at 57,000 feet in a few minutes. I’ve picked up a 235 knot Jetstream at that altitude to assist our flight. We’ll be off Waialua Bay by 10:00 in the morning local time.”
Riki told Durall the phone number she wanted on Oahu. After a few minutes of friendly banter with Halia Kamaya, she got Kai on the phone. “Hey brah, you up for a family reunion? I know your sweet tooth is in dire need of satisfaction. Meet me about five miles due West of our favorite cavity maker after my piano lesson tomorrow, and I’ll treat you to the biggest hot fudge you can eat. And Kai make sure you invite Party Girl to join us. Just make sure that jealous boyfriend who’s looking for her doesn’t tag along.”
“You got it sister-of-my-heart. I’ll be there. Should I ring the doorbell?” Kai asked.
“No need, just pull into the garage and park. I’ll leave the back door open,” Riki told him.
“See you tomorrow.”
“Bye, Kai, and thanks.”
Nick looked at Riki, “Want to explain?”
“I’ve known the family for years. I’m like one of their daughters. Kai grew up helping me satisfy my sweet tooth at the Jameson Fudge Works just north of the marina in Waialua Bay. It’s right on the beach, so five miles west is open ocean. Kai will know he needs to take his boat to meet us. Party Girl is my name for my car. He’ll park her somewhere out of sight when he takes the boat. I assume Durall can form a boathouse like enclosure in the stern, kind of like the one Global Victory had to land the semi rigid inflatable, but open on the bottom, so Kai can dock and be out of sight of prying eyes.
“That will be no problem, Ms. Dorn.”
 “Thanks, Durall. When we were young, I took piano lessons. They started at nine and ended at 10:00 am,” Riki said.
“What was that about the boyfriend?” Nick asked.
“Just a jab to let him know to make sure he isn’t followed by anyone who might be watching my Dad’s cabin.”
“Okay, so maybe your IQ does match your bra size,” Dust mumbled just loud enough for Riki to hear.
Riki leaned down and plucked Dustmopier off the floor. “I’ll let you in on a secret,” she whispered to Dust, “I’ve been a member of MENSA since I was twelve.”
“Why would I care when you started menstruating?” Dust whispered back.
Riki barked a laugh, “You are quick. I’ll give you that. How about showing me to a cabin? I need a few hours of sleep.” She settled Dustmopier on her shoulder as her jaws cracked from an enormous yawn.
“Come on, Seabiscuit, I’ll show you to your stall,” Dust said grabbing a strand of hair for balance.
“I’m coming too,” Mariee said, as she followed them off the bridge.
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Riki woke up at 8:30 the following morning with Mariee cuddled up to her right side and Dustmopier curled up and snuggled in by her left ear. Riki had her left hand embedded in Dust’s stomach fur, slowly massaging her abdomen. Her hand froze in mid massage, when she realized what she was doing. Dust groaned and squirmed against Riki’s fingers as she cuddled into the crook of her neck and shoulder. Riki jerked her hand out of Dust’s fur and quietly sat up.
She found her purse on the chair by the bed. A trip to the bathroom, a quick shower, and fresh underwear had her feeling somewhat refreshed. The only clothes she had, other than the change of underwear, were the ones she’d worn when she left Hawaii. “Oh well, I guess if they were good enough to wear to leave the island, they are good enough to wear to return. Even if they are getting a little ripe.”
“Talking to all your friends?” Dust asked as she stretched her arms and all six legs in a shuddering arc.
“She was talking to us. We’re her friends,” Mariee said from her sitting position on the side of the bed.
“You’re right, Mariee. I was talking to you guys. Why don’t you use the bathroom and after that we’ll go find some breakfast before Kai gets here, and I have to drive your mommy to work.”
Within minutes, Mariee, Dust balancing on her shoulder, was ready.
“Durall, where are the others?” Riki asked.
“They’re having a light breakfast on the fantail. Shall I add three place settings?”
“No, I think two place settings and a bowl of dog kibble should do nicely,” Riki said.
Mariee moved down the passageway ahead of Riki. Dustmopier turned around on Mariee’s shoulder and did the facial hair retract trick that exposed her mouth. Her lips drew back into a threatening display of sharp points.
The group walked through a small lounge area and out a set of sliding glass doors. A fresh sea breeze fluttered across the deck bringing hints of lush vegetation and the exotic perfume of thousands of flowering plant species. A light swell rolled toward shore, giving Durall a gentle rocking motion.
Riki saw Nick and the Turneys seated at a table drinking coffee and eating what looked like fresh pastries. The Oahu shoreline was about three miles off the port side and had storm clouds building around the mountain peaks.
Mariee ran up to her parents and gave each a hug. “Where’s the dog?” she asked Nick.
Nick looked puzzled. “I don’t have a dog. Why are you asking about a dog?”
“Cause Riki told Durall to add two more place settings for breakfast at the table, and a bowl of dog kibble.”
Nick sprayed the mouth full of coffee he’d just taken across the deck before he started to cough.
“The breakfast dishes are for us, Sweet Thing,” Dust said pointing Mariee to a seat at the table. I’m sure Seabiscuit just made a mistake. What she really meant to ask for was a bucket of oats and a couple of flakes of hay for herself. I hear that a daily helping of oats helps keep your coat shiny. Isn’t that right, Seabiscuit?” Dustmopier asked, turning her green eyes toward Riki.
“What happened to the kiss and makeup session from last night?” Nick asked.
“Oh, a good night’s sleep in a hot-air filled overstuffed bed just puts the old ziparoo back into morning conversation,” Dust said.
“Durall, just set three additional place settings and ignore the infantile banter,” Nick ordered.
Three place settings grew out of the table; one sized so that Dustmopier could handle the cup and utensils in her smaller hands.
Mariee climbed onto the padded banquette across the table from her parents, and set Dustmopier beside her so that she would be between her and Riki.
Riki closed in on the table with a smirk on her lips. She slid into the padded seating and dropped the last foot to the surface, which caused Dustmopier to launch straight into the air with a startled yelp.
“Sorry,” Riki said with a grin.
Dustmopier landed on the edge of the table and caught her balance. “I’m warning you Nick, control your pet or I’m taking it to the pound.”
Nick took a deep, slow breath, and pasted a smile on his face. “Let’s eat.”
“How was your night, Jason?” Riki asked with a knowing smirk.
“Best night’s—sleep—I’ve had in five years.”
Dannie ducked her head to hide the blush that colored it.
They discussed their plans for the day and agreed that Riki would drive Dannie to SecureComm and stay with her in case someone tried to kidnap her again. They were close enough to shore that Riki’s cell phone had reception, so Dannie used it to call the local police and FBI to let them know that Nick Blade hadn’t kidnapped her. She told them that she and Mariee had taken a cruise on his yacht and had been beyond normal news channel coverage. She had just found out that they were looking for her and her daughter because of a reported kidnapping. She asked the head of the FBI field office to meet her at SecureComm at noon, so she could prove she was not under duress.
“Before you leave, there are a few things we need to be clear on,” Nick said after everyone had eaten their fill. “Durall is a prototype craft that every competitor on Earth would give their first born to get their hands on. That includes the research divisions of the U.S. Government. I think that is the reason that Riki was assigned to spy on me at the beach. Any story you tell the FBI can’t reveal Durall’s capabilities. The fact that I have a yacht is widely known, and some countries even know I have a large personal plane.”
The uneaten food and used dishes dissolved into the tabletop leaving refilled coffee cups and a half glass of milk.
“Riki, I know you and Dustmopier have gotten off to a bumpy start, but once you get to know each other, I think you will see that the conflict is because your personalities are so much alike. Other than a few small miscues during Dannie’s rescue, you worked well together as a team. Her kind is so rare that few on Earth know of their existence. If word got out about another intelligent species, every gun toting xenophobe in the world would go on the hunt, and that includes the government’s Anti-Men-in-Black.”
“There is no such agency,” Riki said.
“I’m beginning to think there is, and you worked for it,” Nick said.
“No, we were just assigned to track and sometimes detain individuals who were a threat to our country, and we investigated reports of—out-of-the-ordinary things. Granted, we normally don’t work inside the country’s borders, but I had the feeling my boss needed to have you watched on short notice.” Riki watched Nick to see his reaction to her statement before she bit into a cheese Danish, the sharp tang of the cheese and the sweet of the icing flooded her taste buds.
“It’s interesting that there are already existing agencies to investigate the domestic areas you’ve mentioned, the FBI, and the CIA in foreign countries. What does your Agency do that the others don’t?”
“Well we’re kind of a hybrid. We can operate in both arenas.”
“So the government launched a whole new agency that can do investigations anywhere in the world? You must have been completely bogged down with investigating all the terrorist threats facing the U.S.?”
“I’ve never been assigned to investigate terrorists. At least I was never told they were terrorists. The things and people we investigated were secret. We had strict orders to never talk to any member of the press or even to other police agencies if we could avoid it.” She licked the last of the pastry from her fingers in a slow sucking motion that had Nick’s eyes crossing as he shifted position several times.
“Aah—you’re saying the agency you worked for didn’t coordinate with any other government departments?”
“That’s pretty much how it worked. We’d be given assignments, complete them and file our reports.”
“What about follow-up activity like testifying at trials and cross ties to other investigations?”
“No, nothing like that. Now that I think about it, I never saw a news report or even an official comment on any of the subjects I investigated or arrested,” Riki said.
“What did you do with those you arrested?”
“Turned them over to the uniformed security personnel at the Agency, and then completed the paperwork on the arrest.”
“Okay, but what about notifying the families of the arrests, arraignments, indictments, or follow-up interrogations?”
 “All that mundane stuff was handed over to non-field personal. Once we completed our reports we got our next field assignment.”
“You never had any contact with the people you brought in after they were passed off to security?”
“Not in the three years I was at the Agency.”
“What would you estimate is the number of people who have—disappeared into your system?”
“In the three years I worked for the Agency, I personally brought in twelve people. My office had about twenty field agents, and I know there are other offices in other large cities.”
“So we could be talking about thousands of missing people? What are the names of the ones you arrested? I’d like to do some research and see what happened to them.”
“That’s classified. If I told you, I could end up in prison.”
“Riki, we already know McCarry is involved with a foreign company and possibly a foreign country. I’m beginning to believe the Agency is just a government cover for kidnapping people of interest. People with secrets the government or a company supporting the current administration wants. I think if you look into it, you’ll find that the Agency didn’t exist before this administration took office.”
“I can’t tell you the names or any of the details of my investigations, but as soon as I can get to a computer with internet capabilities, I will do some checking to see what’s happened to the people I brought in.”
“Mr. Blade, there is a small craft approaching from astern. It contains one large male individual.”
 “Open the stern doors, so he can dock and then have him join us,” Nick said. “Jason, why don’t you take Dannie, Mariee and Dustmopier to Dannie’s cabin? I think Durall can find some new clothes for everyone. Dustmopier can show you how to get what you need. The sight of a woman dressed only in a bloody man’s dress shirt, and you with two bullet holes and blood all over yours might generate a few questions in Kai’s mind.”
Nick and Riki sat across the table and waited for Kai. Riki asked, “Tell me about Jason and why you have different last names?”
“I helped deliver him, he’s my younger brother—half-brother, same father different mother,” Nick explained. “I was pretty young, four-years-old—almost five. My step mom and I were on a boat sailing between islands when she went into labor. She called for help when her water broke, and we were still hours from our destination. She talked me through the process and told me what I needed to have ready to give her when she asked for it. I helped her deliver the baby and steered the boat until the Coast Guard arrived.”
“Why was she sailing a boat at that stage of pregnancy?”
“We lived on one of the small, isolated islands. Dad went to the big island on business. Terrie, Jason’s mom, wasn’t due for over a month, but with mixed marriages, the timing can be a little questionable. Terrie started having low back pain and an occasional contraction, so she loaded me, and her suitcase into the family sailboat, and headed for Honolulu.”
“What do you mean by mixed marriages—”
Kai appeared at the head of a set of stairs, a big grin on his face. “Aloha, Riki.”
“Kai, I see you found us. Did you have any trouble getting away? Were you tailed?”
“Naaah, no problems. I had your car stashed at a friend’s place down the mountain. I just hiked through the jungle and the ones watching your dad’s cabin never knew I left.”
“Kai, this is a… Ah—friend of mine, Nick Blade, and this is his boat.”
“You hanging with rich haoles, now? How that happen?”
“You know, great looking guy, big boat, something different I hadn’t tried before. How could I turn down his offer of a cruise,” Riki said.
“So you think I’m good looking?” Nick gave Riki a squinting smile.
“Shhh. You’re going to blow your cover,” she whispered.
Nick laughed.
“How they hanging, Nick?”
“Free and on the prowl, Kai. Long time no see,” said Nick as he indicated Kai should take a seat.
“You two know each other?” Riki asked.
“We’ve grabbed a few waves and beers together over the years,” Nick said.
“I should have known you’d know each other from surfing.” Riki shifted in the seat to make room for Kai.
“Want some breakfast or something to drink?” Nick asked.
“I could use a cup of mountain grown. If you have it available, Durall?”
“You’ll have it straight away, Mr. Kamaya.”
Riki looked back and forth between Nick and Kai. “I thought you said Durall was this big secret.”
“He is. Kai is just one of the people who know about him.”
Kai’s cup of coffee grew out of the tabletop. “Hot with a dash of cream, Mr. Kai.”
“Thanks, Durall,” Kai said.
The rainsquall forming over the mountains flickered with lightning, and the scent of fresh rain and wet vegetation drifted off shore.
“So, why do you have Durall in this configuration? I’ll bet it’s tied into the trouble Riki stepped in, and you don’t want the bad guys to know you’re here,” Kai said.
“For a big Hawaiian kane, you’re pretty perceptive. We ran into a little trouble in Australia, and found out it tied back to the haole that Riki worked for.” Nick said.
“What kind of trouble?” Kai asked.
“The kind that can get you joining your kupuna before your time. I took a bullet in the leg, and Jason took two to the shoulder.”
“Is Jason here? I haven’t seen him in… It must be five years. Not since he got divorced.” Kai said.
“This entire mess started when Jason found out his ex-wife, Dannie, might be in danger. I agreed to contact her and get them together, so he could talk to her. Riki was assigned to keep an eye on me, and when she saw me take off with Dannie and her daughter, Mariee, she contacted the authorities.”
“What’s the plan for today?”
“Riki is going to drive Dannie to her company and provide protection. Dannie will get everything straightened out with HPD and the FBI and fix a problem where she works. Jason and I will take Durall around to Pearl Harbor and tie up at my office there once everything is clear.”
“You know the Agency will still be watching your office,” Riki said.
 “I’m counting on it. I want to see what their response will be when we show up. My biggest problem is that I don’t know why they’re interested in me. When Dannie finishes at SecureComm, drive to the Cutting Edge office and take your car around to the dock. We’ll load it on Durall in case we have to leave in a hurry.”
“You’re going to need help and some extra muscle if they try anything funny. Some muscle without bullet holes. I’m offering,” Kai said. “Riki can handle my boat. Party Girl is parked in the shade behind the marina office. Here’re the keys.” Kai passed the keys to Riki.
“Thanks, Kai. I hate to get you involved in this, but I really could use your help,” Nick said.
“No problem. I got involved the night I warned Riki about the raid on her father’s cabin and that big fucker jumped me. If Riki hadn’t stepped in and rescued me, I’d already be with my kupuna.”
The glass doors slid open, shifting the trio’s focus to the group coming onto the fantail from the interior.
A loud whoop came from Dustmopier. “Kai, you big hunk of kanaka kane. I didn’t know that Seabiscuit’s Kai was you. If she’s your friend, I guess she has at least one redeeming quality.” Dustmopier jumped to the table and ran to Kai’s waiting arms. “Lay some sugar on me big guy.”
“Mop, you shameless hussy. I bet you try to get all the men to kiss you.” He plucked her off the table and gave her a hug.
“Only the good looking ones, big guy.” Dustmopier fluttered her eyelids at Kai before she planted a smacking kiss on his cheek and nuzzled into his neck.
“Oh great. The fur ball’s on an intimate basis with one of my best friends and I didn’t even know it,” Riki said.
“Kai, you remember Jason, Nick’s brother, and this is his ex-wife, Dannie, and the little kanaka keiki is Mariee, their daughter,” Dustmopier said.
Kai got up from the table and grasped forearms with Jason as they slapped each other on the back. “Long time no visit, Jase.”
“I haven’t been back to the island for a few years,” Jason said.
“Dannie, Kai and I have known each other for years. You were what, about thirteen when we met?”
“Yeah. You and Nick pulled my sorry ass off the bottom after I fell off my board and got rag dolled by the wave. If it hadn’t been for you two, I’d have been humuhumunukunukuapua’a chow,” Kai said.
Durall reversed direction and headed back toward Waialua Bay staying several miles from shore.
Kai turned to Dannie. “I remember seeing you a couple of times before you and Jason split. Mariee was only about a year old, so you didn’t come to the beach very often.”
Dustmopier waved Mariee closer. “Come over here, kid. I want to introduce you to this man mountain, who doubles as a surfboard hood ornament or coral reef food source, depending on whether he’s on top of his board or under it.”
Kai knelt and held out his massive hand. “Good morning, ku’uipo. My name’s Kai, but you can call me Mauna. It means mountain in Hawaiian. My friends started calling me that a couple of years ago when I hit a growth spurt.”
Mariee shyly moved closer and put her small hand in his. “I know what it means. I live in Hawaii, too.”
“That’s right, I forgot,” Kai said. “As big as you are, you must be in seventh grade.”
Mariee giggled and shook her head. “When school starts, I’m going to be in first grade. I get to go the whole day this year.”
“I hated it when they made me go home after only half a day. I’d just get in the middle of a finger paint masterpiece and the teacher would make me clean up because the bus was waiting,” Kai said.
“We better get going if we are going to get to SecureComm before Dannie’s appointment with the FBI,” Riki said, as she slid out from the banquette. “Dannie and I will take Kai’s boat back to the marina and get my car. We’ll get to the Cutting Edge office as soon as we can once Dannie gets everything handled.”
A few minutes later, Riki raised her face to the morning sun and let the wind from the speeding powerboat ruffle her hair. The smell of salt-water spray tainted her deep appreciative breaths as she piloted the twenty-three foot tri-hull through the low swell. Riki watched the other boats in the area to make sure no one intercepted them on the dash for shore.
“Dannie, did Jason tell you anything more about his and Nick’s family?” Riki asked.
“A little. Why do you ask?”
“I just wanted to know more about Nick. He’s acting like his family history is a big secret, and you have to admit he has some strange friends.”
“You like him,” Dannie said with a knowing look.
“I think he’s okay looking, but his attitude stinks.”
Dannie squinted as she studied Riki. “Uh huh. I think you need your eyeballs recalibrated. Next to Jason, Nick’s the best-looking man I’ve seen in years. When I was single, I would’ve had a hard time deciding between Nick and Jason. Nick’s lifestyle is a little too adventurous for what I want. I look at Nick beside Jason and realize; it’s too late, I’m still in love with Jason.”
Riki slowed the boat to the posted marina speed limit and turned toward Kai’s slip. “I admit he’s a hunk and a half, but he’s so cocky. He acts like the weight of the world is on his shoulders, and that gives him the right to boss me around. Grab the stern line and tie us off. I’ll get the bow line.”
“I was going to say, ‘he’s only human,’ but that’s not really true,” Dannie said as she clapped her hand to her mouth as if trying to cut off the statement or take it back.



Chapter 14
The marina docks jutted into the bay and branched several times with boats filling most of the slips. The hike to the marina office was close to a quarter of a mile, but it gave Riki and Dannie a chance to regain their land legs. Riki stopped several times to make slow sweeps of the area searching for anyone who seemed out of place. Other than a few people working on their boats and several fishing charters preparing for departure, the marina was quiet on this Monday morning.
Riki knew her appearance was drawing more attention than Dannie’s. The slacks and silk blouse that Durall had provided for her was not the normal attire expected in an area devoted to water sports and boating. Dannie’s crop top and frayed-legged denim shorts were more the norm, but the sight of two drop-dead, gorgeous women without male companionship had every wannabe-stud in sight tracking them. One man in the process of painting the red trim on the side of his boat got so engrossed in following their progress, he had paint from his brush running down his leg and filling his deck shoe.
When Riki pointed out the problem to him, he got so flustered that he stepped back and planted his other foot in the paint tray.
Dannie indicated another man, one of the tourists preparing to leave on a fishing charter. Beer in one hand, micro speedo just visible below his more than ample high-school-jock-gone-to-fat waistline, he was standing in the fighting chair near the stern of the boat and waving his can of beer to attract their attention when the chair swiveled sending him into the water.
“Come on, Dannie. Let’s get out of here before one of these morons really gets hurt. What is it with men? One look at a female and all reasoning shifts to the little brain, and that minuscule brain only has one thought, ‘Come here baby. You. Me. Bushes. Waka waka, grunt.’” Riki said in a caveman like voice.
Dannie doubled over laughing.
“We’ve got to get going if we’re going to make your noon appointment with the FBI,” Riki said, as she picked up the pace toward the marina office and hiked up her large shoulder-bag strap. “Damn, this thing feels like it weighs a ton today.”
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“Durall, set a course for the Cutting Edge dock in Pearl Harbor. Let’s plan on arriving at 5:00 pm,” Nick said turning to Jason. “I need to find out what the Agency’s interest is. If they just want to watch me, and what I do, that’s one thing, but if they’re trying to arrest me for something, I want to know about it. We need to find out how they know about me. Jason, use the comm center and contact the family. Find out if there’s been any out of the ordinary activities or inquires.”
Jason stood. “I’m on it.”
“You need me to do something?” Kai asked.
“Wander the deck and look big and mean, but you don’t have to do that until we get into Pearl. I want the agents watching my office to pause and think about their next move. With you doing your ‘Hulk’ impersonation, they’ll think long and hard about rushing the yacht. Did you see where Dust and Mariee went?”
“Dust said something about showing Mariee how to let the cat out of the bag, or was it put a cat in the bag.”
“Check in with Dust and see if she needs help with anything. I’m going to sit here and enjoy another cup of coffee. My leg is aching like a son-of-a-bitch.” Nick plopped his leg on the seat and massaged the healing wound. The closed wound looked like it was from two weeks ago rather than the day before.
Kai came back ten minutes later. “I found Mariee in the comm center with Jason. She’s talking to most of her relatives for the first time. I didn’t find Dust anywhere.”
“Durall, where is Dustmopier?” Nick said.
“Prinas Dustmopier is not on board, sir. She left with Ms. Dorn and Ms. Turney.”
Nick launched off the cushion. “What? Dust went with them! If they get stopped by the police or Agency operatives and Dust is discovered, the smelly excrement’s going to get chopped into atom sized bits. Kai, call Riki on her cell and make sure she keeps Dustmop out of sight.”
Kai stepped toward the stairs, but stopped when Jason and Mariee stormed up the steps.
“Nick, Talia’s missing. She flew to Honolulu two days ago to do some shopping for the family, and hasn’t contacted anyone since then,” Jason said.
“Who’s Talia?” Kai said.
“Our youngest sister,” Nick said. “If the Agency grabbed her, she probably mentioned my name as a local contact, so I could help her. That must be why they assigned Riki to watch me.”
“Talia wouldn’t tell them anything,” Jason said.
“From what Riki told me, the Agency doesn’t worry about minor things like civil rights or laws. When they capture a person, that person disappears forever. I don’t think they’d hesitate to use drugs or torture to get the information they wanted,” Nick said, as he limped in an agitated circle.
“Durall, head for deep water, submerge, and head for Pearl at top speed. I want to be ready to take Riki and Dannie aboard ASAP if they run into trouble.”
“We are being hailed, sir. It’s the Captain of the Verdera space cruiser Rassdan, flagship of Domanant Casterill. He demands to speak to you immediately. It seems that Domanant Casterill and his primary, Zilcia, are aboard.”
“Oh God. I don’t have time for this now!”
“What’s a Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia and where’s Verdera?” Kai said.
“Kai, hell—having you aboard is going to complicate everything. I guess we’re in it now. Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia are the rulers of Verdera. It’s a five-planet alliance about fifty light years from Earth. Their daughter, to put it in Earth terms, ran away and joined the circus. She was trying to escape the static, structured life of Verderan royalty. She had dreams of becoming a famous inter-galactic entertainer.” Nick dropped back on the seat cushion and propped up his leg, so he could massage the calf.
Nick continued, “Her parents, the Domanant and his Primary, have been searching for her for years. Verdera law requires the eldest royal offspring to mate and provide a continuation to the royal lineage before any of the other offspring of the ruling pair can mate. The law was proclaimed to ensure a continuation to the royal line and reduce the possibility of royal backstabbing.”
“So why come to Earth?” Kai said.
“They’ve finally tracked down their daughter, and unless I’m completely off base, she’s hiding in Riki Dorn’s purse.”
“Dustmopier!” Kai’s eyes widened in shock.
“Dustmopier. First Prinas of Verdera,” Nick confirmed.
“You mean Dustmop is a real princess?” Mariee said. “Is she searching for Prince Charming, like in the fairy tale?”
“More like running away from him,” Nick said. “Her parents tried to pair her with every available male in every royal family on five worlds. She told me she couldn’t stand to have another self-centered, flaccid-lipped domid kiss her.”
“What’s a domid?” Mariee asked.
“In Dustmopier’s species, domids are the males and gravins are the females. Dustmopier told me that when she mated it would be with a domid of her choice. She wants someone who knows his own mind and is not a privileged, over-indulged fop,” Nick said.
Mariee looked down at her wilted bikini. “If the King and Queen are coming to see us, I need to change. You have to dress properly when you visit the royal court.” She took off at a run toward her cabin.
Jason called after her, “We’re not visiting the royal court. They’re visiting us, so our dress code and rules apply.”
“Daddy, you just don’t understand. A girl needs to make a good impersonation,” floated back.
“Durall, head out to sea. If the Rassdan is coming down, we better meet them well away from any watchers. Coordinate a rendezvous point and make sure they use full stealth mode.”
“Right away, sir.”
Durall turned north. The craft rose from the water as hydrofoils extended, and speed increased.
Twenty minutes later, Nick returned to the aft deck, dressed in tan slacks, green silk shirt and loafers. He had Durall arrange the deck with comfortable human sized chairs and a dais with two of the padded couches that Dustmopier preferred. The dais had a spiral ramp wide enough for two windalfluffs to climb side-by-side.
“Mr. Blade, the Rassdan will be alongside in a few minutes. Our hulls are compatible, so we will merge at the molecular level to facilitate the meeting. The joined hulls will reconfigure to look like a medium sized cargo ship.”
“I believe we’re ready to receive our guests. Give Jason and Mariee a call and have them join me.”
“What about Mr. Kamaya? Should I also ask him to join you?”
“Yes, he’s in this, too. Since he’s willing to help me out, he should know what’s going on.” 
The Rassdan hovered a foot above the wave tops and slowly eased closer to Durall. The gleaming silver vessel sported a raised gold crest and the word Rassdan in flowing Verderan script. As the two hulls touched, they appeared to melt together, becoming a single seamless entity. The transformation took several minutes, as ocean research vessel and spacecraft morphed into a medium-sized, inter-island cargo vessel. The masthead flag snapping in the light breeze was emblazoned with the royal Verderan crest, a windalfluff holding the royal scepter while standing on a small globe representing Verdera. 
The aft deck widened, and a second hatch appeared. The lower portion of the hatch flowed back into the wall, and the anthem of Verdera filled the air, as two columns of windalfluff royal guardsman marched out in perfect synchronization, weapon harnesses of polished leather and silver trim bearing the Verderan crest. Each guardsman carried an intricate quantum rifle at the port arms position. They had a phase pistol holstered on the right side of the harness as well as a long, long relative to the size of a windalfluff, sword in silver-chased scabbard on the left.
Kai moved into view and stood beside Nick. “Those are some fancy looking little rifles they’re totting. How far does the cork fly before the string stops it?”
“Shhh,” Nick whispered back. “Those are class five quantum rifles. They fire a directed quantum singularity event. Do you know what a black hole is?”
“You mean the collapsed star core thingy?”
“Yes. In essence, each one of those little rifles has the capability of generating and directing a temporary, artificial black hole instead of a bullet. When it reaches its target, the gravitational field from the singularity collapses all the excess space between the atoms within range. A hit from just one of those guns against something the size of Durall would result in an object that had the same weight, but was a tenth of the size of a grain of sand.”
“So what you’re saying is, don’t mess with the little fur balls.”
“On Verdera, the planet where the windalfluff evolved, they were one of the smallest creatures in a world filled with very large carnivores. They went from windalfluff pâté, to the top of the food chain, in one of the shortest evolutionary cycles ever recorded. Fortunately, for the other intelligent species in the galaxy, they are also one of the most outgoing and friendly. But you definitely want them on your side in a fight.”
On the other side of Nick, Jason had his hands on Mariee’s shoulders watching the unfolding pageantry. Mariee was dressed in her idea of a royal court gown that Durall had made for her. The white gown had an empire waist circled by a wide satin ribbon that sported a train at the back. She wore a small tiara clipped in her hair.
Two heralds marched out of the hatch, raised trumpets to their lips and blew a fanfare, while two more windalfluffs unrolled a red carpet.
Nick rubbed his eyes and shook his head. The scene opening before him could have come directly from a Cecil B. DeMille extravaganza.
The heralds lowered their trumpets and one of them said, “Their royal majesties Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia,” in a loud, commanding voice.
Mariee dropped into a low curtsey and held it as the royal couple stepped through the hatch.
Nick knew his mouth was hanging open as he watched the royal couple emerge from the open hatch. Domanant Casterill was nearly twice the size of Primary Zilcia, his fur was a deep reddish-brown streaked with blond highlights. He wore a gleaming black harness emblazoned with a large diamond cabochon that framed the royal crest cast in tricolor gold. His left hand supported the right hand of his primary, and in his right was a long scepter that thumped into the deck at each step.
Primary Zilcia’s fur was pure white. Her only adornment was a large faceted diamond set in tricolor gold and woven into the fur at the back of her head. Her right hand lightly rested on top of her mate’s as the pair paraded down the red carpet.
As they passed each pair of flanking royal guardsmen, the guardsman turned to face the royal couple, snapped to attention and then tapped the butt of their rifles on the deck twice in counter point to the thump of the Domanant’s scepter. The guardsmen followed through by going to present arms with the rifles held vertically in front of their bodies.
The royal couple continued to the dais and climbed the ramp. A single royal guardsman followed them up the ramp and stepped to the side as Domanant and Primary settled on the couches.
Domanant Casterill thumped his scepter on the dais three times, then handed it to the guardsman who stood a pace back and to the right. “Guard Domit Andarill, dismiss the honor guard and have them resume their normal security watch.”
The guardsman bowed his head and flowed down the dais ramp to the honor guard. “Honor Guard, dismissed.” He handed the scepter to one of the others and climbed back to the top of the dais.
“Now that the pomp is finished, where is that ungrateful brat of ours?” said Domanant Casterill. 
“She’s not aboard at present,” Nick said. “She left several hours ago with Riki Dorn and Dannie Turney to make sure they arrived at Ms. Turney’s offices safely.”
“How many other bodyguards did you send with her?” Primary Zilcia asked.
“None, it’s just the three females,” Nick said.
“Do you know where they are?” Primary Zilcia’s fur puffed up as she reacted to Nick’s answer.
“Yes. Durall is tracking them using Ms. Dorn’s cell phone’s GPS.”
“Andarill, get the coordinates from Durall and make sure my daughter is safe,” Zilcia commanded the guard leader.
Andarill slapped his right hand against his rifle, gave a half bow and jumped from the dais to the deck. A few seconds later, a whooshing sound heralded the launch of a small combat flyer.
“How do I contact my daughter?” Primary Zilcia asked.
“You can use my comm center. Mariee would you please escort Primary Zilcia to Durall’s comm center?” Nick asked.
When Zilcia and Mariee were out of sight, Domanant Casterill let out a long sigh. I’m glad that’s over. Have to preserve the pomp and tromp for the natives you know. He shrugged out of his harness and let it drop to the dais. “You boys got any beer?” he said, scratching his chest where the harness had ridden. “I’m drier than a six-day dead lizoid on a desert sand dune.”
 
><
 
Riki unlocked Party Girl and tossed her purse onto the shelf behind the seat.
“Oomph. Damn it! Watch it, you over-grown ape. At least warn me when you’re going to toss me around like that,” came as a mumbled exclamation from the purse.
“What the hell?” Riki said.
“I think someone wanted to come with us but didn’t want to ask,” Dannie said.
Riki leaned in the car and opened the main zipper on her purse. Dustmopier’s head popped out, and she took a couple of deep gasping breaths, before crawling from the confines of the large bag. She massaged her left butt cheek and gave Riki a narrow eyed look.
“I thought that thing was heavier than normal,” Riki said. “How did you manage to close yourself in there?”
“I would imagine she had help from a six-year-old,” Dannie said.
“What are we going to do with her?’ Riki asked. “How will we explain who and what she is if we’re stopped by the police?”
Dust folded her arms into her fur and retracted her middle set of legs. “Woof, woof. Don’t worry, they’ll think I’m a lap dog. Let’s get going. Now that I can breathe again, I’m ready for anything.”
Riki shrugged. “It’s too late to take her back to Durall, and I’d hate to see what kind of havoc she would cause if I left her here. Try to keep out of sight as much as possible and for God’s sake, don’t bite anybody. I don’t know when you had your last rabies shot.”
“If I knew I wouldn’t get West Nile Virus, I’d sink my teeth into you,” Dustmopier said.
“If you two don’t play nice, I’m going to spank you both and send you to your rooms,” Dannie said, trying to stifle her laugh.
“Will you just drive this contraption? We don’t have time for your childish tantrums,” Dustmopier said, as she settled into a comfortable position and stared straight ahead.
“Childish… Oh never mind. It’s not worth the aggravation.”
Riki and Dannie latched their seatbelts, and Riki started the engine. She waited for traffic to clear, and was turning onto the Haleiwa Road, before she noticed the dark-gray Crown Vic parked on the shoulder across the highway.
“Shit! Hang on. I recognized the guy in the car on the other side of the highway. I remember seeing him at the Agency.” Riki floored the accelerator and all 525 horses in the V10 screamed to life. Tire smoke hung in the air as the marina disappeared in her rearview mirror. A quick right onto the Kamehameha Highway and the Agency car dwindled from view.
Riki said, “We only have a couple of choices for roads to Honolulu, and it won’t take the Agency long to get people ahead of us. As soon as I hit the H2 freeway, I’m going to find out how fast this car really is. Our only hope is to get past the Agency observers before they have time to set up. On a few of the freeway straightaways, Riki approached the car’s 200 mph top end. She down shifted and took the Moanalua Road exit at Pearl City. From there, they stayed on surface streets and wound their way toward the SecureComm offices. Riki parked in a multi-level parking garage six blocks from Dannie’s office.
Dustmopier crawled back in Riki’s purse, but insisted the zipper stay open, so she could stick her head out and watch their backs as they headed for the rear entrance to SecureComm.
Two blocks into the walk, Riki’s phone rang. “Hello.”
“Ms. Dorn? Could I please speak to Dustmopier,” said a hesitant female voice.
“Who is this and how did you get this number?”
“My name is Primary Zilcia, I’m Dustmopier’s mother. I got your number from Mr. Blade.”
Riki took the phone from her ear and stared at it for a few seconds before shoving it at Dustmopier. “It’s for you. She said her name’s Zilcia, and she’s your mother.”
Dust’s eyes widened and her hands shook as she took the phone. “Mom? How’d you find me?” Dust listened for a few seconds. “Daddy’s here, too? No I can’t drop everything and join you for tea. Dannie and Riki need me to protect them. When we’re done at Dannie’s office, we’ll meet you at the Cutting Edge dock… Please tell me you didn’t bring more of those flabby-lipped royal suitors with you? You didn’t. Thank The Powers of Creation for that small favor. No, Mom. I don’t need a bodyguard. What do you mean ones already on the way? Call him back.”
Dust nudged Riki’s side. “She hung up. She and Dad are sending a bodyguard to help us.”
“What kind of bodyguard?” Riki asked.
“Oh, the regular kind. You know—a member of the elite royal guard. A block-headed, muscle-bound domid who’ll shoot first and not bother to ask questions later.”
Riki noticed a large pelican doing lazy figure eights above the buildings around them. “What is a pelican doing this far from the ocean, and just flying around the buildings?”
“I believe my bodyguard has arrived,” Dustmopier said.
“The bird?” Dannie asked.
“You know how Durall can change shape? Well, the royal guard uses the same technology for their individual combat fliers,” Dustmopier said.
“Hold on, back up a few sentences. What royal guard, and why would your parents send one to watch over you?” Riki asked.
“I told you last night that I was the First Prinas of Verdera. In English, I would be First Princess of the royal family of Verdera. My father and mother, Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia are the rulers of Verdera.”
“Verdera is the country you’re from?” Riki asked.
“Not just a country—more like a five planet alliance a few light-years from here.”
“What’s a few?”
“Fifty or so. After twenty-five what’s a light-year or two one way or the other.”
“So all Nick Blade’s talk about how I shouldn’t be surprised by finding out about other intelligent species found in the darkest jungles of Earth was a smoke screen to get me to quit asking questions?”
Dust nodded her head a few times. “Maybe.”
“I think I need to sit down for a few minutes,” Riki said, as her legs turned to rubber. She dropped onto a bus-stop bench and took several deep breaths. Massaging her temples, she closed her eyes and tried to relax. “What are the odds that windalfluffs are the only other alien species to visit Earth?”
“Today?” Dustmopier asked.
Riki narrowed her eyes. “Ever.”
“Oh about the same odds as filling an inside royal flush three hands in a row.”
“So when you were telling Mariee about being a performer and headlining on cruise ships, you didn’t mean ocean going cruise ships.”
“More inter-galactic than inter-ocean,” Dustmopier said.
“I know all of this is a shock for you, Riki, but we need to get to my office,” Dannie said.
“Why aren’t you surprised by this?” Riki asked Dannie.
“Jason told me some of it last night, so I’ve had a few hours to get used to the idea. It’s only four blocks to SecureComm. Let’s go.”
Riki got up and shifted the strap of her purse on her shoulder. “How will we know if your personal watchdog spots something?” Riki asked Dust.
They had just turned down a back street and the rear entrance of SecureComm was in sight when the circling pelican banked into a tight spiral, and lost altitude. The bird’s spiral centered over an alcove lined with dumpsters. A loud clap of thunder echoed from the row of dumpsters, and the second one in line was no longer there. A tiny hole in the pavement had a wisp of steam curling into the air. Two men in dark suits lay on the pavement. The front of their suit coats and pants had disappeared along with a massive amount of hair down the center of the chest of one of them. It looked like someone had grabbed them by the front of their clothes and pulled so hard and fast, the material separated, and then disappeared.
“Those men are from the Agency,” Riki yelled, as she took off at a run for the SecureComm entrance. “I recognize the underwear.” A van pulled to the curb ahead of them, and the sliding side door opened. Hands reached through the opening and latched onto Riki’s left arm. Dustmopier thrust the upper half of her body through the purse opening and tore a ragged, bloody chunk from the man’s forearm. He released Riki with a scream and fell back into the van. A second man in back and the driver tried to come after the running women when the entire left side of the van from the driver’s seat back disappeared, and a flood of gasoline poured into the street. Another tiny hole with steam curling up was the only indication of where the missing metal had gone. The van listed to the left as the stump of rear axle slammed into the pavement.
Three armed SecureComm guards rushed from the rear door and covered Riki and Dannie as they ran the last few yards.
The three men from the van took off on foot and only paused for a few seconds to gather the two from the alcove before disappearing around a corner.
Dannie leaned on Riki gasping for breath.
“Are you two all right?” one of the guards asked.
“Just a little winded,” Riki said.
“That’s some dog you’ve got there. I haven’t seen a set of teeth like that on anything smaller than a Doberman,” said the guard.
“Yeah, she might be small, but she’s very protective,” Riki said, reaching in and scratching Dustmopier around the ears.
“What kind is she?” asked the guard, as he leaned over to peer in the purse.
A deep growl came from the depths, and the purse jerked a few times. The guard stepped back and put some distance between him and the man-eater hiding in the shoulder bag.
“Sorry about that, I think she’s still a little upset from the attack. She’s a windalfluff. The kennel club doesn’t recognize the breed as pure bred, they classify her as a mutt.” Another deep growl came from the purse. “Or maybe it was attack dog,” Riki said, moving her hand a little higher on the shoulder strap.
Dannie checked with the receptionist and then came back to Riki. “The head of the FBI’s local office is waiting for us up stairs.” She turned to the guards. “Lock the building down. I don’t care if the President of the United States shows up, no one enters or leaves until I’m through talking to the FBI.” She took Riki’s arm and steered her to the elevators.



Chapter 15
Dannie’s corner office with its large glass and chrome table-desk was on the top floor of the SecureComm building. The desk had a built in computer that used the glass desktop as a display screen with touch sensitive surface. A complementary chrome and leather couch, with two matching chairs provided a less formal meeting area in one corner.
The office had floor-to-ceiling glass on two sides. The side facing the ocean had a sliding door centered in the expanse of glass. The patio beyond the sliding door offered a stunning view of the Honolulu beachfront, from Diamond Head on the left to Pearl Harbor on the right.
“Riki, would you mind waiting out on the patio while I talk to SAIC Boland? I’ll let you know if he wants to talk to you. It’s probably better if he doesn’t know about Dust.” Dannie said.
Riki slid the door open and stepped out. As she closed the door behind her, all sound from the office cut off. The patio extended beyond the glass portion of the wall, so that a section of it could not be seen from inside. A patio table and six matching chairs populated the extension. Riki assumed the arrangement was placed so that it did not block the view of the beach from the windows.
Setting her purse on the table she said, “You can come out if you want. Unless someone comes out on the patio, they can’t see us.”
Dustmopier climbed out of the purse and began grooming her fur.
Riki said, “When Dannie is finished with her meeting, I’ll try to get you to a bathroom or find some water. You have blood matted in the hair around your mouth.”
“I have some here,” said a voice from behind Riki.
Riki dropped into a crouch and spun to face the unknown speaker. She worked to stifle a startled scream, as a windalfluff almost twice Dustmopier’s size, climbed out of the open hatch on the back of the massive pelican shaped combat flyer perched on the concrete safety wall. He wore a harness with a windalfluff-sized side arm clipped to it. A gold and black badge adorned the shoulder cross piece of the harness.
“Oh hell, they sent the domit of the royal guard to babysit me,” Dustmopier said. “The domit is the leader of the elite force charged with guarding the royal family,” she explained to Riki.
The large windalfluff smoothly jumped the six-foot-gap between table and wall. He had a flattened oval flask in one hand. “Here you go Moppy. It looks like you’re still having trouble with getting dirty.”
Dustmopier froze and stared at the big male. “Only one person ever dared call me Moppy. It can’t be. Anda?” She did a slow circuit around the guardsman. “I don’t believe it. Anda. How? It’s been years. The last time I saw you was at RAMS, just before my parents launched their final let’s-find-Dustmopier-a-mate campaign.”
“How’ve you been, Grunge Muffin? And it’s Andarill now. My father passed the pack baton to me last year.”
“So you’re big man in the genetic pack now. That’s—wonderful news.”
The two windalfluffs stood facing each other just staring into each other’s eyes. The next second they came together in a tight ball, and began rolling around the table. Riki rushed forward to keep them from falling to the floor, but the ball of thrashing legs and arms seemed to have a mind of its own. The large fur ball rolled in a circle near the edge of the table then stopped and spun in place a few turns before resuming the wild rolling motion. They came to rest laughing, Dustmopier lying on top of Andarill’s stomach.
“It’s good to see you haven’t lost any of your fighting moves living the soft life here on Earth,” Andarill said.
“I get a little exercise now and again. Sometimes Durall will land in a secluded section of jungle and I get to go play with the big cats. If you’re going to be on Earth for a while, maybe we can get to Africa. You haven’t lived until you’ve hunted a cheetah pack. Those things are fast, but not too smart. Nick won’t let me bring them back to the ship when I catch one. He always complains that they’re not house broken.”
Riki’s knees gave out and she dropped into one of the chairs. “You play with cheetahs? They can reach speeds of 75 mph in a sprint. How do you catch up to them?”
Dustmopier looked at her for a few seconds. “I move my little leggies very, very fast,” she said in a slow voice as if talking to a child. “The only real problem occurs when they’re hunting in a coalition. That’s when you need to be really quick. While you’re running one of them down the others will sometimes close in from behind and attack.”
Dustmopier took the flask of water and washed the blood from her face.
Riki fished in her purse and pulled out a travel pack of tissues. “Here you go Moppy,” she said. “You can use these to blot the water.”
“You know, Seabiscuit, when a body falls from a place as high as this, it makes a nice loud splat when it hits the pavement. I’ll put up with you calling me Dustmop, even Dust, but you ever call me Moppy again and I’ll have your tits for tennis balls.”
“Well, if that’s how you feel. It works both ways you know. My name’s Dorn, Riki Dorn, Riki to my friends. Ms. Dorn is okay and I’ll even put up with Dorn from my co-workers, but Seabiscuit won’t cut it. You want to serve the meal, you better be ready to eat it.”
Dustmopier marched across the table, and jumped to land on Riki’s chest and fisted her hands in the silk collar of Riki’s blouse. Eye-to-eye, she said, “I’m not hungry—Riki Dorn.”
“Neither am I, Prinas Dustmopier.”
“Okay then,” Dustmopier said, as she sprang back to the table.
“Am I missing some deeper meaning in all these Earth language names?” Andarill said.
“It’s just an ancient Earth custom, a subtle way of establishing relationships and ranking. If a person wants to establish dominance, they’ll use a diminutive or derogatory of that person’s name. To show respect they use the formal variant. To show equality, they use the version that person enjoys hearing.”
“So when you called the human, Riki Dorn, you were showing respect and accepting her as your equal or of higher rank, and the same when she called you Prinas Dustmopier?” Andarill asked.
“Essentially, that’s correct.”
“On Earth as on Verdera, names are bestowed at birth, by the parents of the child. The name becomes the legal identifier of that person. Earth parents will often give their child three or more names. The last name is the family name and those that preceded it are individual identifiers, often given to honor ancestors or other humans they respect.”
Riki listened to the explanation, and realized the sheer volume of social conventions humans absorbed from birth without taking the time to understand what they meant.
“Riki Dorn, do you have one of these third names?” Andarill said.
Riki’s face bloomed with color. At that moment she hated, absolutely hated, her parents.
Dustmopier and Andarill stared at her waiting for a response.
Oh Lord, help me. “Peaches,” she whispered, cleared her throat, and then said in a louder voice, “Peaches. My Dad called me Peaches when I was a little girl. When my mother was pregnant with me, he’d come home from the studio, rub her baby bump and ask how his little peach pit was growing. Somehow, when I was born, they thought that Peaches should be my middle name, since I was the fruit of their orchard.”
Andarill looked at Dustmopier and gave a very human-like shrug. She leaned toward him. “Sometimes human parents do some really shortsighted things. Peaches are a sweet, juicy, Earth fruit that grows on trees. Peaches is a cute nickname for a child, but to make it part of the person’s formal name can cause problems later in life when the child becomes an adult.”
Riki said, “If you tell anyone…”
Dustmopier made a gesture of zipping her lips and tossing the key over the railing.
The sliding door ground on its wheels as it began to open. Andarill leapt from the table into the open hatch of his flyer and launched from the wall before it had opened a foot. Dustmopier scrambled into Riki’s purse and turned to watch from the opening.
Dannie leaned out the partly opened door. “I’ll be ready to go in a few minutes. I have a couple more directives to issue. You can come inside if you want.”
Riki picked up her purse and followed Dannie back into the office. “How did it go with the FBI?”
“About like I expected. Boland canceled the kidnapping alert, but he was skeptical about believing the Agency was involved. He said he would look into it. I think he meant he would look into my mental history. He passed off the attack this morning as random street crime, and said he’d let HPD know.”
“It sounds like we’re on our own dealing with the Agency,” Riki said.
“That’s definitely the impression I got. One government agency is not going to investigate another.”
Riki’s cell phone rang and Dustmopier handed it to Riki. “Riki Dorn. Hi, Nick. We’re leaving in a few minutes; we should be at the Cutting Edge office in less than an hour.” Riki listened for a couple of minutes. “I’ll tell her. Bye.” Riki handed the phone back to Dustmopier.
She turned to Dannie. “That was Nick. They’re entering Pearl Harbor now. Jason found out that Talia, their sister, is missing. She came to Honolulu to do some shopping the day before I was assigned to watch Nick. He believes the Agency grabbed her and that’s how they got his name. I think Nick and Jason just declared war on the Agency. Hurry and make your last arrangements. We have to leave. If Agency operatives try to board Durall all hell’s going to break loose.”



Chapter 16
The sound of several sets of heavy boots echoed down the metal grate walkway outside Talia’s cell. She drew her knees up to her chin, and leaned her back against the cold concrete wall as her forehead dropped to rest on them. She lifted her head just enough to use her right hand to wipe the tears from her cheeks. She held her breath praying the boots kept walking and didn’t stop at her door. It seemed like only minutes had passed since the guards dragged her back into this cold, cramped cell and dumped her on the floor. Talia was wet, shivering and nearly unconscious from interminable hours of having a towel held over her face and water slowly poured over it. She thought it was called waterboarding by the news reporters.
Her head came up and her face hardened into a look of determination. I won’t tell them anything. Not a single damn word. They can torture me until I die, and I won’t tell them what they want to know.
She remembered the single slip she’d made when they first grabbed her at the airport. She’d asked the agents who’d taken her to contact Nick Blade, he was the only one in the family she knew who might be on Oahu and would help her. 
She started shivering and pulled her knees in tighter, trying to conserve as much body heat as possible. The smell of wet hair and concrete was nauseating.
The cell had a stainless steel toilet in one corner, no sink or bed, just concrete floor and walls. The only light was from the overhead lights above the walkway. The door was solid steel on the bottom with bars and an expanded steel mesh above. Looking through the bars revealed other cells about twenty feet away across an open space. The rectangular cellblock was made of poured concrete with a hollow center. Access to each of the upper three levels was by open grate metal stairs that connected to the walkways at each cell level. The locks for the doors were individual panels set into the concrete beside the doors not in the steel doors themselves. It was impossible to pick a lock you couldn’t reach or see.
Food didn’t seem to be high on the list of things the prisoners needed. Each morning the inmates were served a paper bowl of cold oatmeal without a spoon. Their jailers expected them to eat with their fingers or lap the food like an animal.
When she’d first been shoved in the cell, Talia had pounded on the door and demanded to see a lawyer or at least to talk to someone to explain that a mistake had been made. She hadn’t committed any crimes. Her shouts had been answered by a bucket of cold water in the face, delivered through the grating in the upper half of the door.
The boot steps stopped—in front of her door.
“Enjoying my hospitality?” Kirk McCarry asked, looking into the cell. Two large uniformed guards flanked him.
“You? You’re the one doing this to me. Why?” Talia saw a man with pale, almost albino white skin covered in dark freckles, staring at her through the steel mesh. His massive wrestler’s shoulders seemed to be trying to swallow his head. He was big, fireplug big, with mean eyes under dark auburn-red hair.
“I want answers, and I think you can give them to me. At least you can tell me who has them.”
“Answers to what? None of this makes sense. Is your little quest for information why all these people are here? Is your ego driving the torture, pain and murder?”
“My ego has nothing to do with it. I’m a patriot. I’m doing this to keep my country and the world safe.”
“The only thing that I see that the world needs rescuing from is you and your organization. What gives you and your minions the right to grab a person off the street and lock them up without reason or explanation? Just because you or your superiors have a God complex does not make you a deity or give you power.”
“My power comes from the highest authority, the President of the United States. I, personally, have the duty of stopping the alien invasion. We know. Know—for a fact— that aliens are coming by the millions. This is a war.”
“Wait a minute. The President of the United States is not the highest authority, and he does not have the power to go to war. The people of this country are the highest authority, and he works for them. The people, and that includes me, tell our servant, our employee the President, what we want him to do.”
McCarry laughed, “It’s kind of hard to tell anyone what to do if they don’t know about it. As long as it’s a secret, we can do anything we want.”
“So in your mind that gives you the right to kidnap a mother of three young children on a shopping trip, and torture her for information on an alien invasion that no one knows about.”
“Exactly.”
“I give up. What do you want to know.”
“Everything. When is the invasion scheduled to start? Where is it coming from? What weapons will be used?”
Talia hung her head. “It’s scheduled to start in… What’s the date and what time is it now?”
“It’s 3:17 p.m., Monday the 24th.”
“Too bad, the invasion is scheduled to begin in Twenty-three hours and forty-nine minutes. You’ll never have enough time to get your forces alerted and in position. The mother ship is hiding behind the Moon and will pop out ten minutes before the first wave of attackers reaches Earth. An announcement will be broadcast that all people of Earth must lay down their weapons and form up into long columns of two for an orderly march to the probing centers.”
“Probing? for what?”
Talia blinked and stared at him. “Gallstones. We want all of Earth’s gallstones. To my race, powdered human gallstone is the strongest aphrodisiac we’ve found. Our males need it to please us. When we mate, six females to each male, we need stamina from our men or the last two or three go unsatisfied, and you don’t want to see an unsatisfied female. Think of a cross between a black widow spider and a crocodile—with fur. Sadly, our male population is very small. The invasion force of course, is completely comprised of unsatisfied females.”
“What about the weapons?”
“Oh, it will be the normal death rays and thermal nuclear disruptors. You see; we infiltrated Hollywood and the movie industry long ago. For decades, they’ve been conditioning Earthlings to fear us. The panic and confusion will assist us in rounding up the largest numbers for the probe centers.”
“What do you have for individual weapons? Once your forces land, what capabilities will each female have?”
“I guess you mean weapons other than a bad attitude. Well, the normal sidearm is the extractor. You set the dial to the body part you want to extract, eyeball, brain, testicles, then you aim at the location on the body you want to extract the body part through, nose, mouth, penis, and out it comes in one piece. Doesn’t hurt a bit, the trigger pull is very light. The probe technology is based on the same principle.”
One of the uniformed guards had gone bone-white and was swaying.
“What you really have to worry about is the symbiotic pairing. Some of us live in harmony with a small furry species. The ones lucky enough to have a symbiont have a companion for life. We would do anything for each other. If you kill one of the pair, the other will devote its life, its entire existence to extract revenge in the most painful method possible. And believe me, they may be small, but they are faster than you can imagine.” Talia shifted on the hard concrete.
McCarry released a barking laugh. “Cute story. Now I want the truth.”
“You couldn’t handle the truth if it sat on your head and plucked your eyes out.”
McCarry turned to the two guards. “Take her to interrogation. She knows something, and I need answers.”
The guard on his left saluted. He was the one who’d lost all color when she was telling her story, ‘Fardy’ was etched into his nametag. The other guard, Numisdt, stood at attention, his face blank, eyes flicking nervously between McCarry and Fardy.
As he walked away, McCarry said, “Work her hard, but keep her alive, at least for now.”
Fardy unlocked the cell, and he and Numisdt took Talia by the arms and lifted her off the floor. She went rigid for a few seconds, and rolled her eyes up as far as they’d go.
“What are you doing? What’s happening?” Fardy said.
Talia slumped and her head dropped to her chest. In a quiet voice she said, “I’m one of the lucky ones, I was communicating with my symbiont, Dustmopier. I was giving her your names and descriptions so that if anything happens to me she knows who to come looking for. You’re just lucky I don’t know where I am or she’d be here already. And I guarantee you, you don’t want to see what those teeth of hers can do to a human body. I once saw her bite the head off a hyena in a single snap. She did it in less than a second, and that was after giving it a hundred-yard head start.”
They forced her from the cell and down the stairs. Just before turning into the interrogation room Talia said, “You two big strong men wouldn’t be looking for a little action would you? When I get out of here, I can get my sex-pod together, and we’ll take both of you on at once. That way you poor Earthmen only have to handle three of us at a time. You could handle three of us couldn’t you?”
Fardy swallowed hard, and then pushed the door open without answering. They strapped her to the waterboard bench and left.
Talia heard them talking as they walked away.
“Did you see Agent Garrick’s arm when they brought him in?”
“Yeah, half the meat on the forearm was missing. Do you think it was one of them symbionts that did it?”
“I don’t know, maybe.”
“Do you think you could handle three at once?”
“Sure, no problem. I could take on the entire pod.”
“But what if you left one or two,” gulp, “you know—unsatisfied…”



Chapter 17
Dannie finished giving orders to the departments making the changes and upgrades to the SecureComm systems. She then used the bathroom to change into casual clothes, jeans, pullover, and running shoes, before rejoining Riki and Dust.
She made a call to security, and sent two armed security guards to pick up Party Girl from the parking garage, and move her to the SecureComm rear entrance.
While they waited for security’s call that the car was ready, a light tapping sounded on the patio’s glass. Andarill gestured them to open the sliding door.
“Who’s that and how did he get on the patio?” Dannie said.
Dustmopier answered, “His name’s Andarill. He’s the bodyguard my parents sent. He was the one flying the pelican shaped combat flyer.”
Riki opened the slider.
Andarill said, “If you’re leaving, I wanted to offer First Prinas Dustmopier an invitation to join me in my flyer. Two sets of eyes above are better than one.”
Dustmop jumped out of Riki’s purse and scrambled down Riki’s leg. “I’ll go, but only if I get to be the pilot.”
Andarill froze for a second. “It’s my flyer. And do you even remember how to fly?”
Dustmopier walked up to Andarill. “I guess we’re going to find out.” She then grabbed him and planted a deep grinding kiss on his lips.
Dannie stood staring, her mouth open, and eyes unblinking.
Riki said, “You go girl. If you got it, use it.”
Andarill rear set of legs began a fast staccato tapping on the carpet. His middle legs followed.
When Dust broke off the kiss, the two stumbled apart, and they seemed to be having trouble focusing their eyes.
Andarill finally said, “Prinas Dustmopier, that’s… That was… Holy cavern of the blessed pairing, why did you do that?”
“I’ve wanted to kiss you since we were at school together, but I knew my parents wouldn’t approve and would have separated us. I’m my own gravin now, and I can make up my own mind about who I want to take under a zanta bush.”
“Are you sure it’s not just your exile on this primitive planet talking? After all how many other domid windalfluffs have you seen since you came here?”
“Anda, you dopey domid. Did that kiss seem like I needed or wanted another domid.”
“But your parents? I’m the domit of the royal guard.”
Dannie turned to Riki. “Do you think we should let her go with him? Do you think she’ll be safe?”
“The more interesting question is, will he be safe?” Riki said.
“Let’s go, Anda. Before these two figure out they don’t have a say in this,” Dustmopier said.
“Ah—maybe we’ll need to wait a couple more minutes,” Andarill said.
Dustmopier hesitated then began to laugh.
Riki said, “Fill us in on the joke.”
“You know how, whenever you get too close to Nick and bounce around in front of him, how he turns away and runs to take a cold shower. Well, a windalfluff domid loses control of his legs starting at the rear pair and working forward. When the front pair releases, I have total control and get the goodies. I-can-do-anything-I-want-with-him,” she sang, as she stroked a finger down Andarill’s forehead and between his eyes.”
Andarill’s middle pair of legs, which had regained their function, collapsed with a thump.
Riki heard a whispered mantra coming from Andarill. “I can do this. Don’t think about her. Concentrate. Mind over body, don’t think about her.”
Dustmopier released a giggle as she scrambled out the sliding door and climbed into the flyer.
“We’ll be overhead, watching,” Andarill said, as he used his front pair of legs to drag his rear half to the door. Half way across the patio, his center pair of legs came to life and began functioning. By the time he reached the wall, all leg pairs were back in operation.
Riki shifted her purse to the other shoulder, as she watched the combat flyer tilt off the wall and begin circling.
Her cell phone rang. 
“Hey, Seabiscuit. I just wanted to check that the comm system in this flyer could link into your cell. We’ll call and tell you if we see any problems.” Dustmopier broke the connection.
Riki followed Dannie from the office. “That was Moppy doing a comm check.”
“Moppy?”
“Yeah, call her that sometime. She’ll love it.”
Party Girl waited at the curb. Armed security guards surrounded the two as they dashed out and belted in. Riki handed her cell phone to Dannie. “Call Nick, and let him know we’re leaving.”
Riki watched the circling pelican. It dipped left at the intersection and disappeared. She pressed the start button, and the throaty-snarl of the 4.8L V10 gave her goose bumps. The only thing more thrilling than the sound of this engine might be Nick Blade’s legs going out like Andarill’s, but that theory had yet to be tested. She flicked the shift paddle to first and floored the accelerator. Riki had the car in third gear and hit 83 mph before having to downshift to second to power through the left turn. An Agency operative watching from a dark gray Crown Vic, poured most of a cup of what was apparently hot coffee down her blouse and into her lap as she watched the Lexus slide through the turn and skid directly at her door. Riki gave her a single finger wave as the tires gripped and launched Party Girl forward. There was a slight “tick” as their mirrors kissed.
The high-speed trip to the Cutting Edge office was a testament to Riki’s driving skills, mostly learned on the twisting roads in the hills above Hollywood rather than on the Agency’s driving track. Another side benefit of growing up with an often-absentee father, no mother and way-too-much time and money to spend on testing the limits of mortality. 
A single narrow escape marred the adrenalin-laced dash. An Agency SUV tried to tee-bone Party Girl as Riki slowed for the turn into the alley at the back of the Cutting Edge office. A hundred feet before the collision, a loud clap of thunder rattled the fillings in Riki’s teeth. The SUV plowed into the pavement with everything forward of the windshield instantly missing. The heavy duty frame under the vehicle dug into the asphalt and the powerless passenger compartment slid to a stop balanced on the cleanly severed edges where front fenders use to meet door pillars. A small coil of steam lazily rose from a tiny hole fifty feet behind the head-standing SUV.
Riki slowed to forty as she neared the sharp right turn onto the dock. Two agents blocked her path, left hands out in the universal sign to stop, right hands on the grips of their guns. A click on the down shift paddle and a tap on the accelerator broke Party Girl’s rear wheels free and pointed her straight down the dock. Riki could see the realization come into the agent’s eyes when they figured out she wasn’t going to stop as ordered. The one closest to the water tried to pull the gun from his belt holster, while the man next to him, who had to take two additional strides to reach safety, started running and body slammed both of them over the side of the dock into the water.
Riki took her foot off the gas and coasted to the ramp that now extended from Durall’s hull. Before Riki and Dannie could release their seatbelts and climb out of the car, the hatch closed and Durall had tendrils snaking around, over and into Party Girl.
Riki said, “Take good care of her Durall, she’s been ridden hard and needs a little TLC.”
“I’ll see to her every need, Ms. Dorn,” Durall said, as one of his tendrils stroked Party Girls hood.
Riki and Dannie joined Nick on the aft deck. They watched as the pelican combat flyer flared for a landing on the bridge deck above them. The pelican came to a stop, but instead of the hatch opening, the flyer began to vibrate. Riki could swear she heard a thump followed by a giggle before the flyer began bouncing all over the deck.
Casterill and Zilcia joined the three watching the gyrating flyer. The hatch on the top of the flyer popped open and Dustmopier crawled half way out panting. Her eyes were unfocused and her fur was plastered in spikes and tuffs. She blew a wisp of hair out of her eyes and said, “Hi Mom, Dad. How was your trip?” as she ran her hands through her hair.
Domanant Casterill yelled, “Domit Andarill report!”
“Sir, First Prinas Dustmopier, delivered to you safely as ordered,” came from inside the flyer.
“Domit Andarill, step out of that flyer and face me,” Casterill said.
Dustmopier looked back into the flyer and then turned back to face her father. “Give him a couple of minutes Daddy, he’s-ahh-doing a system recovery.”
A hand reached up and grabbed her fur behind the head, Dustmopier let out a laughing screech as she was pulled back into the flyer, and the hatch slammed shut. The flyer resumed its erratic bouncing.
Casterill turned to Primary Zilcia. “Do something, she’s your daughter.”
The look that came back at him was the look that every female from the dawn of the first ice-age has worked to perfect. One eyebrow raised the other eye in a squint, lips pressed into a thin grimace. Every male knew it meant one of two things, either, “you’re the dumbest critter ever foisted on an unsuspecting world,” or “It’s your fault, fix it,” and sometimes it meant both at the same time.
Zilcia said, “I’m going to talk to that delightful human child, Mariee. Show some hackles, Casterill, and take that thankless whelp of ours in hand. I also need to speak to the chef about preparing a mating feast.”
Riki could hear Zilcia muttering as she tittupped away. “Not a zanta bush on the whole planet. The ungrateful wretch has no sense of tradition. And in a combat flyer, for Loroan’s sake.”
Riki asked Casterill, “Who’s Loroan?”
“The ancient Verderan deity of fertility. We believe she created the first zanta bush to protect and bless the holy pairing. On Verdera, a zanta bush is the one place a pair of windalfluffs is safe from larger predators. It’s a thorny, dense bush with poison spines.”
Nick said, “Durall, do you have pictures of a zanta bush in your database?”
“Yes, Mr. Blade.”
“Please provide one on the bridge deck in a shadowed corner.”
“Immediately, sir.”
The flopping pelican came to a jerky stop and after a few minutes, the hatch opened.
Dustmopier slowly crawled halfway out. She looked like day-old road kill waiting for buzzards to pick her bones. “A zanta bush! Andarill, Nick and Durall made us a zanta bush. Come on, you can toss me over your back and drag me into the burrow just like in the holy pairing stories.”
The reanimated Dustmopier jumped to the deck and turned back to drag a boneless Andarill through the hatch. He hit the deck with a thump and lay panting. All six legs splayed uselessly, arms trying to roll his body over so he was at least right side up. Dustmopier helped him to his stomach and then she turned to Nick. “Thank you, Nick. You’re the best business partner a girl could have. And thank you, both—Nick, Durall. The zanta bush is the most perfect pairing present imaginable.”
“Wait a minute, young Prinas. Before you go crawling under that zanta bush, I need to talk to you. You know your mother and I expected you to pair with a royal family. I know that Andarill is a fine young domid, but he’s not royalty. How will it look if we go back to Verdera and tell everyone their First Prinas is paired, but she ignored the royal decree.”
“I see your point, Daddy. I guess you have a problem.”
Nick said, “What defines royalty? Is it lineage? A title bestowed for service? A commendation for bravery? How does a windalfluff become royal?”
 “By any and all of those,” Casterill answered. “It is a position granted by a person with complete authority over a realm.”
Zilcia, Jason and Mariee climbed the stairs and joined the group. Zilcia looked shocked at the condition of her daughter and Andarill.
Mariee said, “Dust, did you guys fall in the water? My hair gets like that when it gets wet.”
“No, kid. We were—wrestling and worked up a little sweat,” Dustmopier said. 
Zilcia, sniffed and then she noticed the zanta bush and her features transformed into a smile.
Jason wrapped his arms around Dannie and pulled her close.
Nick turned to face the group. “I’m glad you are all here to witness this. By the powers invested in me as Regent Determinist of Earth, as provided for in the articles of commerce and visitation granted by the Confederation of Sapient Species, I bestow on Andarill, Domit of the Verderan Royal Guard, the title of Prince of Earth, Lord Protector of its lands and people. This honor is bestowed for selfless acts in the protection of Riki Dorn, Dannie Turney, and First Prinas Dustmopier.”
Nick asked one of the royal guardsmen standing watch if he could borrow his Verderan sword. With slow dignity, the guardsman drew the sword and presented it to Nick, grip first. Nick took the sword and tapped Andarill, who’d regained his feet, on both shoulders. He then took Andarill’s left hand and made a small cut in one fingertip. Nick flicked the finger so the drop of blood sailed over the railing and into the water of Pearl Harbor.
“Your blood, given to this planet, joins that of the other brave souls who gave their lives protecting those they love. I salute you, Prince Andarill.” Nick whipped the sword vertical and brought the pommel to his chin.
Zilcia stepped forward. “Lord Andarill, congratulations and welcome to the family. Now take my daughter under the zanta bush and get cleaned up.”
Andarill grabbed Dustmopier, tossed her over his shoulders and proudly marched to the burrow under the zanta bush as the entire group cheered and clapped.
Riki heard Dust say, “Ohhh, I love a big strong domid, especially when he’s my mate.” She nipped one of Andarill’s ears and his rear legs collapsed. “Hurry up! I want to…” His second pair of legs gave out as they disappeared into the burrow.



Chapter 18
Talia choked and coughed as blessed air rushed into her lungs. She rolled her head to the side, and wheezed from the water in her lungs that sent her body into convulsive spasms of retching. Her eyes watered, and she had trouble focusing them as the coughs tapered off.
“Have you gotten anything out of her?”
She knew that voice. McCarry. The other two, Fardy and Numisdt, stood back. Fardy still had the half-full bucket of water in is hand. Both men were soaked from the waist down from her splashing water on them as one held the towel over her face and the other poured the water. Even strapped to the bench she could move her head enough to cause them to get soaked. It was a small victory, but she’d take anything she could get, to prove she was still capable of fighting back.
“Nothing new, Mr. McCarry. She keeps offering to take us to her sex-pod and turn us into real men,” Fardy said.
“She’s also described what her symbiont will do to us in minute detail,” Numisdt added. “Sir, do you think it’s really possible to pull a man’s nuts out of his nostrils while making him bite off his own penis?”
McCarry stared at Numisdt without answering.
Talia gave a final retching cough and lay panting, preparing her mind and body for the next round of suffocating semi-drowning.
McCarry walked over and examined her drenched body. Her skin had a blue hue and was covered in wrinkles of small, raised, white ridges. “I’m disappointed that you feel you need to keep secrets from me. This would all end if you’d just tell me what I want to know.”
Talia tried to talk, choked, and began coughing. Finally, in husky whisper, “How can I tell you something I don’t know? You have the wrong person. I have three young children, and they need their mother. Have you called my husband and told him I’m here? He’ll tell you, who I am. I’m an American citizen. I was born in Honolulu. Check with the county, they have a record of my birth. I’m not an alien. It’s true that I did live in Australia for a couple of years, but that was over four years ago.”
McCarry continued to stare at her soaked pale-yellow blouse. She knew that her sheer flesh colored bra was as transparent as the fabric of the blouse. “Oh, I intend to talk to your husband. He’s booked on a flight to Honolulu tomorrow morning. I believe he’s bringing your children with him. Since you won’t talk to save yourself, maybe you will, to keep us from using these same methods on your husband and children. Something tells me little Ryden or Nicholas won’t have the same will power you do. At four-years-old, I’m sure Ryden’s pain threshold will be very low. It’s just too bad Linnae’s still a baby, no amount of torture could make her talk.”
“You are the lowest scum of the filthiest pond on Earth. You touch my children and I will walk through fire to personally rip out your throat. You think your superiors, or even the President, can save you. Think again. I know people who will help me turn this country—the entire world inside out to find you and these two morons. Once we’ve finished with you, we will be coming for those you serve.”
“Want to give me some names, names of these phantom individuals who are going to help you with your little vendetta?” McCarry asked. “I have an entire government agency to back me up, and I can call on the local police and FBI if I need more manpower. What do you have? A husband who’ll be trailing three little kids and this Nick Blade character you mentioned when we captured you. Not much of an army.”
“You know, it’s interesting that you used the word captured, not detained, not arrested, but captured. It’s as if you see yourself as the great-white hunter and everyone else as prey. Be very, very careful, McCarry. The hunted have a long history of becoming the hunter.”
Talia’s body began shivering uncontrollably.
“Take her back to her cell, and toss a blanket in with her. I want her alive tomorrow for the family reunion. When you’re finished with that, report to the squad room, I’m sending eight uniforms to cordon off the Cutting Edge office and dock. I want you to keep HPD and the press out of the area. Above all, make sure no one leaves the area. I don’t want any complications at the airport tomorrow morning,” McCarry said. The cell phone in McCarry’s pocket chimed as he left the chamber.
Talia could hear his end of the conversation as he slowly walked away. “Hello. Yes Marsha, I remember we are going to Jenny’s piano recital. I’ll be home in thirty minutes. Tell him he’s going. If I have to sit through a bunch of nine-year-olds slaughtering perfectly good music to support my daughter, then as her brother, Parker, does too…”



Chapter 19
Nick watched a parade of emotions and thoughts cross Riki’s face at the ramifications of what he’d revealed during the award ceremony. He could imagine the multitude of questions his use of his official title had raised in her mind. “I know you have questions. Let’s go sit in the lounge and I’ll answer them.”
“The truth this time? The whole truth?” Riki said
“Anything you want to know. You’ve proven you can keep a secret, and that you aren’t still working for the Agency. I’m going to need your insight on where they might be holding Talia. We’ve checked with all the other law enforcement agencies on the island and none of them are holding her, so the Agency must have her.”
They moved through the hatch and found facing seats in a small lounge area inside.
Nick said, “After Dustmopier and Andarill’s mating celebration tonight, the Domanant and Primary will be returning to Verdera. They have a host of other offspring waiting in the starting gate to choose mates. I think they were getting desperate to find Dustmopier so the other kids in the family would quit hounding them.”
Riki leaned back and got comfortable. She kicked off her shoes and rested her feet on the padded ottoman between the chairs. “It’s too bad they have to leave so soon. I’d like to get to know them better. They seem like honest, intelligent people.”
“That’s a rather telling statement,” Nick said.
“What do you mean?”
“From that one statement, I get that you’ve accepted the existence of other intelligent species on Earth and in the Universe, and you view them as people, not animals, not alien invaders.”
“Nick, I may be a skeptic, but when proof walks up and talks to me in broad daylight and perfect English, I do tend to let my world view shift just a smidgen,” she said holding up thumb and forefinger about a half inch apart. “Now it’s your turn to alter reality. What was that title you dropped during the bestowing ceremony, Regent Determinist of Earth?”
“That’s my official job title. My father held the position before me, and since I was raised helping him, the Confederation of Sapient Species decided to offer me the job when he retired. I like Earth and grew up here, so I accepted the position and have held it for five years now.”
“What are your duties?”
“I have total control of whom and what comes to Earth. Earth’s classification as a type three evolving planet means that it has evolved its own intelligent race with potential of becoming a member in the Confederation of Sapient Species at some point in the future.”
“What do the other types mean?”
“Type one, is a planet with no viable life forms. It is open for commercial exploitation if a species feels it is economically feasible. Type two, has viable life forms, but has yet to establish a technology or global culture. Type three planets like Earth; have evolved at least one intelligent species with a growing technology base. Limited contact is permitted and regulated.”
“And you’re the regulator?”
“Within Confederation guidelines, yes.”
“Are there other types?”
“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 Confederation and its requirements for membership. The Confederation elects its new members from type fours. 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 Confederation 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?”
“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 Confederation. Nine percent will test the Confederation a few times before realizing that change is the best thing. The final one percent is no longer a threat to other intelligent species. From Dustmopier’s report, you’ve seen what a class-five quantum weapon can do. 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 supernova events have not been naturally occurring.”
“You mean the Confederation has actually eliminated an entire species?”
“No. What I mean is that once our capabilities are demonstrated 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 deter signal is not received from the Confederation on a random schedule. The species is revisited every thousand years to evaluate its progress and intent.”
“You said that Earth is a type three planet. What does that mean to us humans?”
“Basically, limited known contact with Confederation species. A Determinist is assigned to live on the planet and control contact and monitor technology capabilities and social political progress. At some point in the future, a determination is made as to reclassification, type four or type five.”
“Who makes the determination?”
“It’s voted on by all the members of the Confederation after a detailed presentation is given by the planets Determinist.”
“You said, ‘limited known contact.’ Is there unknown contact?”
“Every day. Earth is a major tourist attraction for many of the species of the Confederation. Water is not as prevalent on many other planets, so a large number of tourists come here for the beaches and water sports. Another large number of visitors come to do research projects for advanced degrees. I’d guess there are nearly a thousand graduate students on planet at any one time, gathering data and observing the various social-political systems around the world. Earth does have one important export, entertainment. Movies, books, songs, and games are all in high demand. This planet is unique in that respect. It provides the majority of new entertainment to the galaxy. I told you there are an estimated thousand graduate students here studying the social-political systems, there are probably twenty times that here studying in the entertainment fields. In fact I’m sure your father knows many of them.”
“Isn’t that stealing? It’s the same as taking a natural resource without paying for it.”
“We’ve thought of that. That’s why every visitor to Earth is given an additional amount of local currency to distribute back into the economy. I have agents bringing in materials that are scarce on Earth. They then sell the materials to companies at reduced prices to offset the revenue that the movies, books and other exports would have earned. Much of the financial backing for the movie industry comes from a fund setup to pay royalties for performances off Earth.”
“How can all these people be here and we don’t know about them?”
“It turns out that almost all humanoid species are very similar in appearance. There are small differences, but almost all of them can be disguised or covered. Several other species are so close in looks to Earth animals that they can pass for dogs, cats, or any number of other species.” 
“Why is Earth unique because of entertainment?”
“You have to understand that many of the Confederation species have completely tamed their home systems, some hundreds or thousands of years ago. When a race reaches that level of civilization, much of its pioneering spirit, its imagination, becomes dulled, dulled to the point of stagnation. Can you imagine the thirst for new ideas, new plots and adventures to relieve the day-to-day sameness? Earth’s entertainment industry provides that, the movies, books, concerts and artwork.”
Jason walked into the lounge and interrupted their discussion. “I managed to hack the video surveillance system at Honolulu International. Durall, please give me a view screen on the wall beside Nick and Riki’s chairs.”
A portion of the wall changed into a view screen with an image of one of the gate areas at the airport.
“Run the video of Talia getting off the flight.” The image snapped into motion and showed passengers walking out of the jet-way and either heading for other gates, or following the signs to baggage claim.
Nick saw Talia enter the gate area and turn toward baggage claim. “There she is,” he said pointing to Talia’s image. Six people came out of the milling crowd at the gate and fell into a lose box around her, all moving with the flow of people. The cordon of people moved Talia to the edge of the crowd and close to a side door marked “Employee and Security Personnel Only.” In the next instant, Talia and five of the ones surrounding her had disappeared through the door, while one man remained behind and blocked the now closed exit.
“Those were Agency personnel. I recognized four of them. I’ve had drinks with the two female agents and had to fight off the advances of at least one of the males,” Riki said.
Nick sat up in his chair for a closer look at the screen. “Where would they take her?”
“SOP was to take detainees to the Agency Campus. It’s in the mountains off the H3. The installation was a former World War II military installation with several large concrete buildings built into the mountain. The office buildings and training facilities are normal surface structures covering about thirty acres of forested land.”
“Where do they hold the prisoners?” Jason asked.
“It would have to be in one of the underground buildings in the mountainside. Agents bring in those arrested and put them through the booking process, and then the uniformed guards take them to the holding cells. The processing area is in the basement of the admin building. I had a glimpse through the door that leads to the holding facility once. A long tunnel ran north and south with the admin building as the northern terminus. The admin building is the last above ground structure on that side of the campus. I assume the tunnel leads to one of the underground bunkers.”
Nick leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingertips together in front of his mouth and tapped his lips. “We need more information on the layout of the prison and holding area. Who would know those details?”
Kai joined them after completing a circuit of the deck watching for anyone attempting to climb aboard.
“Almost any of the uniformed guards, they rotate duties and areas of responsibility on a weekly basis. McCarry must know, but he’d be the only one of the agents I’d be certain would know. None of the other agents are permitted into that facility,” Riki said.
“We need to talk to one of those guards,” Nick said. “Where do they hangout? Live?”
“I don’t know about hanging out but I know where five or six of them are right now,” Kai said. “They’re manning road blocks on the streets around this area. I saw them setting up barricades and yellow ‘Do Not Cross’ tape. I know it wasn’t HPD, wrong uniforms.”
“Durall, show us a mast tip view of the surrounding area.”
The view screen changed and showed a live video taken from fifty feet in the air. Wooden barricades blocked both ends of the street with two gray-clad armed guards, at each barricade, turning away the sporadic traffic. Two other men patrolled the sidewalks, ensuring pedestrians stayed clear.
“Zoom in on the roving patrol,” Nick ordered Durall.
The view shifted to a close up of the two shoving neighborhood residents back the way they’d come. Nick could see the angry faces of those who were being manhandled. The two massive brutes ignored shouts of indignation and demands for identification. One elderly lady apparently had had enough. She pulled out a cell phone and dialed what looked to be 911. The larger of the two uniforms, grabbed the phone from her hand and threw it to the pavement where he ground it to glass and plastic splinters under his boot.
“Fardy! I could have guessed that McCarry would send Joe Fardy to intimidate the locals,” Riki said.
“You know this guy?” Nick asked.
“Yeah, his nickname is Four-hands-Fardy. Security to enter the Agency is much the same as gate security at the airport. It seems the women who work for the Agency are the only ones who ever need to be patted down, and Four-hands-Fardy is the main patter. That asshole has felt me up more times than all the high school and college boys I ever dated. The other one is Numisdt, nickname Numbnuts.”
“Fardy sounds perfect for our needs,” Nick said. “Jason, Kai, care to give me a hand with inviting Mr. Fardy to join us for a little Q and A?”
“I’m coming, too,” Riki said jumping up. “If there’s any chance of rough stuff I want to make sure I get my turn at him. He’s had his hands in places that no other person has touched, not even my nanny, since I was a baby.”
The four stepped onto the dock from a hatch that dilated in Durall’s hull. They were behind the block of strip mall that housed the Cutting Edge offices. As they approached the north end of the dock, Nick looked back at Durall and noticed six small ports open high on his hull. The muzzles of six quantum rifles were just visible in the shadowed interior. “The royal guard has our back,” Nick told the group.
“Let me get Fardy’s attention,” Riki said as she unbuttoned the two top buttons on her blouse. “I think he’ll leave Numisdt to handle the locals and come over here by himself. He’d like nothing better than to get me alone and isolated. You three stay back out of sight until he comes around the building.”
Nick, Kai and Jason found hiding places in doorways and behind bollards. Nick watched through an eye in the bollard he was hiding behind.
Riki stepped out and stood exposed to view then waited for Fardy to notice her. It took about ten seconds for one of the harassed locals to spot her and ask in a loud voice, “How come she gets to be here and we don’t?”
Fardy’s head snapped around and stared at Riki for a few seconds. He mouthed the word, “Dorn.” He gestured to Numisdt to stay where he was and loped into a ground-pounding jog toward Riki. “Freeze, Dorn. We’ve been looking for you. You’re under arrest.”
“Hell, Fardy, you couldn’t catch flies if you held a pile of shit in your hand,” Riki taunted as she turned and walked back down the dock.
Fardy lumbered around the corner of the strip mall, hand on the butt of his side arm, leering grin on his face. “You’re going to show me some respect…” His threat trailed off as he heard three sets of feet crunch on the dock behind him. Fardy had his gun out of its holster and leveled before he completed spinning around.
A snap sounded and the front half of his gun disappeared in a small wisp of steam. Everything from the front of the trigger guard forward was no longer there. The barrel and two-thirds of the chambered shell were missing. Gunpowder dribbled from the brass shell casing and drifted down to pepper his boots.
Fardy was still staring at his ruined gun when a hatch opened in Durall’s hull and Nick shoved him inside. Kai, Riki and Jason followed Nick through the hatch and the hull flowed back in place leaving a smooth seamless bulkhead. When Numisdt came to see what was taking Fardy so long to arrest Riki Dorn, there was no indication anyone had ever been on the dock, just a circle of dark-gray particles with the outline of the toe of a boot in the middle of it.
“Durall, cast off and head out to the twelve mile limit, just in case we need to dispose of some trash,” Nick ordered.
Fardy spun around and swung a beefy fist at Nick’s head. Kai reached over Nick’s shoulder and caught Fardy’s fist in his equally large hand, stopping the punch in mid-arc. “Can I play with him Nick? I promise I won’t do any permanent damage. Broken bones heal eventually.” Kai squeezed the fist in his hand and Nick heard the bones grinding. Fardy dropped to his knees with a moan.
“Not right now, Kai. I want to ask Mr. Fardy a few questions first. Then, depending on how truthfully he answers, you might get to have some fun,” Nick said.
Kai stepped back and leaned against the dull gray wall of the small holding cell Durall had constructed. It was a ten by fifteen foot room without furnishings, doors, or windows.
Jason and Riki moved back to give Nick room. “Who do you work for Mr. Fardy?”
“You just kidnapped a Federal Agent of the U.S. Government. Every law enforcement agency on Hawaii will be here in a few minutes. If you release me immediately, I might convince them to let you live.”
“I don’t think your answer is completely correct. In response to your claim that help is coming to rescue you, in a few minutes we will be beyond the twelve-mile limit, in international waters where the local law enforcement agencies on Hawaii have no authority. If you’re a Federal Agent of the U.S. Government, why does your badge say ‘Security Agent’?”
Fardy looked confused and tilted his badge up so he could read it. “It’s the same thing.”
“No, Mr. Fardy, it’s not. One represents and is authorized by a government, and the other is employed by an individual with the same rights and requirement to follow the laws as any other citizen.”
Nick slowly paced around and around the kneeling Fardy. “I believe you have taken something very dear to me, Mr. Fardy. My sister, Talia Burnduff, was kidnapped from the Honolulu airport a couple of days ago by a group of six individuals who work for a suspected terrorist, Kirk McCarry and a group called the Agency. McCarry has been implicated in another kidnapping, the kidnapping of Dannie Turney. During that kidnapping an entire Australian Harbor Patrol boat crew was killed. While interrogating one of the kidnappers we discovered that McCarry is associated with and probably at least partly funded by foreign interests. I believe the word for that is espionage. Do you work for a foreign spy, Mr. Fardy?”
Fardy’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “I don’t have to answer your questions. All you get is: Joseph Fardy, Federal Agent, 749321954.”
Nick laughed. “You’re not a prisoner of war Mr. Fardy. I’m just asking questions to find out if you are a traitor, terrorist, or criminal. Do you know where Talia Burnduff is?”
Nick watched the color drain from Fardy’s face.
“Is she alive?”
Fardy seemed incapable of speech. His lips moved, but no words came out. His head bobbed in a slight nod.
“Has she been hurt?”
Fardy’s eyes widened and his breathing became labored.
“I want answers, and you’re going to give them to me, Fardy. Durall, please contact Dustmopier and tell her—”
“Dustmopier,” Fardy croaked. “The symbiont is here?” He clamped his hands around his crotch and began rocking. “Keep it away. Don’t let it near me. She told us all about what they do and how they do it.”
“Talk, and don’t stop until you’ve told us everything,” Nick slowly circled Fardy, never taking his eyes from the man.
“We got her, Burnduff. She’s in a cell in our prison block. She wouldn’t talk at first, but McCarry had us waterboard her for hours until she finally cracked. She told us all about the invasion that’s happening today. She told us about the mother ship hiding behind the moon and the weapons. McCarry wasn’t there when she told us how her symbiont, Dustmopier, was going to hunt us down and make us bite off our own dicks while it sucked our nuts out our nose. Please, I don’t think I have gallstones, but if I do, they’re all yours. Take’m I don’t need them.”
Nick stood behind Fardy and looked at the others to see if they knew what Fardy was talking about. “Gallstones?”
“Yeah, for the males, the aphrodisiac, so they can satisfy the entire sex-pod. Don’t let the unsatisfied female aliens have me. Please, I was just following orders. I don’t want my Johnsonville barbecued while it’s still attached.”
Fardy had tears streaming down his cheeks as he rocked on his heels, hands still gripping his groin.
“Where is Talia being held?”
“Like I said, in the cell-block at the Agency.”
“Is that the underground building accessed through the tunnel from admin?” Riki asked.
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“How many prisoners are in the cell-block?” Jason asked.
“I’m not sure twenty-five, thirty. McCarry’s had a lot of people brought in recently. There’ll be even more in the morning when they grab Burnduff’s husband and kids.”
Nick started and gasped. “McCarry’s going after Brian Burnduff and the babies?”
“—Yeah, McCarry figures he can use them to make her talk.”
“Jason, go contact Brian and stop him from coming to Honolulu. We have enough problems without having to fight the Agency at the airport.”
Jason pushed off the wall and headed for the hatch beginning to open across from him. Before he got there, Mariee walked past the opening with Zilcia on her shoulder. The windalfluff turned her head and flashed the group a toothy grin.
Fardy’s eyes rolled back as he fainted.



Chapter 20
Nick applied a medi-patch to Joe Fardy’s neck. “That should keep him asleep for at least six hours,” he told the others in the room. “That’ll give us time to get organized.”
The door to the cabin flowed shut and became a seamless section of passageway.
Riki took Nick’s arm and the pair led the way toward the sound of music and happy voices. Durall and Rassdan had transformed the center of the joined ships into a large banquet hall, complete with raised platform for the mated couple.
Dannie and Mariee sat at a double tier table with Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia. When the four came through the door, the table expanded and four additional place settings grew out of its surface. Jason took the chair between Dannie and Mariee and the other three took chairs to Dannie’s right.
“Nick, I couldn’t get a hold of Brian. There is no answer at the house and he’s not picking up his cell.”
“We’ll have to deal with them when they arrive. But for now let’s enjoy the celebration.”
A dance floor in the center of the room held a large number of royal guardsmen performing an intricate demonstration of a sword dance. The spinning blades moved in a three-dimensional flow that came within millimeters of removing ears, legs and hands while the windalfluffs surged around in a choreographed, wheeling, leaping patterns.
Dustmopier and Andarill jumped from the platform and joined the writhing bodies on the dance floor. Andarill was using his sword in mock battle to protect Dustmopier who clung to his back.
Casterill leaned toward Riki and Nick. “Andarill is performing a ritual dance called ‘Continuance’. It was first performed over two-thousand years ago. It depicts a Rill, the leader of a genetic pack, protecting his mate against the other packs.”
Nick said, “It looks beautiful and dangerous at the same time. What did Dustmopier do to her coat? It looks like it has white streaks in it.”
Zilcia beamed a smile at Nick and Riki. “She didn’t do anything. When a windalfluff is with nits, her coat changes to include steaks of white. The more streaks the larger the clutter will be.”
Riki asked, “Does the change in coloration take place that quickly?”
“It happens within hours of impregnation,” Zilcia said. “The coloration change is natural camouflage on Verdera.”
The dance concluded with the guardsmen forming two rows with their swords raised, tips touching the one of the windalfluff across from them. Andarill, with Dustmopier’s left hand in his right, slowly marched down the sword tunnel. They left the dance area and joined the Domanant and Primary on the raised portion of the table.
Nick smiled at the happy couple. “That was a fantastic dance. Domanant Casterill told us of its origin and age.”
Andarill said, “It’s part of our heritage. The basic steps in the dance are taught during the first formal military training class in school. Every domid windalfluff aspires to dance the part of the Rill. The dance is only performed during royal mating celebrations and only if the mating was successful.”
Dustmopier looked like she was in a trance. She kept stroking the streaks of white in her coat. As she stroked each of the four streaks, her smile widened until she was grinning like someone who’d just won a hundred-million-dollar lottery.
Nick said, “Dust, are you okay? I’ve never seen you act like this.”
She nodded and continued to smooth her fur. “I’m fine. I’m better than fine. I got the domid I’ve wanted for years. We’re starting a family, and my parents aren’t trying to control my life anymore.”
“Since you brought it up, how long before you’re ready to leave for Verdera?” Domanant Casterill asked.
“Yes, dear. In your condition you should be with family,” Zilcia added.
“I am with family. Nick is like a brother and Mariee is my little sister. I even feel a certain connection to Sea… Ahh, Riki. Besides I can’t leave now, we have to rescue Talia,” Dustmopier said.
“But it’s been years since you left Verdera. We’ve missed you and worried about you. You’ll see when you have nits of your own, the terrible heartache and worry they cause. Never knowing if they’re alive or lying dead on some primitive planet, Carrion worms stripping the flesh from their scattered bones,” Zilcia said, as she looked away from Dust with a muffled sob and dabbed at her eyes.
Nick noticed there was no real wetness, and that Zilcia couldn’t resist sneaking a quick glance at Dust to see if her guilt trip was working.
“Mom, you haven’t had time to worry about me since the day you pushed me out of the burrow and told me not to come back until I’d killed the skreecher beast. It didn’t seem to bother you that it was six times my size and hungry as hell.”
“I knew you could do it. Besides, it was stomping all over my garden, and I didn’t have time to deal with it. And if I remember correctly, you didn’t kill it like I asked.”
“If I’d have killed it, I’d have had to get rid of the carcass. Those things are smelly and taste awful, so we wouldn’t have eaten it. Once I discovered it had a zanta bush thorn in one of its eyes, I knew that was why it was staying in the area. Pulling the thorn out without being eaten was the hard part. When I’d accomplished that, and the pain and poison from the thorn subsided, the skreecher returned to its natural hunting grounds in the hills.”
“From that day on, you never would do what I asked. You had a mind of your own and no one could tell you what to do or give you advice,” Zilcia said.
“You’re right, mom. I realized I needed to rely on myself. I figured if I was old enough to make life and death decisions, then I’d make them result in what I wanted, and I needed to see the universe and try new things. I wanted to meet new species and make friends. Live in strange, exciting places with unknown dangers.”
“I thought you wanted to be an entertainer?” Domanant Casterill said.
“Well, that too. But it was more a means to achieve the other things. It wasn’t until I was stranded on Earth and met Nick that I realized I’d found a home of my own, someplace to settle down and maybe grow up a little.”
“Are you telling us that you aren’t coming home?” Zilcia asked.
“Yes—I’m telling you that this is home. This is Andarill’s realm now. It’s his responsibility to look after the people of this world, to try to help them become a type four civilization worthy of membership in the Confederation. If we were on Verdera and I mated with a royal from another area, I would have moved to where he lived. When Andarill was proclaimed Prince of Earth, this became his home. I’m not saying we will never return to Verdera, in fact I’d like to come for a visit after the nits emerge. I want them to know their heritage and extended families.”
Andarill leaned into Dust and nuzzled her neck. “I agree. I like this planet. It’s a little backward and primitive, but I think it will be a good place to raise a family.”
Dustmopier’s hands disappeared into Andarill fur and began a slow caressing movement. She turned her head and caught one of his ears in her teeth as she whispered something to him. His rear pair of legs went limp and his butt thumped to the dais section of the table.
“Domid’s are so easy,” Dust said, as she licked the ear she’d just nipped, and his second pair of legs failed.
Zilcia gave her daughter what Nick thought must be a windalfluff scowl.
“I don’t know what’s becoming of this generation. They have no decorum. People will think we raised a savage,” she said.
Domanant Casterill said, “Don’t be so hard on the youngsters. I can remember another newly mated couple who failed to make it to the burrow under the zanta bush a few times.”
Nick could swear Zilcia’s white fur took on a pink hue.
Dustmopier choked back a laugh before grabbing the now dazed Andarill and dragging him from the room.
Less than an hour later the celebration ended and the royal couple said their farewells. Before Durall and Rassdan separated, Casterill had three of the royal guardsmen that were also from Andarill’s pack, shift their belongings and combat flyers to Durall. They would stay with Andarill and Dustmopier as their royal guard.
Dustmopier pulled a still dazed Andarill onto the aft deck to see her parents off.
She asked her father, “Do you have to leave so soon? You haven’t had a chance to enjoy any of the wild beauty of Earth. We have some wonderful jungles, mountains and grasslands for vacationing, as well as some of the most glorious beaches in the universe.”
“Sorry, dear. We need to get back. The Binth, a race holding eight star systems about 63 light-years from Verdera, has evolved into a type five civilization. The Confederation has asked me to contact them as soon as possible to try working with them. They are an aggressive humanoid race that is threatening several Confederation members. It’s critical that I get in touch with the Binth and inform them of the consequence of continued belligerence toward their neighbors.”
“I understand. Papa, I wish you success on your mission. Mom, I’ve missed you and the pack. Andarill and I will try to come to Verdera in a couple of months, after the nits have emerged and settled. You know from your own experience how hard it is to travel with untrained nits.”
“I remember it well, my little moppet. Please try to limit your new brood to only eating half the animal life on this planet. I have a rather strong affection toward your friends here. I’d hate to see them reduced to chewed bones.” Zilcia said.
Jason pulled Dannie and Mariee into the protection of his arms.
“She’s joking. Wild packs of newly emerged nits haven’t roamed on our planet in ages. Besides, it would take more than one clutter to clean out a continent the size of Africa or Australia.”
Riki’s hand found Nicks and squeezed. He leaned toward her. “Don’t look so worried. Newly emerged nits are hungry little eating machines, but they develop quickly. Shortly after emerging, they develop the mentality and communication skills equivalent to a human twelve-year-old. They soon realize that not every moving animal is lunch. We just have to make sure they have plenty of fresh meat when they emerge.”



Chapter 21
Later that night, the Rassdan, ascended as silently as it had arrived, disappearing into the star filled sky. A light breeze and gentle swell buffeted the watching group.
Dustmopier snuggled close to Andarill. “Any regrets about remaining on Earth?”
“None. Where ever you are, that’s where I want to be.”
Nick put an arm around Riki’s waist and pulled her close. “How about you? How do you feel about this strange new world you’ve uncovered?”
Riki turned to Nick and locked eyes with him. “My entire perception of what I knew and believed has been blown ass end over eyebrow, but surprisingly I’m okay with it. I realize the universe is so much larger than I’d ever imagined. After meeting Domanant Casterill and Primary Zilcia, I think that finding out that humans are not the only intelligent species is a good thing. It gives our planet a goal, a reason to expand our perceptions and understanding. It’s not going to happen overnight, or maybe not during my lifetime. Nevertheless, it will happen. We just need to figure out how to limit the damage done by short sighted people like McCarry and those backing him.”
“To do that we need to figure out how to keep him from getting his hands on Brian and the children,” Nick said. “Durall can reconfigure as a cargo plane and land at Honolulu International Airport, but we need a way to get from the cargo plane parking to the inter-island terminal. The two areas are separated by an active taxiway, and only official vehicles are permitted limited movement around the terminals.”
“Could we steal a vehicle?”
“Maybe. I want to do this without alerting airport security or hurting anyone.”
“May I make a suggestion, Mr. Blade,” Durall said.
“Go ahead, Durall.”
“Why not use Party Girl.”
“I’m afraid that a sports car might draw just a little attention driving around a busy airport,” Nick said.
“Could I bother you to go the aft hold? I believe a demonstration is in order,” Durall said.
The entire group went downstairs to the hold where Riki had parked Party Girl. The car sat where she’d left it.
“Domanant Casterill was kind enough to provide me with a few pieces of equipment and all the organometallic substrate I needed. I present to you Meka. We felt that Party Girl was frivolous and a little demeaning.”
Riki said, “We?”
“When you told me to give Party Girl some TLC, I discovered that she had only a rudimentary awareness and intelligence. I expanded her capacities and capabilities to equal mine and made a few other modifications. I’ll let her explain. Meka dear, would you like to take over the demonstration?”
“I’d love to, Durall…” she trailed off in a purr.
Nick looked at Riki and discovered she looked as surprised as he felt.
“Nick, Riki, you don’t mind if I call you by your first names do you? I think it’s so much more—friendly. What Durall wants me to show you is that I am now a full blown metamorph. Since I’m one of a kind, I don’t really have a model designation. I guess you could say I’m a Series 1 LFA Multicraft. I now have the ability to morph.” The car flowed into the shape of a minivan and then into a half-ton pickup truck.
Meka continued, “Domanant Casterill felt that I needed a few more offensive and defensive capabilities if Prinas Dustmopier and Prince Andarill would be using me.” Meka shifted again and became a Humvee, complete with turret mounted class six quantum rifle and phase-shift projector.”
Nick said, “I recognize the quantum rifle, but what is the small dish like antenna?”
“That’s my phase-shift projector. It temporarily shifts a materials phasing to a different frequency. In other words, whatever the beam hits no longer exists in this universe. It’s shifted in phase to a different existence for a short period.”
Nick still looked puzzled.
Andarill said, “What she’s saying is that whatever the beam hits disappears for a short time. It permits her to drive through walls, other vehicles, even people without hurting them. We’ve tried putting these units on our combat flyers, but they don’t have the power generating capability necessary for it to be practical. You just have to be careful using the thing. You don’t want to be stopped in the middle of a wall when it pops back into phase. The resulting explosion from two forms of solid matter occupying the same location could equal the energy from a small nuclear bomb.”
“Holy shit. Why would anyone want even to attempt using it with that kind of potential for destruction?” Riki asked.
“It’s perfectly safe as long as you don’t try to do something like drive through a mountain. The opening only lasts while you have the projector focused on the obstruction. Once the antenna passes the object or the beam is turned off, the object returns back to its normal state in under two seconds,” Andarill said.
“I think I just figured out how to save Brian and the kids,” Nick said. “I’ll have Durall change into cargo aircraft mode, and we’ll fly...”
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Thirty minutes before Brian’s flight was scheduled to land, Durall made his approach and descent into Honolulu International. He landed on the reef runway and taxied to a parking pad across from the inter-island terminal.
Nick called the group together in the aft cargo hold next to Meka. He was dressed in a dark blue uniform shirt and pants with airline pilot’s insignia at breast pocket and shoulder boards. He pulled a wheeled document case with the top flaps open so that Dust and Andarill could poke their heads out. “Kai, you and Jason will stay with Meka and provide assistance once we have Brian and the three babies outside the terminal. Dannie and Mariee will stay here and monitor communications and the police frequencies. Riki and I will enter the terminal building through one of the employee doors and make our way to gate 52. Any questions?”
Andarill said, “We can’t see much from inside this case, so talk to us and keep us informed of what you’re seeing.”
Dustmopier added, “Don’t worry, Biscuit. I’ll be there to protect you. Just remember I want two little bags of peanuts with my cocktail.” Dust flicked Riki a grin and waved at the boldly-flowered Hawaiian Air flight-attendants skirt and smock top that had been modified to show off a long expanse of shapely leg and generous cleavage.
Nick stepped in before Riki could escalate the exchange. “Load up. I want to get to the terminal and look around.”
Meka transformed into a step van with Hawaiian Air markings. Kai took the driver’s seat, Jason shotgun, and the rest sat on the bench in back.
Nick watched over Kai’s shoulder as Meka drove them to the terminal building. This terminal did not have jetways. Passengers took stairs down from the gate areas and walked out to the planes to board.
“Nick, there are four black SUV’s parked near gate 52. They have government plates. One man is seated in the vehicle nearest the door, watching,” Meka purred in a husky female voice.
Nick leaned forward and gripped the top of the driver’s seat to survey the situation.
Meka came to a halt behind the SUV’s blocking them in. The man in the SUV watched as Nick and Riki exited the rear of the van. Riki kept her face averted in case he was one of the agents who knew her. Nick reached back, lifted the document case from the van, and pretended to talk to those inside. The odor of hot concrete mixed with the smell of jet exhaust and rubber gave the air near the terminal an oppressive feel.
If he stalled long enough, the watching agent might leave his vehicle to see what was happening. Nick heard the SUV door open and then a shout. “Hey, move that truck. You can’t park there. You’re blocking me.”
Nick ignored the SUV driver and continued gesturing and talking to Kai and Jason in the van. Riki turned her back to the SUV and bent at the waist. She ran a hand up each calf as if smoothing her pantyhose. On the second leg, she continued stroking up her leg, exposing most of her thigh to the approaching driver.
The agent was so focused on Riki, he never saw Kai’s ham-sized fists as they reached through the van door and grabbed him by the suit coat lapels. Nick turned to watch for anyone else approaching and heard a loud, “Ouffff,” and then silence.
Two minutes later, Jason stepped down dressed in the agent’s suit and settled the man’s sunglasses in place. He calmly walked to the SUV and took the driver’s place behind the wheel. Kai walked to the other three SUV’s, leaned through the driver’s windows and snapped the ignition keys off. Leaving the stub in the lock and taking the remainder of the key with him so the vehicles wouldn’t start.
Nick and Riki took a close look around. Nobody was close enough to see what was happening. Nick signaled to Kai that they were clear.
Kai transferred the unconscious, almost naked agent to the front-seat floor of one of the SUV’s and handcuffed his ankles through the steering wheel, while Nick and Riki continued up the stairs and into the terminal.
Nick led the way through the access door. Two agents stood to either side of the door facing out, watching the crowd. Nick ignored them and continued walking into the terminal pulling the wheeled document case. Riki walked beside him to a row of connected black-vinyl chairs. They took seats facing gate 52. Six more black-clad agents hovered around the gate 52 door where deplaning passengers would enter. The agents stood out from the brightly dressed locals and tourists not only in dress, but by the serious scowls locked on their faces.
Nick flipped the top of the document case open and slid it partway under the chairs so that it was in shadow. “Dust, Andarill, we have two Agency men posted at the door to our right and six more agents, two female and four male, milling around gate 52. Riki, how do you think they will play this?”
“SOP is to have an agent grab each of the walking children and the rest close in on the parent and tell them to follow the agents with their kids. Who’s ever in charge will tell the parent to keep quiet and no one will be hurt. The two agents with the little boys will take them directly to the exit door and down to the SUV waiting outside. Almost a hundred percent of the time the parent follows orders and is taken without a disturbance.”
Nick called Jason on his cell phone. “Jason, two female agents will be coming down the stairs carrying the boys. Brian will be right behind them with the baby. We’ll create a diversion up here and keep the remainder of the detail occupied while you and Kai load Brian and the kids in the SUV and leave. You’ll have to take care of the two agents who come down with them.”
Riki leaned close. “How are we going to start a diversion?”
“If I have to, I’ll take a swing at one of the door guards.”
“Are you crazy? That’s six against one.”
“Okay, what’s your idea?”
Dustmopier’s voice came from under the chairs. “You two just sit here looking pretty. Andarill and I will give you the diversion you need.”
“Hold on a minute, Dust. The last thing we want is for you two to be caught on security camera.”
“Nick, take a look at the cameras. They’re mainly covering the gate area. Only one points toward the exit door and what do you want to bet it’s currently not working. These people don’t want to leave security tape evidence any more than we do. But just in case, the first thing I’m going to do is take out that camera.”
“How are you going to do—“
Snap.
The connections to the camera disappeared in a tiny wisp of steam.
The guards at the door never even looked up at the sound. It sounded just like the latch on a briefcase closing.
Dust said, “Riki, can you draw the attention of the two at the door? I need to get to the row of chairs on the other side of them without being seen.”
Riki didn’t answer. She just stood and unbuttoned the top button on her smock top so she could spread the lapels wider. She then started a loose hipped walk toward the restrooms, a walk that had Nick drooling. The two guarding the door locked onto the display of swaying hips and breasts and never once looked at Riki’s face.
Nick felt the vibrations as Andarill and Dust scrambled along the bottom of the section of chairs to get into position. A few minutes later, Riki’s return from the restroom was just as eye catching.
Nick noticed one of the door guards take a deep breath and slowly release it as his attention shifted back to scanning the crowd.
A few minutes later, the passengers on Brian’s flight began arriving. Brian had waited until most of the passengers had deplaned before herding the two little boys ahead of him as he carried a car seat with the baby in it and struggled to keep an overflowing diaper-bag strap from falling off his shoulder.
It took him several seconds to realize two female agents had his sons. One of the black suited men stepped up beside Brian and whispered something to him as the group began moving briskly toward the guarded door. The two door guards stepped forward and assumed a spread-legged blocking stance as if they wanted to intimidate anyone who tried to interfere.
Dust and Andarill waited until the two with the boys and Brian reached the door and started down the stairs. Andarill dropped to the floor and scrambled up the back of the guard on the right. He poked his head between the man’s thighs and exposed an impressive mouth full of needle sharp teeth gapping open ready to transform the agent into a soprano.
In an instant, three of the remaining four agents, with the best reflexes, had their guns out and trained on the guard’s crotch. Andarill ducked back between the guard’s thighs and took a generous nip from his ass. The guard released a squeal that would have made a three-year-old girl proud. He leapt forward and crashed into the three aiming their guns at his manhood.
Dustmopier climbed up the back of the other agent guarding the door and only paused for a second as she reached his head. She wet a finger on each hand and rammed them in his ears before continuing over the top of his head and biting the tip of his nose. The last agent had finally gotten his gun out and had it pointed between the eyes of the guard Dust had wet willied.
Andarill disappeared beneath the row of chairs where Nick and Riki sat.
Dust pushed off the agents head and landed on the outstretched hands of the agent pointing his gun between the eyes of the guard she’d nipped. She slammed one hand against the guns clip release and ejected it to the floor. She used her other hand and pressed the breakdown latch, so that she could push the top of the gun back and remove the slide and barrel from the frame. Slide, recoil spring and barrel spun through the air and landed behind the guard with a rattling clatter. Dust dove under the agent’s suit coat and scrambled around his waist and down the back of his legs.
Within seconds, Dustmopier was back in the case with Andarill and Nick and Riki were calmly walking toward gate 52 and the still open door to the ramp below. Nick glanced over his shoulder and saw the two female agents rush back into the terminal, guns drawn. They stopped at the sight of the other six agents tangled on the floor or staring at a disassembled gun. Nick wasn’t a lip reader but the, “What the fuck,” exclamation from one of the females was perfectly clear.
HPD and TSA officers were pouring in from both hallways and surrounding the Agency personnel as Nick pulled the door to gate 52 closed behind him.
When they stepped outside at the bottom of the stairs, the humidity and heat hit them. It felt twice a hot as when they’d arrived. Nick waved and Meka rolled over and stopped so they could climb aboard. They took the perimeter road around to where Durall waited.
Durall extended a loading ramp and Meka drove up the ramp and parked next to the commandeered SUV. Jason waited for them as Dustmopier and Andarill climbed out of the case and perched on Nick’s shoulders.
Nick asked, “How did it go with Brian and the Kids?”
“No problem. The two female agents had the boys seat belted in the back seat and were waiting for Brian to get in when that little girl screamed in the terminal. They told me to take Brian and the kids to the Agency and took off back up the stairs.
“That was no little girl. Andarill bit one of the agents on the ass.”
“Way to go Andarill,” Jason said. “Give me five.” Jason held up his hand for Andarill to slap.
Andarill looked at his hand with its three fingers and a thumb. “Five?”
“Don’t worry about it, Anda. Human males are big on demonstrations of macho chest pounding rituals. Just slap Jason’s hand,” Dustmopier said.
Andarill smacked Jason’s hand.
“Both, Dust and Andarill did a great job of distracting the Agency crowd,” Nick said.
“Hey, what am I chopped fish bait? I helped, too,” Riki said.
Dust said, “You sure did, Biscuit. You were magnificent. If you would’ve wiggled and jiggled any harder, the men in the area would have started throwing dollar bills at you.”
“What’s the matter, Moppy? Jealous?” Riki asked.



Chapter 22
Talia clutched the thin blanket closer, but the teeth rattling shivers continued. She was thankful the water torture had stopped, at least long enough ago that her hair had dried. The lack of food and heat was taking its toll on her reserves. She felt her body weakening. Holding her head up was an effort, and her fingers and toes were so cold they no longer flexed properly.
Boot steps, somebody’s coming.
The locking bolts on her cell door snapped back, and the door clanged against the wall as it was kicked open.
Talia raised her eyes to the opening. It was too much of an effort to raise her head.
McCarry. His normal cadaver white complexion glowed ruddy-red, freckles no longer visible, his mouth and eyes fixed in a furious snarl.
“I have some bad news, Talia Burnduff. Your friends tried to interfere with the arrest of your husband and children this morning. Your so-called friends killed Brian and the three little ones before we could take them into custody. They then turned their guns on themselves. They’re all dead. You’re alone, and there’s no one left to rescue you. So I guess it no longer matters whether you tell me what I want to know,” McCarry said with a sneer. “You no longer have a family. You’ll never feel little arms around your neck again. No more hugs for Mommy.”
Talia shivered and dropped her eyes, fighting to hold back tears. Silent sobs racked her body.
“If you would’ve just told me what I needed to know, none of this would have happened. Brian—Ryden—Nicholas and Linnae would still be alive. Their deaths are your fault.”
Talia found the strength to lift her head. “Thank you.”
“Why are you thanking me?”
“When you first came in here and told me my family was dead, I wanted to die, too. But your last accusation gave me something to live for. You said their deaths were my fault. No, McCarry. Their deaths are on your head. You and this—this assortment of thugs and assassins you control. Revenge might be an ugly reason to want to live, but it’s a reason, and I’m going to live to see you and your organization ground to dust. Tell Marsha, Jenny and Parker to get their mourning clothes ready, Daddy’s not coming home.”
“How do you know about my wife and kids?”
“We know all about you and your little family. When you make enemies and hurt as many people as you have, don’t you think relatives and friends of those you’ve hurt will come looking. How are Jenny’s piano lessons coming? Is she still having problems with the left hand? You want war, McCarry? You got war. Just remember, soldiers aren’t the only casualties. Just like, Hitler, you think everyone else will play by the rules while you get to do what you want to whomever you want. Push hard enough, and the rulebook goes out the window—nobody plays by it. You kill my family; well guess what, you don’t have enough men and resources to protect yours from what you’ve started.”
“I’m not afraid of your threats. I can have a hundred agents protecting my family in a matter of minutes.”
Talia smiled. “Yeah, but who’s protecting the families of those hundred agents. People aren’t as stupid as you seem to think. You assign a hundred agents to provide protection for your family, and they’re going to know their families are just as threatened. They will demand the same level of security.”
“I’m the boss. They’ll do what I say.”
“Yes, just like Hitler and we all know how well that ended. Get your affairs in order, McCarry. You’ve become the great Satan.”
McCarry slammed the door just as hard on the way out as he had on the way in.
“Marsha? Are you and the kids okay? No, no, everything’s fine. I don’t want you to worry, but I’m sending a few people over to check out the neighborhood…”
Talia’s mouth twisted into a faint smile as the racking shivers returned and she pulled her knees up to her chest.



Chapter 23
“Durall, show us a view of the activity at the inter-island terminal,” Nick said.
Airport security, TSA and HPD vehicles surrounded the Agency SUVs. The naked agent, that Kai had ankle-cuffed, stood next to one of the SUVs hopping from foot to foot on the hot concrete as two officers questioned him. The terminal windows were a solid wall of faces watching the tableau below. The remaining cuffed Agency personnel came through the doors at the bottom of the terminal stairs, a TSA or HPD officer holding them by the shoulder and wrist.
“Riki, what was the protocol for a situation like this? How were the agents to answer the questions?”
“There was really only one response permitted by McCarry. It was, ‘I am a federal agent. You do not have the clearance or need to know. I will not answer your questions.’ Then you were to close your mouth and wait for McCarry to come for you, or if he was busy and the infraction was minor, he could sometimes get you released by calling the person in charge of the situation.”
“Durall, connect me with the FBI SAIC for Hawaii and extract the portion of the interview with Joe Fardy where he tells us the Agency took Talia.”
“SAIC Boland is connected, sir.”
“Special Agent Boland, this is Nick Blade. I’ve received some information that I think you should hear. This is a recording of a conversation I had with a uniformed security guard who works for an organization called the Agency. The guard’s name is Joseph Fardy. This conversation took place near a dock at the Cutting Edge company office. Fardy was just one of the uniformed personnel cutting off all access to that area. I had just asked him if he knew what had happened to my sister, Talia Burnduff. This is his recorded reply.” 
“We got her, Burnduff. She’s in a cell in our prison block. She wouldn’t talk at first, but McCarry had us waterboard her for hours until she finally cracked. She told us all about the invasion that’s happening today. She told us about the mother ship hiding behind the moon and the weapons. McCarry wasn’t there when she told us how her symbiont, Dustmopier, was going to hunt us down and make us bite off our own dicks while it sucked our nuts out our nose. Please, I don’t think I have gallstones, but if I do, they’re all yours. Take’m I don’t need them.”

“Gallstones?”

“Yeah, for the males, the aphrodisiac, so they can satisfy the entire sex-pod. Don’t let the unsatisfied female aliens have me. Please, I was just following orders. I don’t want my Johnsonville barbecued while it’s still attached.”

“Where is Talia being held?”

“Like I said, in the cell-block at the Agency.”

“Is that the underground building accessed through the tunnel from admin?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“How many prisoners are in the cell-block?”

“I’m not sure, twenty-five, thirty. McCarry’s had a lot of people brought in recently. There’ll be even more in the morning when they grab Burnduff’s husband and kids.”

 
“Special Agent Boland, I’m not sure of what’s going on, but I think a group of deranged terrorists are kidnaping people. I believe they might be trying to pass themselves off as federal agents. My sister flew into Honolulu International a few days ago on a shopping trip and disappeared from the airport. Her husband and children are flying in this morning, and I’m afraid the same terrorist group is going to kidnap them. I’ve tried to find information on this Agency organization, but no one in the federal government has ever heard of them. I know Dannie Turney, my former sister-in-law, reported to you that she was also kidnapped, but managed to get away. She told me someone named McCarry wanted classified information from her. Please, sir. Could you have one of your agents check on Brian Burnduff and his three children? One of the children is just a baby. Thank you, thank you for whatever you can do.” Nick disconnected the call.
“Let’s see if that gets any results.”
Four of the handcuffed agents had just had their cuffs removed when one of the officers questioning the naked man answered his phone. Nick watched the officer’s mouth move as he gave an order. The smug smiles that had appeared on the faces of the released Agency personnel transformed into angry cries of outrage that carried across the ramp, as the handcuffs went back on.
“Durall, get us clearance to takeoff. I want to be away from here in case airport security locks down this ramp and begins a search. Riki, come with me. I’ll introduce you to Brian and the children.”
Durall’s landing gear flowed back into his hull after takeoff as he reported he was receiving a transmission from Honolulu International Approach Control on the guard channel. “All aircraft, all aircraft. The inter-island terminal at Honolulu International Airport is temporarily closed. All inbound flights expecting to use the inter-island terminal and ramp will use the main terminal. That is all.”
“It sounds like your plea to SAIC Boland worked,” Riki said.
“It should keep those detained agents at the terminal, occupied for a while, but we need to get to McCarry and shutdown that entire organization. What can you tell me about him? Do you know anything about him personally?”
“He’s an arrogant, chauvinistic, type A with delusions of saving the world from monsters and things that go bump in the night. He hates anyone who tells him no, and his narrow-mindedness blinds him to any point of view that doesn’t fit with his idea of reality. I believe he’s married and has children. If I were profiling him, I would say he has issues with his self-worth. I believe his main driver as a child was to win his parents love, and that drive has now shifted to gaining the approval of those he sees as his superiors. He feels he’s been given an important task that will finally provide the recognition and acceptance he’s been searching for.”
“Is he xenophobic?” Nick asked.
“I don’t know. I think that particular bent might be coming from his superiors. There are some serious issues of discrimination and intolerance in the organization that come directly from McCarry, but I believe McCarry has been given a directive to expose and stop an invasion of aliens by someone higher up the chain of command.”
“It doesn’t sound like McCarry’s a complete sociopath. He’s searching for a way to impress whomever is giving him orders and he’ll do anything to gain acceptance and recognition. He’s been given a task to prove something that doesn’t exist, so he’s doomed to failure unless he can fabricate the evidence he needs to impress the people pulling his trigger.”
“That sums it up pretty well,” Riki said.
“How do you know about profiling?”
“It was part of my doctoral thesis. I worked with the FBI to develop many of the methods they use for criminal profiling.”
“Dust was right. You are magnificent,” Nick said, as he studied Riki’s face from under lowered lids.
“What?” Riki shook her head as if trying to follow where this was going.
“What you did to distract those two agents at the terminal. I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” Nick pulled Riki into his arms and lowered his lips to hers. He felt her stiffen, as if she were going to push him away. Slowly the tension flowed from her body, and she returned his kiss with tentative acceptance.
A squeal of childish delight interrupted their embrace. Riki pushed back from Nick as three laughing, screaming children rounded the turn in the passageway. Mariee, with Dustmopier perched on her shoulder and grinning like a loon, led the way followed by two younger boys. The gang disappeared down the passageway, their laughter and screams slowly fading.
“I’m glad to see that Dust’s mating and pending parenthood has matured her wild tendencies,” Nick said.
“Out of the way. Sherriff’s posse coming through. Which way did the varmints go?” Andarill asked as he and the three royal guardsmen following him ran past. “The Turney gang robbed the bank at Messhall, got every jellybean and cookie in the vault, we tracked them this far. You see which way them low down cusses went?”
Riki pointed down the passageway as she double over.
Nick said, “It must be a virus. Something in the air that causes complete and total loss of maturity.”
“Come on Nick. Didn’t you ever play sheriff and outlaw when you were a boy?”
“Yes, yes I did. Come on let’s join the posse.” Nick grabbed Riki’s hand and tore off down the passage to catch up to Andarill.
An hour later, with the bad guys captured and sentenced to nap time prison, Nick regained control of his lawless yacht and its occupants. Durall was approaching the entrance to Pearl Harbor disguised as an ocean-going research vessel. Once in the harbor, he made a starboard turn into the channel that passed battleship row. He had to alter course to avoid the tour boat ferrying a load of people to the Battleship Arizona Memorial.
Jason, Mariee, Riki, Dustmopier and Andarill joined Nick on the bridge. They watched the battleship Missouri slide by to starboard before Durall rounded Ford Island and headed for a deserted wharf at the end of Lanakila Avenue across from the main U.S. Navy anchorage.
Nick stood in front of the large view screen on the forward bulkhead of the bridge. The screen slowly panned a 360-degree view of the harbor and shore. Other than a couple of kids, approaching the wharf carrying fishing poles, the wharf was empty.
“We need to find out what’s happening at the Agency campus and at my office,” Nick said. “Andarill, you and your royal guardsmen use your combat flyers to conduct aerial surveillance of the Cutting Edge office neighborhood, and then go over to the Agency compound.”
“I’ll go with him,” Dustmopier said, as the two headed for the door. “I know the island and have lived on this planet for years. Send the coordinates of the Agency to the flyer’s MI.”
Riki looked at Nick. “MI?”
“Molecular Intelligence. The artificially intelligent brains of the flyers. Durall and Meka are advanced models of the same kind of artificial intelligence functioning in an organic bio matrix, in essence a living artificial brain.
A muffled thump followed by a whoosh signaled the launch of the combat flyers. Four smaller view screens grew from the port bulkhead and displayed high-resolution images from the combat flyer’s optics. The scenes showed the two boys standing a few feet from the shore end of the wharf and excitedly pointing at the circling pelican shaped combat flyers. The boy’s lips moved and after a second, they heard the sound of their conversation, “…biggest ones I’ve ever seen.”
“Yeah, I bet they could catch a three-footer and still fly.”
“Com’on let’s get our lines in the water before they come back and get all the big ones.” The two boys sat on the edge of the wharf and snapped their fishing lines into the harbor.
The sound of their conversation faded as the view screen scenes shifted to the shoreline and streets in the direction of the Cutting Edge offices.
“Riki, would you go to the comm center and get on the Internet? See if you can find more information on McCarry and his family. Find out if he has a home on Oahu. While you’re there, pull up anything you can on the Agency, when it was founded and who authorized it?” Nick asked.
“I can help Riki,” Mariee said. “We’ve been using the Internet at school.” She took Riki’s hand and led her from the bridge.
The view from the combat flyer showed the normal early traffic on the main highways. Once Andarill and Dustmopier arrived over the Cutting Edge office things got more interesting. Several cars with government plates were stopped in the street near the Agency barricades and men in suits were talking to the uniformed Agency security guards. Nick also noticed five HPD vehicles approaching the area. Local business owners and residents moved toward the confrontation in groups of two and three. The interaction between the car’s occupants and the security guards became more agitated with wild gestures followed by pushing and shoving.
“Durall, while the FBI has the Agency people distracted, move us to the Cutting Edge dock. I think it’s time for Joe Fardy to rejoin his friends. I believe the FBI will want to question him and get more details on what’s going on. Do you have that wallet of drugs the kidnappers planned to use on Dannie? I remember Dannie had it with her when she escaped.”
“There are three doses remaining in the wallet. Would you like me to administer one of them to Mr. Fardy?”
“Yes, but not as much as Dannie gave Devonski. Just enough so he can walk and still answer questions without slurring his words. Jason and I will be at his cell in a couple of minutes to help Mr. Fardy off the boat. Give him a stimulant to counteract the sedative patch. I want him to walk over to the FBI under his own power.”
Nick and Jason arrived to find a bleary-eyed Joe Fardy sitting on the edge of a small cot. He blinked at them with slack-jawed confusion when they lifted him by the armpits and helped him off Durall and back to the Cutting Edge dock.
“Joe, I want you to walk around to the front of the building and go over to the men talking to your co-workers. Tell them who you are and everything you know about Talia and Brain Burnduff, and the prisoners at the Agency.”
“K.” Joe nodded his head a few times and slowly disappeared around the side of the building.
“Come on, Jason. Let’s go see what Riki and Mariee found.” Nick waved at the pelican flock approaching the dock, and it banked away toward the interior of the island.
The hatch seamlessly closed behind them as they reentered Durall.
“Durall, take us back out to sea and keep Andarill informed of our position.”
 
><
 
McCarry lifted the handset on his desk phone and punched the speed dial button to call home. Marsha picked up after three rings. “Marsha, how are things going?”
“Fine. We’re about to have lunch, and then the kids have piano and soccer. It’s the weekend, why are you working, and what’s with all the tightlipped muscle tromping around the house? Kirk, what’s going on?”
“Nothing for you to worry about. The agents are just a precaution. One of my guests said something that might be construed as a threat, so for a few days I want you and the children to put up with my people. I’ll send someone to drive you wherever you need to be. Listen, I have to go, my other line is ringing. I’ll see you later this afternoon if things quiet down here at the office.”
McCarry disconnected his call and pressed the flashing button on his phone. “McCarry.”
“Sir, Officer Numisdt here. We might have a problem at the Cutting Edge office.”
“Well, what is it, or do you want me to guess,” McCarry snapped.
“Sir, the FBI showed up with HPD backup. They’re asking questions about our blocking the streets and sidewalks. I’ve told them that we are conducting an investigation, but that only got them more interested. The FBI keeps asking questions about the Burnduff kidnappings. They said that Mr. Burnduff and his children were kidnapped by some of our agents at the airport this morning, and they have airport security video of Mrs. Burnduff being taken by some of the same agents a few days ago.”
McCarry said, “The airport team reported they had Burnduff and the kids in custody and put them in one of our SUVs. They lost them when airport security showed up. Stall the FBI until I can find out what’s happened. I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”
“Shit! Sorry, sir. Joe Fardy just walked up and is telling the FBI everything. He told the FBI he was captured by the aliens and that they forced him to tell them about us taking Talia Burnduff and torturing her. He keeps looking over his shoulder like he expects something to come after him.”
“Shut Fardy up. I don’t care if you have to shoot him, but get him to stop talking.”
“It’s too late, sir. The FBI just loaded him in a car and drove him away. The local residents are starting to show up and are demanding to know what’s going on. They want to know why we are keeping them from their homes and businesses.”
“Get your team and get out of there. I can’t afford to lose any more people. Return to the office as soon as you can.”
“Yes, sir. Ahh—that might be a slight problem. The FBI has ordered the HPD to take our people into custody until they find out what’s going on. I heard something about weapons being drawn at the airport and Homeland Security getting involved.”
“I’ll make some calls. Just keep your mouth shut and tell the others to do the same.”
McCarry yelled for his personal assistant. What the hell is going on? Has the whole world gone nuts?
 
><
 
Jason trailed Nick into the comm center where they found Riki and Mariee hunched over a very ordinary desktop computer. Its flat screen display showed multiple windows of information, but the largest window was open to Facebook and another of near equal size showed a running Twitter dialogue.
“What did you find?” Nick asked as Durall provided two additional chairs.
Riki turned to the two men. “Very little on any government or private database. I did find a listing for a Marsha McCarry in an online phone book. Using that name on Facebook I found out she is McCarry’s wife and that they have two children. Marsha’s Facebook page has not been updated recently. Mariee suggested I check for pages for the children. That’s where we hit the mother lode.”
Jason pulled Mariee unto his lap and gave her a bear hug. “That’s my girl. We’ll have to call you Sherlock from now on.”
“Who’s Sherlock?”
“Sherlock Holmes was a famous detective character in books written a long time ago,” Jason said, giving her another squeeze.
Riki tapped the computer screen. “The daughter, Kaitlyn, is definitely a worshiper of the social media craze. These two windows show her Facebook page with hundreds of pictures and detailed information on everything from tonight’s dinner menu to her home address and her activity schedule. She last updated her Twitter account five minutes ago with a tweet about a carload of her dad’s zombies arriving to lock her down.”
“I love social media and those who worship it,” Nick said. “Who needs the CIA anymore, just go online and every secret of every nation on the planet is available. So what’s happening in the McCarry household?”
“Looks like mom announced lunch is ready, and the agent guarding Kaitlyn’s door has been nicknamed, ‘Smly Ass,’ must have a gas problem. After lunch, Parker has soccer practice and Kaitlyn has a piano lesson. Both will be done by four. Oh, oh. Kaitlyn isn’t happy. McCarry is sending a car to pick them up, and she can’t ride with her friend as she’d planned. Worse yet, Marsha’s coming with her to her lesson. She thinks her mother is treating her like a baby.” Riki read from the screen.
Nick laughed. “I love social media, just love it.”



Chapter 24
“Durall, find a quiet dock where we can off load the vehicles. Jason, go put on that suit you borrowed from the agent this morning. I think it’s time to give McCarry something else to worry about.”
An hour later, Jason drove the Agency SUV while Nick and Riki sat in Meka, who was emulating a dark gray Agency Crown Victoria. The two vehicles wound their way into the residential neighborhood where the McCarry family lived.
Jason turned into the McCarry driveway and tapped the horn.
Meka pulled to the side of the street three blocks from the house. A few minutes later, an Agency SUV with two agents in the front seats approached them.
“Meka, disable that vehicle as unobtrusively as possible. I don’t want to alert the McCarrys or the guards.”
Nick watched as one of the rear tires of the passing SUV deflated in a cloud of white vapor. He could see a golf-ball sized hole centered in the tread when the truck swerved to a halt as the right front tire jumped the curb and came to rest on the middle of the sidewalk.
“Good job, Meka.”
Riki pulled away from the curb and passed the two agents squatting to look at the ruined tire. She pulled in behind Jason and waited. The front door opened and Marsha and her two children accompanied by two bodyguards emerged.
Marsha appeared to be in her mid-thirties. Her short platinum blonde hair was cut in a low maintenance style that framed her oval face perfectly. The bodyguards positioned themselves ahead and to the street side of the three McCarry’s. Their eyes continually quartered the surrounding area searching for threats.
Nick opened his door and climbed out. He’d dressed in a suit matching the style of the one Jason had taken that morning. His sunglasses were even the same brand. He walked to the SUV, and opened the rear door. The two bodyguards turned their backs to the SUV as they continued to scan the street and houses. Nick helped Marsha and the children into the back seat then closed the door and took the front passenger seat in the SUV before either of the bodyguards could join them.
Riki backed out of the drive and waited for Jason to lead. One of the bodyguards nodded at them as the SUV reversed down the drive.
Marsha leaned forward. “We’ll drop Parker off at soccer practice first. Take a left at the next intersection. The field is at his elementary school.”
Jason flicked the turn signal for a left turn and concentrated on his driving while Nick twisted to look into the rear seat. Parker was a genetic copy of his father, red hair, freckles and pale skin. He was a compact, sturdy eight-year-old dressed in soccer tunic and shorts. His shin guards banded together in his hands.
“How’s your team doing? Have you scored any goals?” Nick asked.
Parker just stared at him without reaction then turned to look out the window.
“Cute kid, good manners,” Nick said, glancing at Marsha.
“Manners are for those with social standing, not for hired muscle,” Marsha said.
“That’s an interesting philosophy. My father taught me that all living beings were of equal standing, until by word, deed, or inaction they proved they are less than the others. It’s nice to know his teachings hold.”
Nick could hear Kaitlyn furiously texting on her cell phone. “How about you Kaitlyn, are you going to be a concert pianist?”
“Drop dead. I’m going to have my dad fire you.”
Marsha just gave Nick a superior little smile in response to Kaitlyn’s remark.
“Here’s the school,” Jason said.
Parker opened his door and jumped out. Before he could slam it, Nick said, “Hey, Parker, break a leg, and I mean that literally.”
The door slammed shut hard enough to rock the truck.
Nick turned to Marsha and gave her back the same condescendingly superior smile she’d given him earlier. “Chip off the old block, isn’t he.”
Jason sat waiting at the curb.
“Well, let’s go or Kaitlyn is going to be late for her piano lesson.”
“It would help if you’d tell me where we’re going,” Jason said.
“Take a right at the stop sign then the next left. It’s the fifth house on the right side of the street.”
Nick’s cell phone rang. “Yeah.”
“Nick, Anda and I are circling the Agency compound. The other three combat flyers have landed in the trees just north of the main building. It looks almost deserted around here. There are two guards on the front gate and a few people around the admin building, but other than that it’s real quiet.”
“I thought that might be the case with the FBI’s help.”
“We’ve spotted what looks like an air intake for the underground building. The opening has bars across it to keep humans out. Want us to check it out?”
“Yes, but be careful. There might be alarms or air moving equipment. I’d hate to have to explain to your parents why the fluff hit the fan.”
“Call you back in a few minutes.”
The phone went dead just as Jason pulled up in front of the indicated house.
“Mom, you don’t need to come in with me. Why don’t you go shopping for an hour? If you come in with me, Mrs. Naoa will think I’m a little kid. Have Daddy’s robots take you over to the mall.”
“How serious is the threat to my family?” Marsha asked.
“From what we know, there is no threat to your children,” Nick said as his phone rang. “What did you find?”
Kaitlyn opened her door and climbed out, not waiting for her mother to make up her mind. She slammed the door before her mother could follow her. Nick tapped Jason on the shoulder and indicated he should drive.
On the phone Dustmopier said, “The air vent dropped us into an unused section of the building. The fan equipment wasn’t working and looks like it hasn’t in fifty years. We’ve found an area that was a connecting door, but it’s been sealed with concrete.”
“Can Andarill make an opening in the door?”
“He could, but it will make a lot of noise. I think it would be better if you could bring Meka and use her phase-shift projector.”
“We’re on our way. We’ll be there as soon as we can,” Nick said.
“We also found out that this section of the building has an access tunnel that services a loading dock area. The tunnel comes out on the other side of the mountain. The entrance has a heavy steel grating locked over it. We could see the perimeter road from the tunnel entrance. If you bypass the Agency main gate and continue on the road, the turn off should be a couple of miles on the right. It was paved at one time, but it’s more broken rubble with a few patches of asphalt after all the years of disuse.”
“We’ll find it. Keep searching. Some of the old ventilation system or access areas might not have been sealed. If you get through, locate Talia and try to get a head count on how many are being held.”
“Call me when you get here,” Dustmopier said.
Nick disconnected the call and turned to Marsha. “Change of plans. We’re going to the Agency; there are some guests of Mr. McCarry’s that you should meet. Jason, we’ll park the SUV and take the car.”
Jason pulled into a small shopping mall and parked. The three in the SUV transferred to Meka with Nick keeping a hold on Marsha’s arm until he assisted her into the car. Jason joined Marsha in the rear seat.
Nick told Riki, “Head for the Agency, but don’t turn in at the front gate. Continue on the perimeter road a couple of miles and look for an old access road to the right.”
“I know where it is. I passed it every day on my morning run,” Riki said. “I’ve even run up it a few times to the locked grating that blocks an old tunnel.”
“That’s where we’re going. Meka change the car markings to Hawaiian civilian.”
Marsha leaned forward and poked Nick in the shoulder. “Drop me off at my husband’s office first. I want to speak to him about the quality of agents he sent to protect us.”
“Sorry. My orders are to go in the back way. I’m sure McCarry will have someone there to look after you.”
“That’s not acceptable. I want to go in the front gate! My husband is going to hear about this. What is your name, Agent?”
Nick ignored her demand as Meka approached the front gate of the Agency. “Meka, shift to a dark-blue color and go from Hawaiian to government license plates and give us FBI markings. We don’t want these guys to stop us.”
Meka passed seven government vehicles, mostly SUVs, waiting to turn into the campus. Agents wearing FBI or Homeland Security windbreakers over body armor filled the vehicles.
“We’re in an Agency vehicle, why would the FBI stop us?” Marsha asked.
“Trust me. The FBI will be stopping anything connected to the Agency,” Nick said.
“But my husband works for the government. It’s his job to assist the FBI to keep the country safe and free from terrorist attacks. You three work for him. You must know that for Christ’s sake.”
Jason slid his left knee onto the rear seat and leaned against his door so he was facing Marsha. “What makes you think we work for Kirk McCarry? We never told you that.” 
Marsha mouth dropped open as her eyes widened in shock.
“I did some research on the Internet earlier today,” Riki said. “It seems that the Agency is a quasi-government organization. It was founded by a group called the Three Sentinels, not by congressional order.”
“I’ve heard of them. They are three of the President’s largest campaign contributors,” Marsha stammered. “Surely they wouldn’t do anything illegal.”
Riki continued, “They used their connections and leverage with the President to get control of this old military installation and several others across the country. They called in a few favors from the current administration to get the real estate and used their own fortunes to fund the organization. The three men who make up the head of the organization have the mistaken belief that Earth is being invaded by aliens.”
Riki turned onto the broken access road. “They’ve given your husband the task of proving the invasion is coming. To that end, he has been kidnapping people, imprisoning, torturing, and killing them. The FBI is investigating his latest attempted kidnapping at Honolulu International Airport this morning.”
“That’s not possible. My husband is a patriot. He would never do something like that.”
“How often have you visited him here at the Agency?” Nick asked.
“I—I’ve never been here. Kirk always told me I didn’t have the security clearance necessary to enter the installation.”
“Well here’s your chance to see where he works and what he does for a living to support you and those wonderful well-adjusted children of yours,” Nick said. “And since this is not really a government agency, you won’t need a security clearance.”
The tunnel entrance flashed into view. “Meka, remove the grating,” Riki said.
A circular section of the steel grating disappeared with a loud snap and a curl of vapor. The concrete lined tunnel rushed past as they drove into the mountain.
“How did you do that? A piece of that grate just disappeared,” Marsha said looking over her shoulder and staring at the perfect circle of missing steel bars. “And who is this Meka you keep giving orders to?”
“It’s magic. Now shut up. I need to make a call.” Nick called Dustmopier on his cell phone. “Dust, what have you found?”
“We found a way through to the cellblock. The concrete blocked doorway at the head of the loading ramp opens into the center of the cellblock. Use the phase-shift projector to drive through it, and then stop once you are on the other side. Anda has disabled the video cameras in this area. We’ve found twenty-seven prisoners here. Eight of them including Talia are off world visitors or students. The rest are locals and tourists.”
Nick said, “We’ll be there in a few seconds. We’re on the loading dock ramp now.”
A high-pitched whine set Nick’s teeth to aching as a section of concrete ahead of them flickered and became transparent. Meka drove through the opening, and it snapped back to a normal concrete wall.
Marsha gasped as the concrete wall seemed to disappear then reform before her eyes.
“Nick, Talia is on the second tier,” Dust said. “Cell number eight. I think she’s in bad shape, she wouldn’t or couldn’t answer me when I talked to her.”
Nick and Jason jumped out of the car and raced up the stairs to Talia’s cell. Riki followed pulling Marsha by the arm.
Jason yanked the lever that unlocked the cell door and Nick rushed to Talia’s still, blanket-wrapped form. He felt her neck and found a weak pulse. “She alive, but so cold I think she’s hypothermic.” He scooped her into his arms and turned to carry her from the cell.
“Who is she?” Marsha asked.
“She’s the mother of the three young children your husband tried to kidnap this morning. He was going to torture them to try to get her to tell him about his imagined alien invasion,” Nick said.
“Kirk is a good man. He wouldn’t torture children. He has two of his own.”
“Let’s get her into the car and warm her up,” Riki said.
“Mrs. McCarry, step into the cell out of the way while we get Talia,” Jason said.
As Marsha stepped through the cell door and moved aside, Nick carried Talia out. Jason pulled the door shut and it automatically locked.
“This is not funny! Let me out of here.” Marsha pounded on the cell door.
Jason said, “Don’t worry, I’m sure your husband and his merry band of fake federal agents will be here any minute to release you or dispose of you along with the rest of the incrimination evidence. After all he’s one of the good guys, you told us so.”
Nick passed Talia to Jason who carried her down to the car. He paused for a second to stare at Marsha McCarry through the open grill in the door. “Your husband has a severely myopic view of Earth and the universe. Use your eyes and analyze what you’ve seen to form your own opinions. What Kirk McCarry is doing goes against all moral laws of civilized society.”
Dustmopier and Andarill showed Nick and Riki the other off-world prisoners.
 “Meka, turn around so you’re headed back the way we came, and then transform into a stretch limo. There will be eleven passengers. Crank up the heat in the passenger compartment. If the others are in as bad a shape as Talia, we’ve got big problems with hypothermia.”
Riki helped three people to the car, two women and a teenage boy, while Nick led a family of four, mother, father and a pair of identical twin girls that looked to be about eight. All were hollow-eyed and shivering. The girls had large bruises and unhealed wounds on their arms, chest and backs, a living testament to McCarry’s methods of information extraction.
Jason ran along the rows of cells, opening every locked door.
Dustmopier and Andarill climbed in the car with the humans. They draped themselves over the shoulders of the twins to provide warmth.
“Andarill,” Nick said. “Have your guards leave by the same route they followed to get in here. Can your combat flyer be controlled remotely?”
“Yes.”
“Have them fly air patrol cover on the way back to Durall, and have them take your flyer with them.”
Andarill activated his comm unit and gave the orders.
The access door from the admin building emitted a loud “Thunk,” as the locking bolts retracted, and the door began to open.
Giving Jason a push to get him through the door, Nick was the last into the car. He pulled Talia into his lap while Riki leaned close to add her body heat to the unconscious woman.
“Meka, get us out of here.” Nicks teeth began to ache as Meka headed for the concrete wall.
Bullets pinged off Meka’s trunk when the three Agency security guards opened up with automatic weapons. The guards dove for the floor when their bullets ricocheted off Meka and snapped back past their heads leaving pock marks in the concrete.
Meka flashed through the temporary hole in the solid wall and headed down the loading ramp.
“That was too close,” Nick said.
Almost before the words left his mouth, the ceiling of the tunnel ahead of them exploded.
Meka shuddered to a halt with a screech of tortured tires and the smell of melting rubber, her grill pressed against a mound of concrete rubble.
“We’re trapped,” Nick said.
“Whatever we’re going to do we’d better do it quickly. One of my guardsmen reports the security force in the cellblock is attaching explosives to the concrete we drove through,” Andarill reported.
 “Andarill, can we use the phase-shift projector to tunnel through this rubble?” Nick asked.
“Sorry, Nick. We can’t. The existing rubble would shift out of the way but the lose rocks above will continue falling into the void and shifting out of phase. Once the beam stops transmitting, all that rock will rematerialize in the same space causing an explosion that will level this mountain.”
Andarill shifted on the little girl’s shoulder so he could face Nick as he talked to him. “Some of you might be capable of climbing up the ventilation shaft. I could remove the bars in the shaft with my quantum rifle.”
“We’d never get Talia out that way. It’s a vertical climb,” Jason said.
 “Meka, can you and Andarill work together with your quantum weapons to open a tunnel?” Nick asked.
“Yes, Mr. Blade, but the rubble above will just fall and continue to block the escape route,” Meka said.
“I don’t want you to target the rubble. Target the solid concrete before the cave in and cut a tunnel at an angle to the collapsed one. I don’t think McCarry would have planted explosives in the entire tunnel. I’m betting he just had his people rig enough of the ceiling to ensure the tunnel was blocked. Once you’ve opened a new tunnel about forty-yards long, angle back toward the original tunnel.”
His answer was a deafening bang as a twelve-foot diameter section of wall disappeared in a wisp of steam. The opening was a perfect hemisphere. Additional blasts extended the opening three to four-feet at a time.
Nick opened the rear door so Andarill could climb on the roof of the car and add his weapons output to disposing of the solid rock.
Meka moved her wheels inboard and canted them at an angle so they rode on the curved bottom of the new tunnel.
They had completed the turn back toward the original tunnel and Nick estimated they had another twenty-feet of rock to cut through when an explosion behind them signaled the arrival of the Agency security force.
“Meka, we’re out of time. Andarill, get back inside. Meka, use the phase-shift projector on the remaining rock. We’ll have to take a chance that the tunnel is clear on the other side,” Nick said, as he opened the window and caught Andarill.
Nick clamped his teeth together to try to reduce the pain of the high frequency sound wave coming off the phase-shift generator. It felt like someone was holding an extremely high-pitched tuning fork to his teeth.
Riki linked fingers with Nick and squeezed. “If this doesn’t work, I want you to know that I…” She swallowed and took a deep breath. “L—” Her words were drowned by the rumble of falling rock as Meka cleared the tunnel entrance.



Chapter 25
McCarry’s personal assistant ran into McCarry’s office, “Sir, the FBI and Homeland Security are at the front gate. They have a search warrant. They are looking for Talia Burnduff and her family.”
“How the hell did they get a warrant so fast? Send in the head of security and call the front gate. Tell the guards there to stall as long as they can.”
The PA ran back to his desk and relayed the orders.
Ronald Durst, McCarry’s head of security stepped through the door of the office. “You wanted to see me?”
“I have a little job for you, personally. Go to the cellblock and get rid of the woman in cell eight on the second tier. She can’t be found by the FBI when they make their search,” McCarry said.
“What do you want me to do with her?”
“That’s your problem. Just make sure the body is not found.”
“Who is she?”
“The end of us all if she’s found. Get rid of her, fast.”
“I’ll do it immediately. We have a glitch reported with video surveillance in the cellblock. My technicians checking on it and should have it fixed in a few minutes. I’ll make sure this other problem is dealt with before the video is restored,” Durst said.
Durst sprinted from the office and crashed through the door to the basement.
SAIC Boland followed by two other agents, one FBI and the other Homeland Security walked into McCarry’s office five minutes later.
McCarry stood up keeping his desk between him and the agents.
“Kirk McCarry, we have a warrant to search this facility. We’ve received reports that you and your organization have kidnapped Talia and Brian Burnduff and their children—“
McCarry’s desk phone rang.
“Don’t you want to answer that?” SAIC Boland asked.
“It’s not important. You were saying.”
The phone continued to ring.
“Answer the damn thing, so we can get on with serving this search warrant.”
McCarry snatched up the handset. “McCarry! Who is this?”
“Who I am isn’t important. If your security is worth spit, I imagine you’ve already discovered that we’ve rescued Talia Burnduff. I left you a little present in her place as a token of my sincerity when I tell you that there is no alien invasion, and if you don’t quit messing with innocent people’s lives, trying to prove your fantasy, your own family could be in danger.”
“What token? What are you talking about?”
“I guess your security really is hopeless. I left your wife Marsha in the cell where you were holding Talia. Don’t worry. She’s in a lot better shape than Talia. She’s probably getting a little cold, so you might want to send someone to release her. Oh—good luck in explaining your little operation to Marsha and the FBI.”
McCarry slowly place the handset back in the cradle and lower himself on shaky knees to his chair. His normally pale complexion drained of the little color it normally showed.
He grabbed the phone back out of the cradle and hit the speed dial button for his security chief’s cell phone. The phone rang in the earpiece and in the room behind the three federal agents as Durst casually walked into the office with a smug smile on his face. He nodded to McCarry and flashed him a covert thumbs up.
Boland planted his fists on McCarry’s desk and leaned across it. “McCarry, I need you to round up your security personnel and have them surrender their weapons. Any individual my people find pointing a weapon at them will be shot on sight. We have this installation blanketed with personnel, so don’t try anything stupid. You have ten minutes, then we start clearing the building the hard way. Move.”



Chapter 26
The limo-Meka flashed out of the tunnel and into the dappled sun and shadows of the tropical plants encroaching on the deteriorating access road. The former prisoners appeared to recover before Nick’s eyes at the sight of the forest and flowers.
Nick worked his jaw and saw others doing the same as the phase-shift projector cutoff.
“Meka, give us an open sunroof and lower the windows,” he said.
Talia shifted her head on his shoulder, moving more fully into the sunbeam coming through the sunroof.
Riki eased back to give her freedom to move.
“Talia, can you hear me?” Nick asked.
Her eyes opened a slit, but she showed no other sign that she’d heard him.
“Talia, it’s Nick and Jason. You’re safe; we got you out of that prison.”
Dustmopier walked around the back of the seats and stopped on Nick’s shoulder. “Talia, Brian and your children are safe on Durall. We saved them from McCarry this morning.”
That caught Talia’s attention. Her eyes shifted to Dust perched on Nick’s shoulder. “They’re safe? That monster said they were dead, killed by my friends during a rescue attempt.”
Nick said, “That was just one of his sick mind games.”
One of the twins yelled, “Look, pelicans. A whole flock of them,” as she pointed at the sky.
Talia shuddered, “I’m so cold. I can’t seem to warm up. Two of them, the prison guards, poured water over my towel covered face for hours. It was Fardy and that other one, Numisit or something like that. I got back at them though. Scared the crap out of them. Told them my symbiont Dustmopier was going to come for them and pull their nuts out their nostrils.” She gave a weak laugh. “You should have seen their faces. Those two are dumber than Ryden’s pet rock.”
“We’ve met Joe Fardy. I would guess that right about now he is the FBI’s star witness against Kirk McCarry,” Nick said.
Andarill climbed up to sit on Nick’s other shoulder.
Talia leaned back to put some distance between her and the new windalfluff, trying to get her eyes to focus. “I think I’m still out of it. I’m seeing double. No. There’s only one of you Nick, but I’m seeing two Dusts.”
“You’re not seeing double. That’s my mate Andarill. He came with my parents as the head of their royal guard. He’s now Prince Andarill, First Prince of Earth.”
“Your mate? You mean you’re married. Dustmopier, I’m so happy for you,” Talia said. “Oh, your fur. You have stripes. Doesn’t that mean you’re going to have little ones?”
“Yes. The foundation for the next generation of the Royal House of Verdera,” Dustmopier said.
 “Nick, you’re going to be an honorary uncle,” Talia teased.
Meka cruised past the front gate of the Agency campus. Two FBI agents now staffed the guard post. In the distance, Nick could see Agency personnel kneeling on the lawn with their hands cuffed behind them. The front door of the admin building opened and a large group of haggard looking people stumbled out. Many of them still clutched blankets around their shoulders and shielding their eyes from the sun. One man dropped his blanket and stumbled toward the group of handcuffed security guards. When he got to one of the men kneeling in the grass he began kicking and punching him. An FBI agent took his time collecting the now sobbing man and leading him back to the group of former prisoners.
Meka pulled to the side of the road as a stream of ambulances passed going into the Agency’s front gate. A few minutes later, a van marked ‘Coroner’ passed them.
Meka drove to the Cutting Edge office and stopped in the alley that fed into the dock where Durall gently rocked in the swells. In her limo state, she was too long to make the turn onto the dock.
Nick passed Talia to Jason so that he could climb out of the limo. He then took his sister back and led the group into Durall. Meka transformed back into a Lexus LFA and followed.
The flock of pelicans flared for a landing on the upper deck and disappeared.
Brian ran to Nick and plucked his wife from Nick’s arms. He knelt, so that their two boys could hug and kiss Mommy.
Dannie stood a couple of steps back holding Linnae. The baby whimpered and held her arms out for her mother. Brian got to his feet and shifted, so that Talia could cuddle the baby.
Nick said, “Durall, we’ll need eight chairs in the mess hall. Give the eight people we rescued an exam and treat as necessary. Riki, could you show our guests where to go? I want to go to the comm center and contact the planets they’re from to let them know they’re safe.”
Twenty-minutes later, Riki joined Nick in the comm center. He was watching a local news program. It showed scenes from the Agency campus. The Agency employees were loaded on police buses while medical personnel examined the prisoners and loaded them in ambulances.
Nick turned to Riki. “They found a body dumped in a side tunnel under the admin building, Marsha McCarry. Kirk McCarry sent his head of security, Ronald Durst, to dispose of the woman in Talia’s cell before the FBI found her.
Riki’s mouth open in horror. “I never thought McCarry would do something like that. If I’d even felt it was a possibility I would have insisted we take her with us.”
Nick nodded acknowledging her feelings. “Lucky for her, Durst botched the job. He enjoyed providing a personal touch to his work, so he strangled her rather than shooting her. She was unconscious when they found her, but is expected to live.”
Riki hung her head and stared at the deck. “I had no idea the cellblock was there and what McCarry was doing to the people I arrested. I should turn myself into the FBI.”
“McCarry fired you because you wouldn’t follow his orders. Your actions in helping save Dannie and Talia more than makes up for anything you might have done while you worked for that bastard. The courts will have a big enough problem dealing with the ones directly involved in the torture and imprisonment of innocent people. The FBI has warrants out for the arrest of the Three Sentinels and has raided the other Agency installations across the country. Somehow, in the commotion of rounding up the Agency people, McCarry got away with Marsha. He stole an ambulance and drove out the front gate right under the nose of the FBI.”
Nick pulled Riki into his arms and pressed her to him. He kissed her temple and just stood absorbing her warmth.
“I’ve had enough of Oahu, let’s head for the family island and relax for a few days. It will give our new guests time to recover before we arrange for them to go home.
Dustmopier and Andarill scampered through the hatch hand in hand. They climbed to Nick’s shoulders and added their warmth to the hug fest.
“I don’t know how I’m going to explain all of this to my dad,” Riki said. “I’ve lost my job, found out other species use Earth as a vacation spot, met royalty from another world and helped bring down one of the largest illegal operations in the country. No matter what I tell him, he won’t believe me.”
“Why wouldn’t he believe you?” Nick asked.
“If I told you that I’m living in an intelligent metamorph that can become any kind of transportation I want and you were a normal everyday run of the mill movie star, would you believe me?”
“If I was an Earth human, and I’d never had contact with another intelligent species, I might have a little trouble buying into your story,” he said.
“That’s what I’m saying. My father and I have never had what you would call a close, hands-on, father-daughter connection. Nannies and housekeepers raised me. My roommate in boarding school took me to a mall and helped me buy my first bra. When I graduated from high school, Dad’s PA’s assistant sent me a card with a hundred bucks in it and my father’s signature rubber stamped at the bottom of the card. That summer, after I’d graduated, I lived at home for two weeks before he even knew I was there.”
“If he pays so little attention to you, why bother to even tell him?”
“Because, every once in a while, when he’s not on a shoot or at a premiere, he remembers I exist. He will come looking for me, and we’ll reconnect. We’ll talk for hours catching up and getting to know each other all over again. I guess McCarry isn’t the only one with parental love issues.”
“It sounds like you crave that connection, and his acceptance.” Nick murmured in her hair as he kissed the top of her head. “You know, my weird chaotic family could use another member. We could be your family. You’d fit right in.”
 “But I’m human, I mean Earth human, and we’re not supposed to know about all this.”
“It’s okay for you to know our secrets, you’re part of the crew, family, staff, hell—three ring circus. You’re one of us.”
“Not telling my father would be one more wedge keeping us apart. All my life I’ve wanted a family. A sister I could tell about the boy I had a crush on or when he broke my heart. A brother to climb trees with me, and show me how to throw a baseball. Nieces and nephews to spoil on their birthdays and holidays. Aunts and uncles to stay with during vacations.”
“Riki, that’s what I’m offering. The family you need and want. You can have it all, and you can tell your father any or all of what’s happened. He’ll believe you. Who do you think I won Durall from? Rip Dorn still hasn’t forgiven me for winning that poker hand.”
“You—you won Durall from my father? He knows about the aliens and the export of Earth entertainment?”
Nick nodded and pulled back to look her in the eye. “Riki, what do you know about your mother?”
“Very little. Dad told me she was unhappy living with him, and she wanted to go home, so she left.”
“That’s right. She left. As in, she went home to her home planet. Before you were born, Rip was already a rising star in the movie industry. He was unwilling to drop his career and return with your mother. She made the decision to leave you with your father, and returned to her family on Deneba IV.”
“You mean my mother was not from Earth?”
“Welcome to the club, Seabiscuit,” Dustmopier said.
“But how did my father find out she wasn’t human?”
“He always knew. When he met her on Deneba IV and married her, he didn’t realize the psychological problems she would have moving away from her family.”
“Both my parents are aliens?”
Dustmopier poked her head under Nicks chin. “Both your parents are human. Not Earth human, but that doesn’t make any difference. Both my parents are Verderan and on this planet, they’re aliens. If you travel to Verdera, you’re an alien. You were born on Earth so that makes you an Earth human, no matter where your parents are from.”
“Riki, stay with us, with me. I want to get to know you. I know there is a physical attraction between us, but I think it goes deeper than that. I want more time to explore our feelings.”
“Oh hell, this is going to give me indigestion,” Dust said. “I’ll be your sister. You can tell me all the dirt you find out about Nick, and I’ll complain to you about being pregnant and how the nits are driving me insane. We can tell each other horror stories about the males in our lives. How all they want to do is lie on the couch and drink beer and scratch.”
“Hey, wait a minute. I don’t even like beer,” Andarill said.
“I could babysit for you on short notice, after the nits are born—hatched—aah whatever windalfluffs do to have young,” Riki said. “That’s what sisters do. I want to stay with this crazy menagerie. I can’t believe it, but this now feels normal.”
“I’m glad it feels normal to you.”
Four heads snapped around toward the hatch to the bridge. McCarry, supporting a half conscious Marsha stood in the hatch with a semi-automatic pistol leveled at them. “So these are the dreaded alien symbionts, Talia Burnduff told me about. Hell. They don’t look any more dangerous than a poodle. I’ll bet a bullet to the head will kill them just as dead, too.”
“There’s one little problem with that idea,” Dustmopier said. “You’ve got to be able to hit us first.”
The two Windalfluffs seemed to vanish from Nick’s shoulders.
“Where’d they go? Don’t either of you move, or I’ll end this right now.”
“We’re not moving,” Nick said. “Will you allow us to provide medical treatment for Marsha?”
Marsha wheezed out a garbled, “Please. Can’t breath.”
“Durall, provide a medi-chair for Marsha.” Nick pulled Marsha out of McCarry’s grasp and lowered her into the medi-chair.
McCarry looked relieved to be free of the sagging woman.
The medi-chair encased her throat and chest. “She has a partially collapsed trachea and fluid in her lungs. It will take me a few more minutes to determine if she has brain damage from lack of oxygen.”
“I can’t believe you ordered your own wife murdered.” Nick gave McCarry a disgusted shake of the head.
“I didn’t know Marsha was in that cell when I gave the order.”
“So in your mind, since you thought Talia was in the cell, you were justified in giving the order to murder one of your prisoners?” Nick asked.
“We are at war. Burnduff was just one of the causalities necessary for us to win.” McCarry moved from the hatch and walked over to look down at his semi-conscious wife. He used his left hand to finger the hair back from her face.
“Why do you keep insisting that Earth is going to be invaded?” Riki said, as she moved closer to Nick.
“Dorn, you traitor. I should put a bullet between your eyes right now. After three years with the Agency, you just change sides and help the enemy without a thought to the millions of humans on Earth who will die during the invasion.”
Before McCarry could pull the trigger, Dustmopier came up from under the medi-chair and clamped her teeth over the jugular vein in his neck, at the same time, Andarill embedded his teeth in the thumb and flesh of the McCarry’s hand holding the pistol. McCarry dropped the pistol and let out a scream as the windalfluffs applied pressure. The pistol sank into the floor and disappeared.
“I would suggest you don’t move, McCarry. You’ll be dead before your body hits the deck,” Nick said. “And since I have your undivided attention, I will tell you this one more time. There is no invasion. Stop and think about what would be necessary for one inter-galactic species to invade another. The distances involved and resources required to successfully take over an entire planet are enormous. The economic drain on even the oldest and largest civilizations would bankrupt their future generations for centuries.”
“The one fact that makes everything you’re telling me a lie are these creatures.” McCarry ground out as he tried not to move his head. “Since they’re here it proves we are being invaded.”
“No. What it proves is that Earth is being visited and studied. There have been multiple species coming to Earth for centuries. Earth does have one thing the other species in the universe want, but it can’t be obtained by invasion or subversion. They want Earth’s creativity, books, stories, movies, music and art. All of that would disappear if another species dominated this planet. Earth is one of the premier primitive vacation destinations in this sector of the galaxy. Every year thousands of beings come here for the sun warmed beaches, towering forests and live entertainment.”
“Why are you telling me all of this?”
“I’m just trying to get you to see the truth. Earth has nothing to fear from being visited by other races. Very few species, once they’ve achieved space travel, have unchecked aggressive tendencies.”
“Yeah, I can feel those non-aggressive tendencies embedded in my throat.”
“I didn’t say that other species, if threatened, wouldn’t bite. They have the maturity and intelligence necessary to temper their aggressive response to violence. They’ve had centuries for cultural maturation. I hope, in time, that Earth humans will reach the point where they can be invited to join the Confederation of Sapient Species.”
Marsha raised a hand and grasped McCarry’s forearm. “Kirk, listen to what he’s saying. For once in your life, put aside your preconceptions and bigotry and just accept what you see at face value.”
Nick signaled Dust and Anda to release McCarry. They jumped to the medi-chair and from there Dust landed on Riki’s shoulder and Andarill landed on Nicks.
“Mr. and Mrs. McCarry, you haven’t been introduced to our friends. The lovely young windalfluff sitting on Riki’s shoulder is Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera, and this fine young gentleman is Andarill, Dustmopier’s mate. Andarill is First Prince of Earth, protector of its lands and peoples. Dust is my business partner in Cutting Edge, and the heir to the royal throne of Verdera.”
A high-pitched squeal of childish laughter announced the arrival of little Nicholas and his brother Ryden. Nicholas’ diaper was loose and hanging at half-mast as the two little boys searched for some place to hide. Ryden scooted behind the medi-chair and Nicholas scampered behind Nick and pressed against the back of his legs.
Mariee appeared at the hatch. “Uncle Nick, have you seen the boys? It’s time for their nap and they escaped.”
“Boys?” he said with a rising tone and lifted eyebrows as if it was a question.
Nicholas wrapped his arms around Nick’s knees and buried his face in the back of Nick’s legs.
Ryden glanced up at Marsha and McCarry, put one his finger to his lips and made an almost silent, “Shhhh…”, as he pleaded for help with big puppy-dog eyes.
Mariee said, “It doesn’t look like they’re here, I’ll go search for them in in the lounge,” as she stared at Nicholas’ hands gripping Nick’s knees.
“Is she gone?” Ryden asked McCarry.
McCarry glanced to the hatch and nodded yes.
“Come on Nicholas, we’ll head back toward the cabin. She won’t think to look there.”
The two little boys ran out of the hatch, Ryden leading and Nicholas following as fast as his short chubby legs could carry him with one hand holding up his slipping diaper.
“Haa! I knew you were hiding in there,” came Mariee’s shout, as the three thundered back down the passageway.
“Who?” McCarry asked.
“They’re my niece and nephews,” Nick said. “Mariee is Dannie and Jason Turney’s daughter and the two boys, Ryden the oldest and Nicholas the one almost in the diaper, are Brian and Talia’s boys. They’re the ones you wanted to kidnap, so you could torture them to make Talia tell you about the non-existent invasion.”
Marsha jerked her hand from McCarry’s arm and shifted away from him.
“Is it true? Did you order those babies kidnapped?” Marsha asked McCarry with a disgusted look on her face.
McCarry dropped his chin to his chest. “I believed the fate of Earth depended on my finding out all I could about the imminent alien invasion. I wouldn’t have really tortured the kids. I just planned on using the threat to get Burnduff to tell me everything.”
“What happened to the other children you and your thugs took prisoner?” Marsha asked.
McCarry would not look at his wife.
“Kirk, what did you do?”
With a deep sigh, “When we couldn’t get the answers we wanted, they were listed as unnecessary to the investigation.”
Nick thought he’d better interrupt the tense moment between the McCarrys. “How are you feeling Mrs. McCarry?”
“My breathing is normal and most of the pain is gone from my throat and chest.”
“Do you feel well enough to go home? I’m sure your children are wondering where you’ve gone.”
“If I’m not there to pick them up, they will just walk home, and once they get home they have their own interests, friends, and computer games. They’ll hideout in their rooms until dinner time. I think I can make it home now and wait for the FBI to find me. I’m sure they want to get their hands on my husband and home will be one of the first places they come looking.”
Riki said, “Durall, what’s the latest activity on Jenny’s twitter account?”
“She writes that she and the boy pimple, her words not mine, are home. Her D Ass of a mother and her dimbo bodyguards forgot to pick her up from her piano lesson. She had to walk the entire six blocks home. She also reports that the Agency bodyguards are gone. That’s the last tweet,” Durall said.
The loud warbling sound of an emergency signal filled the air. “Sir, I have an activated Emergency Locator Beacon transmission coming in from Off World Visitor Tracking.”
Nick jerked to attention and ordered, “Durall, silence that emergency signal, and then prepare for immediate departure. McCarry, take your wife and get off my ship. If I were you, I’d turn myself into the FBI before they hunt you down. I’d also keep my mouth shut about what you’ve seen and heard here today. You start telling the FBI about alien visitors and prisoners rescued from a locked and guarded cellblock with only one entrance, and they’ll toss you in the loony bin.
Nick watched the McCarry’s walk down the ramp to the dock.
“Okay, Durall, put the message on speaker.”
 “Determinist Blade, this is, OWVT Earth, I received a manually activated ELB a moment ago. The sailboat Kin-Gin disappeared from my tracking system a few minutes before that. Kin-Gin’s last reported position was four-miles northwest of the island of, Brakas, Indonesia. I have been unable to establish communications with the boats occupants. There are no adverse weather conditions reported in that area.” The automated OWVT satellite system orbiting Earth ended the voice transmission and sent a burst of data to Durall.
Riki, tell the others what’s happening, and then come back to the bridge. We’ll have to make a quick stop at the family island and drop off our extra passengers. Once we’ve done that, I’ll show you what Durall can really do when we’re in a hurry. Dust and Anda, get with the royal guard and have them check their weapons and flyers. I have a feeling we’ll need them, soon. Move people, we have a sailboat to find and people to save.”
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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.
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