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Chapter 1 – In the Beginning
A taloned foot five times larger than my entire body blotted out the sky as it pinned me to the ground. Fetid breath enveloped me when a beak full of razor-sharp teeth gaped open to grind me to furry pulp...
That sight jolted my survival reflex and triggered the inherited species memory all nits are born with.
#
You can assume I survived my traumatic introduction to life on Verdera since you’re reading this. First, let me introduce myself; my name is Dustmopier Santillia Domcaster. 
I’m writing this memoir as a favor to Nick Blade, my human partner and best friend.
In all probability, you’re human, too. But hey, no one’s perfect. He asked me to write about my life during the years before we met. He wants details about my nithood, my technical and military training, and of course, my life in the royal court as the First Prinas of the Verderian Planetary Federation. If Prinas causes you problems, substitute Princess, same thing, different planet.
Dustmopier was my Father’s idea; he claims when I emerged, I was no bigger than a two-inch dust mote, and Mom told him to grab the dust mop to corral me. Santillia, in honor of my maternal grandmother. Domcaster, First Prinas of Verdera and next in line to rule the Verderian Federation when my father, Dominant Casterill retires. Domcaster is what Earth humans might call a family name: Dom meaning I inherited my status from the domid or male parent and Caster my father’s root name. The rill you see tacked on his root name of Caster is a title of status and indicates he is the head of our genetic pack.
I’m sorry if you find the above explanation confusing, but that’s just one of the differences between humans and windalfluffs.
Yes. I said windalfluff. As a species, we are very similar to humans, except we have six legs, two arms and our eyes extend from the top of our heads on armored stalks. Oh, and we’re covered in fur. Mine’s a thick, beautiful light brown with tan banding stripes. Other than those few differences, we’re a lot alike. We might be a little smaller. Okay, okay, we’re a lot smaller. Imagine a large Earth cat with six legs and very human looking arms tipped with three fingered hands with an opposed thumb. Our arms attach ahead of the front shoulders, and our eyes on the ends of their stalks have long curved lashes.
See, I told you we weren’t so different. I’ve seen some humans on the streets of LA that look very similar.
I know I’m getting off track. But the track just disappears into the distance unless you know a few of the basic facts.
Verdera is a planet much like Earth with forests, deserts, lakes and rivers. Gravity on Verdera is higher than that of Earth, so even with our size deficit; when full grown, we have physical strength very close to adult humans. The sky is blue leaning toward purple because our home star burns at a slightly different temperature than Earth’s sun.
Our biggest advantage is our speed and agility. We have six legs equipped with paws that have three claw-tipped toes. We can climb and run on any surface we can embed a claw in. Did I mention we’re fast? Not to brag, but just for fun during one of my first days on Earth, I ran down and subdued an entire coalition of cheetahs on the African savannah.
Told you I was fast.
What sets Verdera off from Earth is the animal life. Every animal on this planet, and I mean every single damn one of them, has teeth. Large, sharp, bone-breaking teeth, that they love to sink into windalfluff stuff.
Hey, notice how I made that rhyme? Maybe I should be a poet instead of a memoir writer.
When windalfluff nits emerge, we are not born like human babies; it’s more like the core coming out of a boil. Before we emerge, the windalfluff mother carries us in growth pouches along her sides above the legs.
After we emerge and dry for a few minutes, we’re fed a token morsel of food to bond us to the pack and imprint the name our parents bestow on us, and then we’re tossed from the burrow to live or die by our wits and natural speed. I believe Earth humans call that natural selection, or survival of the fittest. We also emerge with fully developed species memories that include fundamental things like an extremely advanced flight or fight reflex, information on plants and animals, as well as the ability to communicate.
My initial recollection after tasting solid food for the first time and smelling Dad’s fur as he grabbed me off the floor was the impact of the arid dirt and the blinding light of Verdera’s blazing home star. The shock of being alone, and no longer part of my mother, jump-started the primitive survival part of my brain. When that happens, we can access all the information stored there.
I’m not sure how long I lay stunned, but when my eyes finally focused, a teldak was a half second away from snatching my poor shocked self in needle-sharp talons. This normally wouldn’t have been a problem, except I’d landed on my back, and my six speedy little legs didn’t seem to be moving me anywhere. To give you humans a reference vision; think turkey buzzard with leathery wings, scales, and a beak hooked for ripping that opens into a mouth lined with rows of shark-like teeth.
A taloned foot pinned me to the ground. The teldak’s foul breath enveloped me as its beak full of razor-sharp teeth gapped open to rip me into juicy bits. I figured it was going to eat me on the spot or take my dead mangled body back to its nest to feed its chicks. Either way I was teldak chow.
I sank my teeth and claws into the scaled toes of the foot holding me down. Snapping my jaws on that scaled appendage was like biting into a piece of zanta trunk marinated in ramgort piss.
There I was, pinned on my back, my teeth grinding away and making no headway on the talons of a winged beast fifty times my size. That was when another nit, my sister Sureea, came flying out of the burrow and hit that sucker right between the eyes. The teldak opened its mouth to gobble down the unexpected tidbit just as two more nits hit the ground next to it. Sureea used the distraction to latch on to the scrawny neck.
If my position hadn’t been so precarious, I would’ve laughed at the brute’s antics. The teldak used its other foot to try to pin the new arrivals while pecking at the nit clamped on its neck. Sureea was doing a great imitation of ripping the teldak’s throat out.
When the fifth and final nit sailed out of the burrow and landed behind the critter, its eyes crossed as it tried to keep track of all the nit morsels. The confused bird spun around to track my brother Roth, that last nit, and made the mistake of taking its foot off me.
Teldaks are big but stupid. Kind of like a garbage disposal with the IQ of a sandwich bag.
I finally got my feet turned to the brown stuff and went into free all-you-can-eat brunch mode. I didn’t want Sureea getting all the tender bits.
My mouth—at that stage of my life—was rather small, so the chunks of breast meat I could rip loose didn’t kill the critter. But they sure did piss it off, especially when my brothers jumped into the chow line on the other side.
The teldak must have decided it had enough. Within seconds, we were a hundred feet in the air and eating our transportation as fast as our little mouths could rend and chew.
Hey, what are you going to do when you’re hungry and a turkey dinner drops in and begs you to eat it?
 Generally, when windalfluff nits are tossed out of the burrow, they find food close to home. After they’ve eaten their fill, they return to the family burrow and integrate into the pack. This normally happens within a few hours of emergence. In the case of my siblings and my own precious self, we ended up on the top of a mountain, miles from the zanta bush burrows where our pack lived.
I think it’s time for another quick sidebar.
Because of our small size compared to almost every other animal on Verdera, we began life on the bottom of the food chain. I guess you could think of us as the hors d'oeuvres in a multicourse meal. Why not, all the other critters on the planet did. That attitude forced windalfluffs to evolve, both physically and mentally, at a rate much faster than the dominant life forms with large teeth and bad breath.
Yup, you guessed it; we developed physical speed, mental cunning, and eventually the technology to give us a fighting chance at survival. Windalfluff society is a blend of primitive instinctual behavior, such as burrowing under a poison-barbed zanta bush to build a safe and secure home to raise nits, and a technologically advanced space-traveling race who built some of the most sophisticated machines ever designed.
I’m only telling you this to explain how it might be possible for five newly emerged nits to survive for an extended period in an extremely hostile environment.
You have to realize that humans are rather unique in the universe. Human young are helpless bundles of squalling flesh that are born with a flashing sign over them that says, “Helpless human young here. Come eat me!” On the other hand, Windalfluff nits emerge looking like a tasty snack, and I guess as individuals that might be true, but when you have the normal four to seven nits from a clutter working together as a hunting party, it becomes an entirely new situation.
Our turkey dinner made it back to the nest before expelling its final fowl breath. Teldaks are scavengers that only take live prey if it hits them up a side the head, as in the case of sister Sureea. Most of the time teldaks eat the remains of whatever other animals kill, thus the halitosis. The way I looked at it, we were doing the planet a service by helping to purify the air. Of course, there was the small side benefit of filling my tiny little tummy, which by now was not so tiny or empty.
Imagine a six-legged sumo wrestler covered in beautiful brown fur with light tan banding, and you’ll get the picture. The overindulgence by the five of us probably contributed to our next predicament.
When I staggered out of the carcass of mama teldak, I discovered we were not going to have to deal with empty-nest syndrome. Her six partly grown offspring stared back at us as if we were the fixings for a five-course meal.
Being the oldest and a natural-born leader I took charge. I shrieked, “Shit! Run!” which I did, since everyone knows you can run faster when you lighten your load. My legs blurred in a frenzy of motion as I headed over the side of the nest, leading my siblings to safety.
I’m still not sure if it was Roth or Garand, maybe both, who left claw marks up my back. I decided during that mad rush to escape, that sometimes it’s safer to lead from the rear. 
Here’s a little tidbit for you. Teldaks build their nests on inaccessible mountain ledges. They look like large fire pits about ten feet across filled with gnawed bones. Fortunately, for the fab five—hey, poetry’s definitely my strong suit—we did more flopping than hopping as we cleared the nest boundary.
We ended up in a tangled pile of legs, blood-soaked fur, and panting breath as we rolled to a stop overlooking a three-hundred foot vertical drop. The only thing between our smelly engorged bodies and six hungry teldak chicks was a towering two-foot high rock mound, oh, and one dead mama teldak carcass.
Being on top of the pile—somehow, I’d ended up last over the rock wall—I was the first to look between a gap in the rocks.
Motherly love knows no bounds. Mama teldak was feeding her young. Or, maybe I should say her young were feeding on mama teldak.
I think I told you before that windalfluffs have claws that permit them to climb just about any surface. The climb down the cliff face shouldn’t have been a problem. But you try climbing a vertical cliff when you look like an engorged tick.
Somewhere around the halfway point of the climb, papa teldak showed up and noticed five furry appetizers groaning their way down his cliff. 
Besides being stupid, teldaks are not the most agile of flying beasties. Good thing too, or Mom and Dad would have been working on creating a new clutter of nits to provide continuity of the royal lineage.
Papa teldak managed to cut Sureea on the back and break Aluk’s right arm above the elbow. Roth, Garand, and I, escaped with only minor cuts and bruises. Through evolution, windalfluffs have developed fast healing traits that permit us to take a lot of damage and keep going; our bodies release a drug similar to human adrenalin. The secretion increases our speed, stamina, and healing. The downside to the adrenalin release is that after it wears off we need food, not a problem in this case, and rest, huge problem. Papa teldak had the crazy notion that the forest below his cliff belonged to him, too, and wouldn’t give up his plans for nit snacks.
When we reached the bottom of the cliff, I helped Sureea while Roth and Garand took rear guard. Aluk cradled his broken arm and stayed in the middle of the pack. Twenty yards ahead, I noticed an opening beneath the roots of a large fenda tree. The overarching growth was low enough the teldak couldn’t get in. We scrambled under the root just as talons raked the bark above our heads.
My body assumed we were safe and began shutting down for the rest it needed, big mistake.
Papa teldak ripped and clawed at the opening to the burrow. That’s right it was a burrow, an occupied burrow. We’d escaped becoming teldak munchies only to run headfirst into being the main course for a ramgort.
For all you earthy types, a ramgort reminds me of a wolverine on steroids. The four legged nasty has the disposition of a rabid pit bull with PMS, and the weapons—claws, fangs, and barbed tail—necessary to win fights with animals ten times its size. The ramgorts disposition didn’t improve when Sureea and I collided with its exposed belly at full speed while heading deeper into the burrow. That was the first time I saw a creature go from peaceful sleep to full on killing rage in a heartbeat.
I don’t think it even noticed the terrified nits it flattened on its way to have a meet your maker confrontation with papa teldak.
I use the word terrified here only to show how surprised and exhausted my siblings were. Since I was the oldest and therefore the leader, I didn’t have the luxury of being frightened. My natural instinct to lead rose above the situation, and I gave my third brilliant command. “Hide!”
I told you I was a leader of nits. When I whirled around my brothers and sister had disappeared, along with the snarls and squawks of battle. The dust settled around the burrow entrance and revealed—nothing. The ramgort and teldak were gone, vanished, disappeared.
I hugged the burrow wall as I approached the opening. A slime trail soaked the dirt of the clearing in front of the entrance.
I told you that all the critters on Verdera have lots and lots of teeth, really big teeth. Well there is one that doesn’t, the sampian blood foad. Slow, silent, and deadly, the foad secretes a sticky slime that paralyzes on contact and holds its prey while the foad envelopes it. Blood foads push out a segment of body sac to move. They cushion the movement and protect their body with the layer of slime. The goo track in the clearing was four-feet across so the foad must have been at least fifteen-feet long. I could have followed the slime to see where this one had gone, but to be honest I didn’t have the energy. We had shelter and full stomachs, and I’d had enough excitement for my first hour of nithood. 



Chapter 2 – Roughing It Isn’t So Bad
The fenda tree was the perfect place to use as a temporary base. The trunk was hollow for the first forty-feet. Several openings through the bark provided access to higher limbs that reached to well over a hundred feet in the air. When we used the upper exits, we had to be careful and ensure nothing had taken up residence since the last time we’d used them. We stayed in that tree for twenty-three days.
My leadership and planning drew my nit pack to me. I provided the guidance necessary to survive those first few days. But for some reason I could never figure out my ungrateful siblings insisted I was being a bossy know-it-all. Plus, we intermittently had a source of food drop from the sky, which I took credit for providing. With both parents dead, the teldak chicks got hungry and every few days another one would attempt to fly off the ledge above our tree, instant teldak splaté. You have to admit I was the first to realize mama teldak was food, so it just stands to reason that the follow on teldak chick bonanza came from my foresight and planning. 
My brothers accepted me as the pack leader, but Sureea got cranky whenever I told her to do something. In her opinion, the few seconds between our emerging didn’t give me the instant right to lead, or for that matter, the right to the title of First Prinas of Verdera. Windalfluffs have this hardwired need to follow the designated pack leader. If the leader is male—on Verdera, the males are called domids and the females are called gravins—he has the title of ‘Rill’ appended to his name, and if the leader is female, she has ‘Arill’ appended. In my case, I would be called Dustmopierarill, which sounded awkward and dumb to me, so I shortened it to Dustarill.
Dustarill—that has a smooth flow and kind of a poetic lilt don’t you think?
Once my brothers acknowledged me as leader, Sureea didn’t have six legs to stand on. Her choices were to follow me and accept me as leader, or strike out on her own. We have a name for nits who try to make it by themselves. They’re called lunch.
I worked my pack hard during the time we lived in the fenda tree. We developed hunting and fighting skills that kept us alive and well-fed most of the time. I posted a watch in the upper branches of our tree, so we’d have advanced warning of approaching danger or possible food.
I watched Roth setting up a bowed sapling snare one day and got the idea to make a portable version. I made a bow using a sapling with thin strips of hide for the bowstring. My idea was to mount a zanta bush thorn on the center of the bow pointing toward the string, and then tie a piece of meat to the center of the string. When an animal would bite the meat and cut the string the bow would snap flat and drive the thorn into its head.
The sapling dried out and split, and the hide string pulled apart under strain. The last time that happened, I almost lost an ear. After that, I left trap design to Roth. But I still think it might have worked if I’d had better materials.
When the sixth teldak chick jumped to its reward, it was skin and bones, and we knew we had to move to a new hunting ground. Besides; the blood foad was back. We had to be careful not to touch its slime trails or let it sneak up on us while we were hunting. When a sampian blood foad senses game in the area, it sets traps of paralyzing goo on the game trails, and then randomly patrols the region, and consumes its incapacitated victims when it finds them.
By the time we were ready to try to find our way back to Mom and Dad, we’d made crude weapons, spears, throwing sticks and slings. We saved some of the teldak hides and used them to make shields and crude weapons carrying harnesses.
Sureea’s cut healed, and Aluk’s broken arm knitted to the point he could use it, as long as he was careful not to put too much pressure on it. Living lean and mean had toned our muscles and trimmed off any residual nit fat we had developed before we emerged.
Sureea and Roth developed into my long-range weapons force. They became extremely accurate with slings made from the teldak hide. The rest of us were good with a sling, but those two could take out a ramgort’s eye at fifty yards. The throwing sticks—you’d call them javelins on Earth—had poison zanta bush thorns fixed to the tips. A couple of those sticking in most critters are enough to end the fight. Windalfluff’s have a natural immunity to zanta bush thorn poison, so we could handle the thorns and eat the animals we killed with no ill effects.
One day, as I stood watch on top of our tree, the home star was just peeking over the horizon. The trees of the forest stood out as crowns of shadowed color. I noticed an orange leafed tree about a half-mile away. Verdera only has one orange leafed tree at that time of the hot season, an upup tree. We call it that because the leaves are hollow five-sided orange balloons filled with hydrogen gas. The limbs of the upup tree are thin and weak; they need the lift of the balloon leaves to support them.
I called Roth to come join me. I locked my pointing finger on the distant tree. “Does that orange tree give you any ideas?”
“Hey, it’s an upup tree.”
Roth was our budding engineer. He’d cleaned the bone of one of the teldak chicks, and studied and articulated them until he understood how a teldak flew. Windalfluff clutters tend to have diversified interests. I leaned toward creative leadership and the need to entertain and be the center of attention, while Aluk thought in realms of military strategy. Sureea’s interest revolved around our environment and the plants that populated it. However, Garand didn’t profess a driving interest in any one area of knowledge. He seemed happy to be a domid of all interests and dabbled in whatever caught his attention.
Roth hopped from branch to branch and back again. “If we can cut one of the limbs free, we can use it to float on the wind. As long as the wind’s in the right direction, we can fly home.” He threw an arm over my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug. “Now all I have to do is figure out how to control our altitude, so we can land without losing lift.”
“We’ll need a tool to cut the limb free,” I told him.
His smile eclipsed the rising sun.
“We already have several. We have the beaks from the teldaks. The rows of teeth will make perfect saws.”
I assigned Aluk the task of planning the trek to the upup tree. In true military fashion, he briefed us on his deployment strategy and hand signals. Roth and Sureea would act as flanking scouts with Garand taking forward point. Aluk and I would act as rearguard and reserves, if one of the forward troops were attacked; we’d provide support as needed. Aluk chafed at taking a rear-guard position, but admitted his weak arm would be a liability in the more vulnerable forward locations.
I approved the plan with only two minor changes. Sureea and I would swap positions so that we had a longer-range slingnit to guard the rear, and Garand and Roth would change places to put our other slingnit in the forward center of the march to cover both flanks.
Aluk gave me a grudging nod and agreed.
Everyone went to check their gear to make sure they had everything they wanted to take with them.
As we neared the time to leave the only home we’d known, I paused to look around. We’d been missing so long I wondered if Mom and Dad even remembered us. What kind of reception would we receive if we made it back? The security and familiarity of the fenda tree pulled at me to cancel this dangerous and questionable journey. If we stayed, the blood foad would leave eventually, or we could devise a way of killing it. The hunting near our tree was thin, but with Aluk’s arm healed, we’d be at full strength and could hunt larger game.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a few seconds. As I opened them, I said, “Let’s go. The run to the upup tree should only take a few minutes.”
Boy was I wrong. I think every hungry nit-eating beast in the forest knew our plan. We must have run five miles to finally reach the upup tree. At times, we had three or four snapping jaws slavering after us at once. The only reason we made it to the tree was that the ones chasing us realized it was easier to eat each other then it was to catch us.
Roth reached the upup tree first and immediately began sawing off the lowest branch while the rest of us took up positions around the trunk about fifteen feet off the ground. We had two ramgorts and a fur strider circling the tree looking for an opening to leap up and grab one of us. I only had two throwing sticks and my spear remaining, and I knew the other’s weapons were just as depleted.
A groaning crack signaled Roth’s success in cutting the limb. We turned as a group to jump on the freed branch. The limb parted from the trunk and instantly began to float up directly into the branches above it. The collision punctured the inflated leaves, and the branch dropped to the ground, pinning one of the ramgorts beneath it.
If we could figure out how to aim a falling branch, this might be a good hunting technique.
Roth slapped the trunk. “Dangar crap! I didn’t think of how to get the branch away from the rest of the tree. The top branches are too small to support us, and the bottom ones will be damaged by the branches above them once they’re cut lose.”
“Would you hurry up and figure a way out of here,” I called as I beat off a leap by the fur strider. A strider’s body isn’t very big, maybe the size of a large Earth dog, but they have long legs and can cover ground at an astounding rate. The one below me could jump as high as my perch on the trunk and each leap was coming closer to ripping me off the bark.
“Roth, watch the other ramgort and warn us if it starts climbing. The rest of you climb around beside me. Get out a throwing stick. The next time it jumps, we’re going to attack. Leap for its body and stab it as many times as you can before it reaches the ground. Get back to the tree and climb beyond its reach before it can attack again.”
The best-laid plans never survive the initial attack. Sureea mistimed her jump and missed the strider all together. Aluk had to use his good arm to hang on and dropped his stick. Garand landed on top of its head and started poking at its eyes, and I missed my grab at the fur on its back and ended up clinging to a hind leg stabbing upward as fast as I could move my arm.
I don’t know if I got enough poison in its system to kill it, but I can guarantee you it will never reproduce. When I was done, its dangling parts looked like a six-month-old tennis ball at a dog park. Garand succeeded in blinding it before leaping free. The last time I saw the fur strider it was slamming into trees and snapping at its nether regions.
We positioned ourselves on the tree trunk and readied our weapons for the attack on the ramgort. They must have a larger brain than I give them credit for. This one watched the fur strider bounce off a final tree before it disappeared from sight, and then turned and headed in the opposite direction, looking over its shoulder every other stride to make sure we weren’t following.
Every muscle in my body ached, and there wasn’t enough oxygen in the air, no matter how fast I sucked it in. Garand and Aluk looked like I felt, while Sureea stood there with an ‘I knew you three were wimps’ smile on her face.
Roth looked down from where he sat above us. “When you guys are done taking a break, I’ve figured out how to get a branch away from the tree. We’re going to use the fallen branch to anchor the next one to the ground. Then we’ll loop a hide rope around that tree over there and pull the floating one clear.”
Great Idea—not. We tied the next branch to the one on the ground, and Roth cut it off in short order. We looped the rope around the tree beside this one, and then we all climbed on the floating branch, which promptly sank to the ground. Roth hopped off, and it started to rise.
“I don’t think we have enough lift for all of us,” Roth said.
“Ya think?”
He latched onto the rope tied to the grounded branch and pulled us back to earth before tying off the rope. “I guess we’ll need two branches. Two of us can ride on one and three on the other.”
I stared at him. “Not a good plan. What happens if we get separated?”
“We need more lift.”
“We’ve already covered that topic.”
“We could tie the two branches together.”
“Better, but what if the rope breaks?”
“Okay. We tie the two branches together, but all of us ride on the lower one. We’ll add weight to the lower one, so we can drop some if we need to go higher.”
That’s my brother the genius engineer.
The contraption wasn’t pretty, but it worked. Our only problem was that the wind was from the wrong direction. The breeze was blowing toward the cliff with the teldak nest on the ledge.
We perched in the upup tree for two days waiting for the wind direction to change. By that time, I was ready to eat the north end of a southbound ramgort. We’d tasted the one killed by the falling branch, but there are some things even a nit won’t eat. I passed the time composing lyrics and singing to myself and sometimes to the pack if the lyrics were good.
The second day the blood foad showed up and took the decision about eating the ramgort out of our hands. When it oozed off, the only thing left of the ramgort was a discoloration in the slime.
Out of frustration, Sureea slung a rock at the departing blood foad. The rock punctured the foad and a stream of goo squirted out. The smell just about knocked us out of the tree. Where the goo landed the plants turned black and shriveled. We grabbed Sureea and threatened to drop her from the top of the upup tree. She insisted she didn’t know they smelled that bad and would never kill another foad unless it was positively absolutely necessary.
At least now, we knew a sampian blood foad could be killed.
The wind changed direction the following morning and Roth slipped the anchor rope free.



Chapter 3 – Home Again Home Again
The Earth humans reading this are probably wondering why, with all the advanced technology available on Verdera, everyone and his great Aunt Gertrude weren’t out searching for us, especially since our parents were the Dominant and Primary. My species only exists because of the survival of the fittest belief. Our evolution and the society that developed because of it, determined that the only way we could endure was with a foundation of strong, resilient, and adaptable future generations. To that end, no assistance is provided to newly emerged nits until after they return to the family burrow.
Windalfluff parents love their offspring just as strongly as humans, but our species history and instincts developed on a completely different world than those of Earth. Nits emerge with a few more tools than human babies have available. Immediately after we emerge, we have physical speed and agility, the ability to communicate, fully developed reasoning, a strong pack bond, and an instinct to survive. What we don’t have is size, or fangs long enough to rip the head off a teldak, or the ability to fly.
This boils down to one thing; we are on our own until we make it back to the burrow. 
I know you want to know what happened with the floating upup tree branches, so back to my story.
Roth slipped one end of the looped anchor rope free and coiled it at his feet leaving the other end tied to our branch. The rest of us spread out on the smaller branches and readied our weapons. We were feeling pretty invincible by that time. We’d survived our move to the upup tree and beaten off two ramgorts and a fur strider in the final battle. A song of victory filled my mind and burst from my throat. The others listened and joined in when I started the song over.
What I’d forgotten was that Verdera has almost as many flying critters with voracious appetites as it has ones on the ground. Once we floated away from the upup tree, it was obvious to every one of them that something new was in the air and a possible food source.
I’ve explained that teldaks are clumsy flyers. They don’t like to fly close to trees because they have trouble avoiding branches. When teldaks approached, all we had to do was stay low, below the leaf balloons, and they would eventually get frustrated and go hunt easier prey. 
Hornflits and divestrikes were a different ball game. Before you ask, yes, we have ball games on Verdera.
A hornflit is a little like an Earth owl, same basic shape and silent flight feathers. The big difference is the beak, its shape is similar to a slightly upturned long thin cow horn. A hornflit hunts by skimming the ground and spearing its prey. Smaller beaklets surround the base of the main stabbing spear. Once a hornflit impales its prey it works it down the main beak until the beaklets can tear it apart. Hornflit’s enjoy their food alive and kicking.
A shout from Garand saved Roth from the first hornflit attack. The beak missed Roth by a fraction of an inch. The dim brain didn’t miss the coiled teldak-hide rope on the branch next to him.
The coiled rope slid down the hornflit’s beak and several coils looped around its head. The whole branch jerked when the rope snapped taut.
Roth, Garand, and I had to work together to pull the struggling hornflit close enough to put a couple of throwing stick thorns into it. I can tell you from personal experience that hornflit is one of the tastiest meals on Verdera.
Roth mounted the hornflit’s head, feathers and neck still attached, on the cut end of the upup tree branch. He mounted it with the main beak sticking outward. I’m not sure if he did it to display a trophy, or he knew something the rest of us didn’t. The mounted head was in place about five minutes when we heard a loud thump, and our floating branch haven shuddered. Looking over the side, I saw a divestrike tumbling end over end toward the ground.
Divestrikes kill by diving on their intended victims and striking them with their balled talons. This divestrike didn’t realize that the hornflit it planned to kill, with a blow to the neck just behind the head, was mounted to a six-inch thick upup tree branch.
I looked at Roth and smiled. He took a few minutes to rig snares around the hornflit and others between the branches of our tree. We took turns prancing about the exposed sections of branches as bait while the others kept watch to warn us of approaching attacks. Within hours, our branch balloon looked like a flying predator processing plant with all the carcasses hanging beneath.
Our problem was the extra weight. Our altitude rapidly dwindled to the point I feared our larder would snag in the trees. We had to lighten the load, but Roth was loath to drop our rock ballast. We now had plenty of food, but the abundance of hanging meat had also attracted every predator in the area. I had the pack pull a couple of the juicer kills up to our level and drop the rest. The entourage of hungry critters followed the dropped carcasses to the ground and started a battle royal.
I laughed and composed a song of wonder that we were not fighting in the battle below. I was doing that a lot lately, composing and singing songs. My creations relieved tension and seemed to please the others.
The next morning, before the home star came over the horizon, we knew we were getting close to civilization. The lights of towns and farms twinkled below, and in the distance, we could see the arid desert with the zanta bush tangles on the far side. Home was somewhere on the edge of that desert.
The shadows pulled back as the home star climbed the sky. The smell of forest and farm faded, replaced by the dusty smell of blowing sand and scorched dirt. We spotted the family home from several miles away. Ours was the burrow with a royal battle cruiser parked next to it. The royal battle cruiser with all of its weapons pointed at our floating branch, and fully armed dersta, Verderan military Special Forces, filling in a protective perimeter. For human reference, imagine the response if an unknown and unexpected hot-air balloon headed for the White House or the Kremlin.
A feeling of impending doom shook me. “Down! We have to land this thing.”
Roth sawed through the rope connected to the branch above. Free, it flowed higher as our branch settled toward the desert. A snap followed by a crack and blinding flash signaled the disappearance of the floating upup branch. A sudden wind gust almost sucked me up off my perch.
Our limb touched down a mile from the cruiser but continued to slide along the sand. At five-hundred yards, we deflated the balloon leaves. We’d been missing for forty-two days and finally, home was in sight.
We’d grown to twice our original size and learned to survive in a hostile environment. Now, we were coming home to the family, with dinner.
Garand and I hoisted a hornflit above our heads and started marching toward the burrow. We must have looked like a hornflit centipede with twelve legs.
Sureea followed lugging a small divestrike. Roth and Aluk brought up the rear with another hornflit.
The dersta stopped us at the perimeter.
“Identify yourselves and state your business.”
“Dustmopier Santillia Domcaster First Prinas of Verdera and this is my nit pack, Sureea, Aluk, Garand and Roth Domcaster. We return to the family burrow with food for the pack. I bid you peace and good hunting, dersta.”
The dersta stared down at us and slowly holstered and sheathed their weapons.
The dersta commander spoke into his comm unit, listened for a moment then told us, “You may pass Domcaster nit pack. You’re late. Your parents expected you forty-two days ago. They are waiting for you inside.”
I might have given you the wrong idea of what a windalfluff burrow is like. From the word burrow, humans might get the image of a hole in the dirt with a rodent sticking its nose out. Windalfluff burrows on Verdera probably started out that way back in the Stone Age, but today, we build underground because of tradition. We no longer need zanta bushes overhead to keep from having our living quarters ripped open by something looking for a quick meal.
The Casterill burrow is six stories and twenty-five rooms of polished hard wood floors, painted or paneled walls, indirect lighting, and some of the most beautiful furnishings made in the Federation. I’m telling you Earth bipeds this because you will never be invited in for a visit. A normal level, or story, of a windalfluff home is less than two-feet tall. Even the level with the main entertaining room is only four-feet high.
I won’t bore you with all the details of formally presenting our kills to Mom and Dad and the ritual of acceptance into the family pack. I’ll just say that after the formalities, it was a hug fest of galactic proportions. We told and retold the story of our days in the wild, with the storyteller becoming the hero, and the facts shifting faster than the desert sands. I didn’t care. I had a dozen songs in my head that told the real story. I was home, and nothing was trying to eat me for the first time in my life. My heart filled with joy, and I sang a song of happiness and relief. Did I mention I liked to entertain?
I finished the song and looked to Dad for his reaction. He gave me a little smile and waved me over.
“That was nice Dustmopier, now come meet the other members of our neighboring packs. You’re the First Prinas and need to make friends and connections among the royal packs. Someday you will choose your mate from them. You’re never too young to learn the ways of the royal court. Follow your sister’s example; introduce yourself to the royal families.”
Sureea had already made the rounds and charmed our guests. She was now deep in conversation with one of the domid nits of our next burrow neighbors. They were another family of the court and held high positions in the Federation administration.
Dad led me from group to group making sure to use my full name and title at each introduction. The mention of my position as First Prinas transformed dismissive formal greetings into fawning deference. No matter how many packs we visited, every family had at least one domid nit close to my age, who would be a perfect future mate. I was beginning to think every adult in the room, and that included my parents, was crazy. I wasn’t even two months old, and they were all trying to pair me with domid nits who wouldn’t know a hornflit from a blood foad.
I’d successfully led my nit pack in the wilds of Verdera, fighting off divestrikes, teldaks, ramgorts and blood foads. We’d survived and fought our way back home. And now I was supposed to forget everything I’d accomplished and drool over every puffed-up domid nit tossed at me. This was definitely was not happening.
Those were the happy family days. My siblings and I had a great life. Dad worked a lot running the Federation, and Mom ruled the burrow with a benign iron fist. When Dad could arrange time off, we’d take family vacations on Verdera and several of the closer Federation Planets. I think we toured every manufacturing and agricultural facility of any size on every planet we visited. Mom and Dad watched us to see who showed the most interest in the various jobs presented. They were cataloging our instinctive inclinations for the areas of study we found the most interesting. Cataloging the interests of each of my brothers and sister, but not mine. My musical interests were ignored because my future was already determined, I would attend RAMS, the Royal Academy of Military Science, learn to lead armies, run the Federation, and deliver the next generation of royal nits.
For three years, I was presented to every eligible royal windalfluff that could even remotely be considered as a future mate. Toward the end, my parents were really scraping the bottom of the genetic pool. Some of the fools offered as royal consorts, would have had problems feeding themselves while attending a feast. I can’t imagine what they’d have done if they had to actually hunt for a meal.
I know I’ve presented windalfluffs as an advanced species with well-developed survival and social skills. After meeting some of the road kill my parents thought would make suitable mate material, I was beginning to question my own assessment of adult reasoning.
During those adolescent years, I may have developed a small, almost non-existent rebellious streak. I can’t count the number of times we’d arrive at some fascinating vacation destination, and the other nits would be sent on some wonderful adventure while I was stuck fighting off the advance of some regional royal family’s male offspring.
If I had to listen to my parents say, “They look so cute together. They would have such beautiful nits with Dustmopier’s intelligence and coloring combined with XYZ’s, pick one or two: Blue eyes, large feet, long body, unusual color, etc., etc., etc.”
“Hey—what about compatibility, attraction, common interests, you know all those unimportant little details that make two windalfluffs happy living together for the rest of their lives?”
Toward the end of my third year, my parents dropped the ‘S’ word, school. I was the First Prinas and would someday be the leader of the Verderan military. That meant I had no choice in my selection of schools, I would attend RAMS. While there, I would learn military strategy, weapons, leadership, deportment and court etiquette. As an added bonus, I got to choose one elective field of study. My Dad strongly suggested my elective should be Galactic History and the Confederation of Sapient Species. Being the dutiful daughter and always doing what Daddy wanted, I signed up for The Art of Performance with an emphasis on vocal presentation.
I figured it was my elective and my schooling; I should have a choice, even if a strong suggestion from Dominant Casterill was only an inflection away from a royal decree.
The last few days before I left for school, the tension in the burrow was thick enough to stop a charging ramgort.
Sureea was sulking because our parents wouldn’t send her to RAMS, too. She argued long and loud that a few seconds between emerging didn’t mean she shouldn’t be trained as if she were First Prinas. After all, training accidents did happen, especially during combat training, and they might need a spare First Prinas.
Dad argued back that if precedence of emergence didn’t matter, then Aluk should go to RAMS, and Sureea, and I to a regular university since Aluk was the biggest. Sureea sputtered for several seconds then stomped away in a huff, as I giggled under my breath. I knew that Sureea’s pout wasn’t going to change thousands of generations of species tradition and evolution.
Here is a scientific fact, in the windalfluff species, the precedence of birth does make a difference. On average, the first emerged normally make the smartest and most resourceful leaders. Scientific measurement of nit intelligence and leadership abilities has proven that the first emerged has a very slight advantage in both areas. This finding also holds between nit clutters. Each successive clutter is a couple of hundredths of a percent lower on the measurement charts.
The difference doesn’t really mean anything from one generation to the next, but after thousands and thousands of generations, it adds up significantly. Scientists believe it’s the major factor that advanced windalfluffs from bottom-of-the-food-chain kibble bits to the dominant species.
The arguing and Sureea’s drama Prinas’ tactics gave me a headache. I needed to get out of the burrow. I grabbed Roth and invited him to go hunting with me. When I say hunting, I didn’t mean grab a modern slug blaster and go blow the brains out of a skreecher beast, I meant we’d take the throwing sticks and spears we’d made after our travels with the teldak and do some real hunting. I’d had a drool going for hornflit with all the trimmings for at least a week.
When I told Roth I wanted to go after hornflit, he added several coils of rope to our gear.
He stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Dust, you know there aren’t any hornflit in this area?”
“Yeah,” I answered. “Let’s go back to our upup tree and get one.”
He looked at me as if I’d lost my mind.
I grabbed him by the eyestalks and made him look me in the eyes. “Come on it’ll be fun. We haven’t had a real adventure in years.” I grabbed half our gear and headed out.
He accepted with a shrug, and took the other half of the supplies. “How are we going to get there? The hunting ground is miles away and in the middle of a primitive reserve.” 
“We’ll take Dad’s flyer.”
“But—we don’t know how to fly!”
“Sure we do. We flew home didn’t we?”
“Dustarill, if we get caught, I’m telling Dad this was all your idea.”
“Sure, you can always claim you were just following orders.”
We loaded the stuff in the back of Dad’s brand new—I’m talking don’t-touch-the-wet-paint kind of new—sports flyer and climbed in the cockpit. I’d watched Dad fly for three years. Flying looked easy. A Verderan flyer is capable of more than planet side atmospheric flight. All flyers have the range to fly to any of the five planets and even some of our closest neighboring star systems. Of course, to do that you need to know how to navigate in space, or at least know how to use the astrogation system. But we were only going a few miles and didn’t need any of that junk.
I ran through the sequence I’d seen Dad use to start the flyer.
“Good morning, First Prinas Dustmopier and domid Roth, my name is Kort, how can I help you?” the ship’s brain said when I’d finished the start sequence.
“Oh, we’re just hopping over to the primitive area for a little hunting, so we won’t need your services. Please go to silent mode and give me manual control. I’ll turn you back on when you’re needed.”
“Certainly, First Prinas Dustmopier. Don’t forget to contact Planetary Flight Control and let them know you’ll be in the air for a short flight.”
I looked at Roth. “Don’t worry, we’ll be flying low enough they won’t even see us.”
A second later, the manual control light illuminated.
“Here we go.” I gave Roth a what-could-go-wrong smirk and settled my hands and feet over the controls.
One of the first things all windalfluff nits learn in school is how to fly a stick, the manual mode of flying a Verderan craft. You have to be able to fly a stick before you’re permitted to fly on automatic. Most of the royal nits I’d met, the ones that had their own flyers, all bragged about their flying abilities, but I knew they all used automatics. Of course—I hadn’t been to school yet.
I grasped the control stick that rose from the deck in front of me. The pilot uses the stick to point the flyer where he wants it to go. Simple. My right forepaw controlled the speed. Left forepaw controlled elevation, while the rear paws rested on rudder pedals. How was I supposed to know I needed to turn on the artificial gravity and gravity compensator? In automatic mode, the way Dad flew, Kort controlled it.
I pressed down very lightly with both forepaws to gain speed and altitude. As our speed increased, my weight also increased and pressed me down on to the controls…down hard.
Roth’s eyes bulged as he stared out the canopy. I could tell by the grip he had on the hold bar that what he was seeing wasn’t good news.
I told you how Verderan Flyers can fly between planets and even some of our closer star systems, but did I tell you they do it by flying faster than the speed of light.
When I finally worked my forepaws off the controls and released the pressure, we were already in deep space and heading to where ever straight up had been pointing when we lifted off.
Roth turned and looked at me. “Did you see the shock wave?”
“How could I see anything? I was flat on the floor.”
“I think we went into hyper-drive while we were still in the atmosphere. Our speed heated the air and caused a shock wave for miles.”
“You think Mom and Dad noticed?”
“Mom and Dad? I think the whole planet noticed.”
“Maybe we can put the flyer back before they figure out it was us.”
“Us! You said you’d take the blame if anything went wrong.”
“Wimp.” That’s when I bumped into the ceiling.
Roth growled, “Will you please turn on the artificial gravity? This weightlessness has my stomach rolling.”
I tried several controls before we slammed down to the deck. I landed on the manual controls with the stick jammed in my butt and my rear paws standing on the speed and elevation plates.
Then we were off in new directions, whatever direction my ass wanted to go as I tried to turn around. I had a sinking feeling that my idea of just reversing direction and flying back to Verdera might not work anymore.
Roth watched me struggle to get pointed in the right direction as the flyer cartwheeled through space. I just knew he was memorizing every single embarrassing moment, so he could tell the others all about it when we got back—if we got back.
“Kort, take control of the flyer!” I groaned.
No response.
“You turned him off so you could fly manually.” Roth pointed out as he finally helped push my butt around to the proper direction, and we quit cork screwing in a wobbling circle. “You need to turn him back on manually.”
I dropped my head and massaged the base of my eyestalks. This tiny little voice said, “I don’t know how.” After a couple of seconds, I realized the voice was mine.



Chapter 4 – Purgatory
I tried everything I could think of to get Kort to respond, pressed every button, worked every lever and control, even a few I knew I shouldn’t, like the ‘Open Canopy’ lever. I’m going to hear the warning klaxon from that one in my sleep for the rest of my life. 
“I can’t think of anything else to try,” I told Roth. “You’re the future engineering wizard. Do you have any ideas?”
“Only one, turn it off.”
“What? Off. But how will we breathe?”
“Not off and leave it off. I mean—turn it off and back on, to reset Kort to normal mode.”
“Oh yeah. I was going to do that next.”
He looked at me as if he didn’t believe me, but really, I was going to do it just as soon as I’d thought of it. A leader can’t let the troops get the idea they are smarter than the commander.
I completed the shutdown sequence, and things got very dark and very quiet. Maybe it was lack of experience, but it hadn’t occurred to me, or to Roth for that matter, how I was going to restart Kort if I couldn’t see the controls.
“Aah, Roth?”
“Mmmm.”
“I can’t see anything? Can you?”
“Sure. There’s a star over there and another one to my left.”
“You know what I mean. I can’t see any of the controls.”
“Wait.”
“For what?”
“You’ll see.”
The cold started to seep its way to my paws, and I knew our breaths must have been coating the canopy in frost.
Slowly, the controls appeared, outlined in faint orange, yellow, green or red glowing squares. The green ones were the initial start sequence.
How did Roth know about the colored glow? I didn’t know about it, and I was way smarter than he was.
I pressed the green controls in the order I’d used to start the ship on Verdera, and almost fainted with relief when the lights and heat came on and Kort said, “First Prinas Dustmopier and domid Roth, my name is Kort. How may I assist you?”
“Take us home!”
“I don’t understand the command.”
“Take us back to Verdera.”
“Certainly, First Prinas Dustmopier. Where on Verdera do you wish to go?”
“Home!”
“There are approximately four-billion homes on Verdera unless you count the homes of species other than windalfluffs, then there are more then—“
“Take us to Dominant Casterill’s burrow.”
“I will comply Immediately, First Prinas Dustmopier, once you’ve entered my current position coordinates in the astrogation console.”
“Coordinates? Don’t you know where you are?”
“Unfortunately, First Prinas Dustmopier, my input functions were set to manual during the last trip. When set to manual I cannot automatically update my position, and I have not located a reference beacon to initialize my navigation systems.”
“Can you use the stars to get an approximate position?”
“I have, your Royal Prinas. My approximate position is within one to fifteen light-years of Verdera.”
“Roth, can you do something?”
“I thought you had all the answers.”
“Roth, I’m sorry. I really need your help.”
He sat staring out the canopy for another minute before saying, “Are you done playing super nit, or should I say super nitwit? I’m getting hungry and want to go home.”
“I just want to go home, too.”
“First say, ‘I’m an idiot and Roth is the best brother in the universe, so I will take full blame for taking Dad’s flyer.’”
“But I’m not an idiot.”
He turned his back on me and resumed his study of the stars.
“I’m an idiot and Roth’s the best brother in the universe, so I will…”
“Finish it.”
“TakefullblamefortakingDad’sflyer.”
He turned around and stared at me as he said, “Kort, orient the flyer to travel toward the center of the sector holding the Verderan home star, and advance one light-year.”
The ship arced fifty degrees left and ten degrees up before accelerating.
Ten minutes later, Kort announced, “I have a navigation beacon signal and have computed a course to Dominant Casterill’s burrow.”
Before I could give the command to take us home, Roth interrupted me.
“Plot a course to land five-miles north of Dominant Casterill’s burrow. I’ll get out there, and you can continue the flight to the family burrow.”
My heart pounded in my chest. “You’re going to make me face Mom and Dad alone?”
“Whose idea was taking Dad’s new flyer? I came along because you demanded I come.”
“I didn’t demand, I appealed to your sense of adventure.”
“My sense of survival tells me this adventure went sideways the minute my slightly older know-it-all sister stopped taking responsibility for her actions.”
“I know what I said, but it’ll be easier if there are two of us.” I actually had learned something. I’d learned that the next time, I’d get him to think it was his idea.
“Kort, execute Roth’s flight plan. I’ll face the music by myself. After all, what’s the worst they can do—send me to school?”
Music was a bad word choice, try firing squad. When the dust settled, I saw my parents flanked by the Commander of the royal guard and an official with an emblem that indicated he was from Planetary Flight Control. I didn’t see any tar and feathers, but I think that was to get me out of the flyer, so I couldn’t make a break for it.
Maybe if I acted as if this was no big deal, I could bluff my way out of whatever Dad had planned for me.
Borrowing a phrase from the last Earth movie I’d watched, I jumped out of the flyer and marched over to the waiting gallows party. “Sup rents?” I said nonchalantly. Sweat soaked the fur the length of my belly, and my bowels threatened to drop a load.
My mother looked at me with crossed eyestalks. “Are you on drugs?” She turned to my Dad. “She must be on drugs. We’ve failed as parents.” She retracted her eyestalks and buried her face in Dad’s fur as a sob escaped.
Drugs? I couldn’t let Mom think I was using drugs. “Mom, I don’t use drugs and never will. I promise.”
Drug use on Verdera is not the problem it is on Earth. Our bodies metabolize most toxins very quickly. To reach an altered mind state, very strong drugs or extremely large doses are necessary. Both of which tend to turn the user into morgue fodder.
Dad stopped patting Mom’s shoulder and crossed his arms. His right front paw was raking the ground with extended claws. That was not a good sign. He was maybe just a little pissed at me.
“Okay. If it isn’t drugs, then let’s hear it,” he hissed.
“Hear what?” I knew the second I said it that it was the wrong time to play stupid. Roth’s assessment of my idiocy might have been closer to the mark than I wanted to admit.
“Let’s hear your latest song,” came out as a low growl between clenched teeth as if he was challenging me to try it.
I didn’t think he really meant he wanted to hear me sing. Telling him I wanted to take the flyer because I had a taste for hornflit wouldn’t advance my cause, so I kept my mouth shut.
“Nit, you are the First Prinas of Verdera. There are expectations of a minimal level of intelligence and behavior that go with your title.”
At that point, words seemed to fail him for a few seconds. The clenching and unclenching of his hands as if they were around my neck had me crouching and looking for an escape route.
“Until you can demonstrate your understanding and acceptance of those expectations, you will not leave this burrow except to attend school. When you are at school, you will be restricted to your room, class, authorized study facilities, or work detail.”
“Work detail?” The First Prinas didn’t do work detail.
“I will notify RAMS that the dirtiest, smelliest, most boring jobs assigned to students will be yours until you show me you’ve learned your lesson.”
If his eyestalks could have extended any further, they would have been touching me.
“Do you understand?”
“Ah, yes.” Kind of hard not to when he’s was only six-inches from my face. I figured that if I could make a break for it, I would follow the edge of the desert around to the primitive zone and live there for the rest of my life.
“By Royal Decree, from this moment on and until you have demonstrated the intelligence, compassion, and knowledge required of the Frist Prinas of Verdera, you are no longer First Prinas. Your name is Dust, and you are without royal standing.”
When Dad finished, he turned me over to Commander Hadrass—you guessed it, we call him Hardass behind his back—and the furious looking domid from Planetary Flight Control. Dad wrapped his arms around Mom and helped her into the burrow.
Sureea, Roth, and a bunch of their friends walked past and followed Mom and Dad into the burrow. Sureea held back and let the others pass. She turned and stared at me with a wide grin on her face. She mouthed the words, “See you at RAMS tomorrow, Dust.”
My transition into hyperspace while still in the atmosphere, had triggered a planet-wide defense alert. Every cruiser, combat flyer, military base, and asteroid deflection installation went to full combat status. All in-transit flights were grounded, and underground shelters activated.
Worst of all, a video crew was flying formation with a prototype metamorph ship for a technology news report, and captured my departure on matrix, captured it with enough detail to show the flyer’s markings and my body pinned to the deck, eyes the size of saucers as the ship accelerated into hyper-space. The recording even showed a stream of drool running down my chin. Stay tuned for video at eleven.
Sureea was attending a public festival with a group of friends at the time of my little excursion, so it took the news crew about fifteen femto-seconds to figure out which female nit of the royal family caused the panic. My name and title scrolled across the bottom of the video clip in bold letters every time it played.
I was now the most infamous nit on the Five Planets, and I couldn’t wait to start school tomorrow, with my sister the First Prinas.



Chapter 5 – Royal Academy of Military Science
School was everything I’d imagined and worse. Sureea was indeed enrolled at RAMS, and being the little suck up that she was, she had registered for every course my parents wanted me to take. At least that meant there would be a few hours every week where we wouldn’t be in the same class.
The trip to school using public transportation proved uneventful except for the fact that Sureea’s face was well known as the new First Prinas and her admirers, fans, groupies, or whatever they were wanted to touch her. After the news vid the night before, my face was well known, too, but in a different, hide your nits we don’t know what she’s going to do next kind of way. As we traveled across the continent, I hung back, trying to stay out of the spillover of Sureea’s preening spotlight. I’d dyed my fur a dull brown that hid the beautiful tan banding, and I hoped changed my appearance enough so roving news reporters wouldn’t recognize me.
The fourth time Sureea pulled me forward and said in an innocent voice, “Have you met Dust? You probably saw her on the news last night. She was the one with the drool running down her chin.” I was seriously contemplating sororicide.
The final call for passengers to board the mag tube modules for the last leg of our trip saved her life—this time.
I think she realized she’d gone too far when I began searching my luggage for the matched pair of swords Mom and Dad had given me a few months ago. She suddenly remembered she’d promised to sit with one of her friend’s brother on this leg of the journey.
I slumped on the traveling couch and pulled my eyestalks in to shut out the world. For the second time in my life, I was leaving a place of relative safety, a place that I knew and understood, to travel to the unknown. I wasn’t fighting off ramgorts or fur striders, but the threats in this new place would be worse. I couldn’t fight them with speed and physical weapons. I’d have to develop a completely new level of fighting skills, skills that required mental agility and social acceptance. Life was so much easier when all you had to do was poke a stick in something until it quit trying to eat you.
The RAMS campus was stunning. The grass trimmed to uniform perfection, and the buildings blended with the land as if nature had dictated its desire for harmony to the architect.
Apparently, Dad had followed through on his threat to have the administration at RAMS make my life a living hell. Sureea’s luxurious dorm suite was on the top floor of a six-story building. The suite was what you’d expect for the First Prinas of Verdera. Mine was a converted equipment storage locker in the basement of the weapons’ training arena. My door, a section of chain-link fence with an old blanket hung on it for privacy.
A class schedule waited for me on my sleeping pallet. That’s right pallet. No more oversized bed with built in entertainment center and massaging fingers to relieve tense muscles after a hard day of leading my nit pack.
I stored my luggage in the open crates provided and read through the paperwork. Classes started tomorrow morning with Deportment and Etiquette in the Royal Court followed by Weapons Level I and Vocal Fundamentals after lunch. I had two hours free after Vocal Fundamentals, and then an hour and a half block of physical training, not so bad.
Another piece of paper fluttered to the floor as I moved my class schedule to the desk. This was my work schedule, which started in—fifteen minutes! I was to report to the Master of Arms for my work assignment.
I knocked on MoA Grinder’s office door at the appointed time. The Master of Arms was a scarred, gravel voiced old domid who must have served in the military a hundred-years-ago. He had a stump of an eyestalk on the left side, and the lower-middle leg on the right was missing.
I started to introduce myself.
“Shut your mouth, nit. I don’t care who you are. Commander Hadrass spread the word that you are some kind of troublemaker who needs a firm hand to keep you from destroying the Five Planets. In my army, you follow orders, complete your duties to my expectations, on time, and if I’m in a good mood I might let you live.”
I thought Dad was intimidating, but this guy made me long for the teldak nest and its six hungry chicks.
“Now get out there and rake the arena sand. When you’re done, I don’t want to see a single foot print, hollow, or mound. When you finish that, clean and polish the combat harnesses in the equipment room. You should be able to finish before last call at the chow hall. If not, breakfast starts at six-tomorrow morning. I’ll see you at six-fifteen to give you your orders to keep you busy until class starts. Move it!”
The arena was an area covered in sand three inches deep. A hand rake rested against the five-foot high wall that blocked the sand from scattering into the stands during combat training. The arena was huge, a circle at least a hundred yards in diameter. The only thing that saved me that first day was the fact it was the first day, and only a few people had crossed the sand since the last time it had been raked. By the time I finished raking, I was puffing as if I’d run ten miles.
I walked into the equipment room and felt like crying. There were jumbled heaps of combat harnesses everywhere. When the last class had finished, they must have just stripped them off and thrown them in piles. I had to wash them with soap and water, and then oil and polish each separately.
A windalfluff combat harness is a simple series of straps that go over the back between the first two pairs of legs and around the chest. There is a sword scabbard along the left shoulder and a sidearm holster on the right side.
The originals were made of tanned skreecher beast leather, but the modern ones are synthetic leather designed to be water resistant. I knew this because I’d watched the royal guard clean their gear. They would toss them into a large tub of soapy water and let them soak for a few minutes, and then use a soft brush to remove any dirt. They’d spend hours polishing and shining, not happening here.
These harnesses were work worn and scratched from heavy use and little care. I looked for a large tub or container, but the only thing I could find was a whirlpool for treating sore muscles. Hey, it was a tub, and it had water jets that would work great for cleaning harnesses.
I was half way through the second tub full of harnesses when Grinder looked in. I was up to my armpits in soapsuds pulling harness out of the water when I noticed him. He didn’t say a word, just turned and left.
I’m not sure what time I finished oiling the last strap that night, but it was late. The harnesses hanging on the equipment stands still looked like what they were, hard used equipment with little of their original deep red color left.
I found a large can of red leather polish and just to see what would happen, I applied it to one of the units. I worked for most of an hour polishing and buffing. When I was done, that harness looked like a gem in a room full of rocks.
I imagined that red web highlighting my fur tomorrow during my first weapon’s class. The anticipation lightened my steps as I staggered to my pallet for a few hours’ sleep before I had to go to breakfast and my meeting with MoA Grinder afterward.



Chapter 6 – Class
The next morning, my eyes felt like half the sand in the arena was in them. I stumbled through the chow line and took whatever looked edible. Watching the clock, I shoved food in my mouth and washed it down with scalding saka berry tea. Humans have coffee and caffeine; windalfluffs have saka berries, different stimulant, same effect.
MoA Grinder’s door was open when I got to his office. I could hear him mumbling to himself, so I leaned through the door looking for him. His head was buried in a cabinet as he pawed through its contents.
“Ah, there you are.” He backed out of the large storage cabinet dragging an old combat harness from the depths. As he pulled the harness free, a closed case fell off a shelf, hit the floor, and popped open.
A jeweled medal rolled across the floor and wobbled to a stop at my feet. Crossed swords over a large diamond ‘V’ with the words ‘Sacrifice, Duty, Honor’ in smaller gems contoured the edge. I’d heard of the Royal Medal of Valiance, but never thought I’d see one. Only four had ever been conferred in the history of Verdera.
I knelt down, picked up the medal in both hands, and held it out in my open palms. “Sir, this fell out of the cabinet.”
Grinder whirled around and dropped into a defensive stance, harness in one hand and a battle sword with three inches of the tip missing in the other. The battle sword and its missing tip were more of a shock than the Medal of Valiance I held in my hand. Battle swords did not break. They’re forged of a metal ceramic and have an ultra-high frequency vibrating edge that can cut through solid diamond. I couldn’t imagine the force necessary to break a blade.
“What the hell are you doing here, nit?”
“The time is six-fifteen, sir. I’m reporting as you ordered.”
He looked down at my hands, and his face contorted into a lip-twitching snarl that had me inching for the door.
“How’d you get that?”
“The medal fell out of the cabinet when you pulled the harness out.”
He stared at the open medal case on the floor for a second. “Well, put it back.”
I skirted around him, staying out of reach of that wavering battle sword. Once the medal was back in its case and stored in the cabinet, he seemed to relax a little.
Grinder placed the sword on his desk and handed me the harness. “Clean and oil this before you go to class. I’ll need it for weapon’s training this morning.”
Oh, shit! Did that mean he was going to be my Weapons I instructor?
I took the harness to the equipment room and gave it a good scrubbing. The edges were all chewed as if someone had taken bites out of the tough black leather. Black? This was a royal guard harness; they were the only military force that wore black harnesses.
I searched through the supplies and found a small can of black leather polish. With almost two hours before class, if I worked at it, really worked, I could have Grinders harness shining, and ready for a royal inspection. I’d walked enough of those with my dad and knew what to look for.
A few stained spots on Grinder’s harness took multiple coats of polish to cover them. The stains looked very much like dried blood.
I was a couple of minutes late to Deportment and Court Etiquette class. The instructor had already started the lesson when I slipped into a seat in the back.
A pointing finger and narrowed eyestalks zeroed in on me. “You, see me after class. I know this is the first class of the day, but I will not tolerate tardiness just so you lazy nits can get a couple more minutes of sleep.”
Sureea looked over her shoulder and smirked.
Great. My first class and I was already in trouble.
I won’t bore you with the details of Deportment and Court Etiquette. The name alone should be enough. After all how many times do you have to hear about Court rank and who bows to whom? Two hours of it and I was ready to pull my fur out.
When the class was dismissed, the instructor took his time packing his materials into a shoulder pouch. I sat waiting for my sentence. Finally, he looked up and frowned at me.
“This class is my class. You disrespect my class you disrespect me. I will not tolerate disrespect. Name the current royal family in order of precedence.”
I’d just opened my mouth to answer when he said, “Since you don’t know I want you to read chapters one through six in the text and give me a written report at the next class.”
“Sir, the current royal family in order of precedence is…”
“Very well, get out of here, and don’t be late again.”
Of course, by now I was late for Weapons I class.
I ran into the arena to see the rest of the class lined up in front of Grinder in his shining black harness. And there in the middle was Sureea in a jewel bright red harness, my harness.
I grabbed the first harness and practice sword I could find in the equipment room and joined the end of the line. Grinder had us work on basic sword forms and moves for the full two hours. By the end of class, my muscles felt like jelly, and I was having a hard time keeping my sword from slicing into the sand at the end of each stroke. Grinder seemed to delight in pulling me from the line to use as a training dummy to demonstrate the next technique.
When he released me to join the others to practice, everyone was already paired up. Sureea had three of the larger domids taking turns sparring and helping her with her form.
Grinder yelled at one of Sureea’s partners to come work with me, big help that was. I could have run him through a hundred times for all the attention he paid to me.
At the end of class, Grinder told us to return the harnesses to the equipment room and head for lunch. Sureea released her harness and dragged it through the sand as she chatted with her trio of domid cattle.
When I entered the equipment room, the jumbled harness piles covered the floor. I heard one of the students—a large dark auburn domid—tell another. “Just toss it on the pile. RAMS has a drudge to take care of this stuff.”
Grinder pushed in behind me.
“Clean up this mess before you go to lunch. This afternoon, rake the arena and start working on the practice swords. They need a good cleaning. Make sure you polish that red harness, the Royal Prinas seemed to take to it.”
When I made it to the food line, I didn’t feel much like eating. I took a tray and grabbed the last few items left on the serving table. Most of the mess hall was empty, the nits heading to class or to study. I pushed the tray half way across the table and dropped my chin to the surface, my eyestalks drooping.
“Hey, I saw you in my Weapons I class. How come it took you so long to get lunch?”
I shifted one eyestalk to look over my shoulder. The big dark auburn domid stood behind me.
“Go away,” I told him.
He ignored me and circled the table to take the couch across from me.
“You going to eat that?” He pointed at the few items on my tray. “My name’s Anda. I’m from the Dunerat pack on the other side of the planet.”
He said this last as my food disappeared down his throat.
“I guess you weren’t hungry,” he said as he pushed my empty tray aside. “I can’t wait for our next weapon’s class, I’m going to become the best swords-nit in the school. When I graduate, I’m joining the royal guard.”
My stomach rumbled.
“What’s your name?”
I stood and picked up the empty tray. “Drudge,” I said as I walked away. Vocal Fundamentals class started in three minutes.
Vocal class made up for the rest of my day. So far it had been fun spelled with a capital ‘UN’. Finally, I got to express my feelings and work at something that interested me. My vocal teacher Master of Music Trella had the patience of a hunting angler ratter. She complimented each student after the performance of their favorite song, even if they couldn’t carry a tune in a zanta bark basket. The lesson transitioned into composition theory and musical notation. I didn’t know there was a language just to write music. I thought you had to store it all in your head.
At the end of class, we were given our passcodes to the instrument room and encouraged to try as many of the instruments as we could. We were to focus on those that interested us the most. I was salivating at the idea of spending the next two hours making music, but then I membered Grinder’s orders to rake the arena and clean the practice swords. Maybe tonight after PT.
By the end of the two-hour free period, I had only raked half the arena. That meant I’d have to do the rest after PT.
My second day at school flowed a little more smoothly. I had math, language arts, science, and social development. Social development was the study of other species and their path to joining the Confederation of Sapient Species, or CSS.
By day three, I was looking forward to breakfast. The morning meal was the only time I knew for sure I’d get to eat.
My schedule on day three was a repeat of day one, Deportment followed by Weapons I. This time I made it to the equipment first and donned the red harness. I took my place in line as Grinder made his hitching walk to the center of the arena.
Sureea stood off to the side looking daggers at me. Grinder stared at me for a few minutes before he said, “Nit, you seem to have the wrong harness. Take it off and find another. Sureea walked up to me and held out her hand. I must have been slow in unbuckling the straps because her three-domid admirers almost wrenched my arms off as they stripped the harness from my body.
My million-mile walk to the equipment storage room pulled every eye in the class with it.
I walked through the door and stopped. All of the spare harnesses except one with a broken chest strap and missing scabbard were gone. Grinder yelled at me to hurry up, so he could start the lessons. I had no choice. I pulled on the broken harness and carried my sword in my hand as I joined the end of the line, the two broken ends of the chest strap flapping in front of me.
“Nit, are you trying to piss me off? Get a proper harness.”
I took a deep breath and let it out. “This is the only one in the equipment room, sir. All the others are gone.”
Sureea and her royal cohort gave each other little jabs and shoves while Grinder’s focus was on me. He shambled over to the equipment room door and looked in. He then activated a comm-panel and spoke for a few seconds. Returning to the head of the class, the lessons began with Grinder again singling me out as his demonstration dummy.
I knew this would be a repeat of the first class where I practiced by myself unless Grinder appointed someone to work with me. I was surprised to find Anda, the big nit from the Dunerat pack, waiting to partner me.
He was smooth, his forms flowing and precise.
I didn’t know if I should trust him, or if he was playing me to set me up for the next humiliation.
I must have looked like a poorly articulated machine as I tried to follow Anda through the forms. He finally sheathed his sword and moved in next to me. I hadn’t realized how big he was until he draped an arm over my shoulders and took my sword hand in his.
Who sucked all the air out of the arena?
This was the first time in my life that a domid, who wasn’t my brother, was this close to me. When I finally pulled in a breath, the smell of gorgeous male domid made my knees wobble. If he was playing me to entertain the class, I was going to find out just how much force it took to jam my sword to the hilt in domid ass.
“Relax. I’ve been doing this for years. The movements are easy.” He wrapped his left arm over my shoulder as he guided my sword arm through the forms.
Easy for him. He could breathe and stand on his own.
The rest of that class passed in a blur of swinging swords, encouragement, and shattered daydreams when Grinder snapped my real life back into reality.
Anda and I were the last to finish our practice. When I got to the equipment room, it was worse than the first day. Not only were the harnesses heaped in piles, the other students had taken the time to loop the straps through as many harnesses as possible and buckle them together. I would need hours to untangle the mess.
Anda leaned past me and tossed his harness on the nearest pile. He laughed. “Looks like the drudge has his work cut out for him today. Just toss your harness on the pile and let’s get some lunch. Sword practice gives me an appetite.”
I didn’t move. I couldn’t move.
Grinder passed behind us on the way to his office. “Clean up the equipment and rake the arena before you go to lunch, nit. You try to humiliate me in front of the Frist Prinas again, and I’ll have you polishing every grain of sand in the arena—individually.”
Anda crossed his arms and stared at me. “That’s why you told me your name was Drudge. You’re the one who takes care of this equipment.”
“Go to lunch and leave me alone. I don’t have time to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to you.”
I walked into the room and hung my harness on a rack. Anda was still standing in the doorway watching me. I pulled his harness off the pile and hung it up.
“While you’re working on the equipment, I’ll rake the arena,” he said.
A few minutes later, a soft whirring noise pulsed around the arena.
I’d never heard a sound like it before. I dropped the tangle of harnesses and looked out the door. A large machine floated over the sand raking and smoothing as it went.
Anda stood in front of a concealed control panel near the equipment room door and watched the conditioning machine.
“Where did that come from?” I asked him.
“The groomer is built in as part of the arena. The university near my home burrow has an arena made by the same company. I traded them practice time for maintenance work. Raking the sand was one of my duties. Here, I’ll show you how to operate it.”
This was here all along and that twisted offspring of a Blood Foad, Grinder, had me raking by hand. Well okay, he hadn’t really told me to hand rake the sand, but he hadn’t shown me there was a faster and easier way to do it either.
The sand conditioner completed the last pass and disappeared into the bottom of the arena wall.
“What were you planning to use to rake the sand?” Anda asked.
I pointed at the hand rake feeling my ears warm at the thought of my gullibility.
I didn’t want to see Anda’s reaction to my stupidity, so I turned my back and resumed working on the tangled straps.
Some of the students must have been hungry; only the top layer of each pile was interwoven.
Anda helped me rack the harnesses and swords. Almost a third of the racks were still empty.
“I don’t understand what happened to the rest of the equipment, it was here this morning.”
“Maybe old gimp Grinder moved it. Come on let’s get lunch.”
Anda took my hand. My hand, and pulled me out of the room.



Chapter 7 – Accused
I’m not sure what Anda and I talked about during lunch—nothing and everything. He had a way of making me say whatever came to mind. The whole experience was new, exciting, confusing, and stimulating. A good looking, great smelling domid was paying attention to me, not my title of First Prinas or my connection to the Dominant, but to me, dull-brown Dust the drudge.
Vocal class dragged. Every minute felt like my fur was being pulled out, one hair at a time. Anda was meeting me in the arena after music class. We planned on sparring and practicing our sword forms during the two-hour free study period.
I know I am making more of our meeting than reality suggests. I’m sure Anda saw this as his good deed for the day. Help the drab little nit and score a few points in the good-guy poll.
The point is, I didn’t care. I had nothing else other than my music. A little first crush on a great-looking domid wouldn’t hurt me. I hoped.
Anda made it to the arena before me. He waited on the sand, harness on, sword sheathed. He held the red straps open and lowered them over my shoulders. The color highlighted the drabness of my fur. I stiffened and gasped when he reached between my forelegs to buckle the ends. When I reached to fasten the chest straps, he pushed my hands away and slipped the leather through the buckle. He took his time smoothing my fur beneath the straps, fingering it to lay with the grain so it wouldn’t irritate my skin.
“Why did you dye your fur? The roots are a beautiful golden brown. I’ll bet that without the dull brown hiding it, your fur is spectacular.”
By now, my hindquarters were wobbling so bad I almost dropped to the sand. I had to force myself not to touch him. I knew that once I did, I’d spend the next two hours stroking his thick soft sandagrass scented fur and make a complete fool of myself. I love the smell of sandagrass. The ordor makes me think of warm evenings lying along a high branch, watching the moons wind their twisting paths across the sky. A gentle breeze lifting the heady aroma of sun warmed sandagrass to my perch. The closest I can come to an Earth equivalent would be the smell of new-mown hay on a warm summer day.
Anda stood looking at me as if waiting for something. I dimly remembered he’d asked me a question. He wanted to know about my fur.
I shrugged. “Well, it seemed like a good idea when I did it. Maybe I’ll tell you about it someday. Let’s get to work. I have a lot to learn.”
We worked through all the forms we’d learned in class and a few that were new to me. Anda was as strict a taskmaster as Grinder and corrected my smallest mistakes.
As he shifted my stance or repositioned my arm, he’d say, “Do that in a fight and your opponent will chop off your arm and eat it as an appetizer before he has the rest of you for the main course.”
Half way through our session Anda insisted we rest for a few minutes. He had a perplexed look on his face like he was trying to figure something out.
I asked him, “What’s wrong? What am I doing that put that look on your face?”
“I don’t know. There’s something with your left arm. Your balance and body flow seem as if every stroke should have a counter move on the other side, and your left arm is trying to instinctively provide it, but your equilibrium is off.”
“Extrapolate, trainee.” Grinder’s voice boomed behind us.
If the ceiling were a little lower, I’d have been clinging to the rafters.
Anda just calmly turned to face MoA Grinder.
“The only thing that comes to mind is a second weapon to balance the movements, but windalfluffs use a sword in one hand and a longer-range weapon like a sidearm in the other.”
“Think back five or six generations to the battle of Orthella. What comes to mind when you view the painting of that battle?”
Anda paused and his eyes went unfocused for a second. “The Dominant leading the Verderan force, he had two swords. He cut a swath through the attacking Orthella host and broke the charge.”
I kept my mouth shut, but I wanted to tell him that was my great, great, great, great grandfather Dominant Ederill. Dad told me I had Ederill’s coloring. Maybe I’d inherited more than just the fur.
“Rest for a couple more minutes, I’ll be right back.” Grinder did his lopsided but silent shuffle back toward his office.
Anda absently reached out a hand and scratched me behind the ear as he watched Grinder enter his office. Damn wobbly legs wanted to collapse again.
Grinder returned with a practice sword and tossed it to me. I already had a sword in my right hand, so I caught it with my left. Verderan swords are made handed. The design and construction of the hand guard and grip on this sword was wrapped in reverse. This was a left handed sword, only the second I’d ever seen. The first being one of the matched set my parents had given me.
“Try the forms again, but this time mirror the movements with the left hand,” Grinder growled.
He and Anda slowly circled me as I went through the motions, slow at first then faster as I found the rhythm and balance. The flow felt right, somehow. I was in control, and the blades flowed to complete my thoughts before they were fully formed.
Anda had a huge grin on his face. Grinder just nodded and followed my strokes with his eyes.
He snatched Anda’s practice sword from the sheath and stepped in front of me. “Spar, nit.”
Grinder’s attacks were slow to begin with. Most of them a variation on the forms we’d been practicing so I didn’t have any problems keeping up and defending against the attacks.
“Watch the flow and think what you would do if you were the attacker. Anticipate, and when you are ready, go on the offensive.”
A hidden corner of my brain opened during that sparring match. A bit of species knowledge passed down to me over the generations. I could see the patterns of the moving swords and the next two or three beyond the present. Time had slowed, almost as if my brain was working at a different level.
I deflected Grinder’s blow with my right sword and slashed him across the chest with the left as I used the deflection of his blow to add speed to my return stroke with the right. He didn’t have time to counter, and the blow landed at the junction of his right foreleg and body. The practice swords had blunted edges, but those hits must have hurt. They’d hurt a lot worse once I built up my arm muscles and could put some real power behind them.
Grinder stepped back and tossed the sword to Anda. “You have a go with her. I want to watch.”
I tried to hide my smirk of satisfaction as I noticed he was favoring his right foreleg.
Sparring with Anda was different than with Grinder, I didn’t want to chance hurting Anda. After he’d smacked me for the third time because I’d pulled my attack, I got the point. Unless I wanted to be a mass of bruised and sore muscles, I needed to fight as if I meant it.
Anda still scored more hits because he was bigger and faster than me and a lot younger than Grinder. He was still going to have his share of aches and pains. He loved it.
We continued to spar with Grinder watching right up until two large RAMS security guards marched up to me and put me in wristcuffs.
“You are under arrest for theft of RAMS and Royal Family property.”



Chapter 8 – Not So Fast Copper
The security guards took my blades and stripped off my harness.
Grinder stepped forward. “I take it this means you found the missing equipment?”
“Yes, sir. Almost all of it is in this nit’s room,” one of the guards rumbled.
“That’s impossible. The missing gear was in the equipment room when I finished polishing the swords this morning, and I’ve been in class or with others the entire day.”
The guard holding me shook me until I stopped talking. “Quiet. You’ll have your chance to explain when you go before the student tribunal.”
Anda pushed forward. “That’s not necessary. She was with me the entire day when she’s wasn’t in class.”
“So you admit to being her accomplice?”
“What? No. I’m her friend.”
“Anda, shut up. Whoever’s doing this to me will take you down too, if you don’t stay out of it.”
The one holding me grabbed my ear and twisted. “I said quiet!”
The pain buckled my knees, and I dropped to the sand.
“Show me what you found,” Grinder ordered.
The two guards dragged me across the sand as they kept pace with Grinder. Anda followed a few steps behind, yelling at the guards to let me get my feet under me, so I could walk.
I should have made a break for the primitive zone when I had the chance that day my world crashed around me.
The door to my room hung by one hinge. The other was sheared in two along with the lower half of the chain-link, and the five harnesses whose leather straps had been woven in the wire. Practice swords impaled my shredded pallet from all angles, and my few belongings were scattered across the floor and smashed. All except the tanned ramgort hide carrying case that held the two swords with my royal name inlaid in gold wire and gemstones.
One of the guards flipped open the case and tilted it toward Grinder. I caught enough of a glimpse to see that one of the swords was missing. Both scabbards with their diamond-studded royal crests were there. Best I could tell it was the right-handed sword that was missing.
The guard waved at the ramgort case and its contents. “I’ve contacted the royal court and confirmed that this is the property of a member of the royal family. We have investigators out looking for whomever she sold the other sword to.” 
“They’re my swords. They were a gift—“
Another twist on my ear had me panting on the floor.
Lying with my head pressed into the cold stone something snapped. I’d had enough. I’d tried to go along with Dad’s punishment and do my work without complaint. I’d endured humiliation from my sister, my classmates, and even the domid I wanted to call a friend. The RAMS’ instructors had orders to cause me as much grief as possible and now someone wanted me arrested. Dad might have stripped me of my name by royal decree, but he wasn’t going to take my dignity. If he wanted a meek nit who did what she was told without question, then he’d have to settle for Sureea.
Grinder stared at me as the guard held my face down. “Let her up. I want to hear what she has to say.”
The guard pulled me to my feet and jerked me around to face Grinder.
“Explain this.” Grinder commanded as he waved at the destruction.
I drew my body up into the regal pose I’d seen my mother use at court and clamped my mouth shut tight. I tried to make my expression match the one Mom used to settle her nits down when we got out of hand.
They wouldn’t listen when I’d tried to explain earlier, now Grinder could go suck skreecher beast piss. I wasn’t saying a word. 
Grinder crossed his arms and tapped the toes of his right forepaw on the floor. After a couple of minutes, he told the guards, “Take the wristcuffs off and leave us. Take Anda with you. Wait for us in the arena.”
I rubbed the bruises around my wrists and massaged the burn from my ear, staring at Grinder the whole time to see what he was going to do to me next. I expected him to grab a sword and beat me to a pulp.
He plucked a couple of swords from my ruined pallet and lowered his body to the slashed surface with a groan. “Okay, nit. We’re alone. Tell me your story. I know you didn’t do this.” He waved at the mess at his feet. Do you have any idea who did?”
Grinder pulled the sword case over to his forepaws and lifted the sword and scabbard from the case. His finger traced the gold filigree inlay that spelled Dustmopier Santillia Domcaster. The blade slowly slid from the scabbard revealing the rest of my former title “First Prinas of Verdera” etched along the ridgeline. His breath hitched for a second as his eyes reread the title. He looked up at me. “You?”
I didn’t answer, just looked away and ignored him.
“Your father must have known or at least guessed you would be bi-dexterous when you began training with the sword. Want to tell me what happened to make Sureea First Prinas?”
I continued my study of the upper corner of the small cubical.
“Let me see if I can guess. You let your arrogance and inexperience lead you to do something that angered your father and, I’m guessing, Royal Guard Commander Hadrass so badly that part of your punishment was to lose your title and royal name.”
My gasp of surprise must have let him know he was on the right track.
The chuckle that came from him was the last thing I expected to hear.
“Let me tell you a story. Many rotations ago, back when I still lived in the family burrow with my clutter, I too, was the nit pack leader. One day, shortly before leaving for training at this very institution, I had the brilliant idea that my nit pack needed one last adventure before settling down to mature life. We lived on the third planet, and one of our native modes of transportation is the nanga looper.”
I didn’t want to be interested, but Grinder surprised me by being an excellent storyteller.
“Farmers spend years building up nanga looper herds and domesticating them. Knowing there had to be a faster way, I figured we’d just go out in the wild lands and catch us a mess of nanga looper young and in a few days, we’d have our own riding beasts. The adults stand around fourteen feet tall and can run as fast maybe even faster than a full-grown windalfluff, which of course, we were not. I planned to run into the nest, throw a rope around the young and run back out before the adults even knew we’d been there. To say it was a disaster would be like saying the moon just happened to bump Verdera and give it a little nudge, no big deal. Those adult nanga loopers were waiting for us. They pinned my pack and me in recesses in the rocky ground for three days, taking turns relieving their bowels on us. Turns out this wild herd had been the brunt of the same attempted kidnapping for generations. My parents knew we’d try some dumb stunt, so they just waited to see what it would be. Mom wouldn’t let us back in the burrow for a week, and Dad farmed us out to a neighbor who raised nanga loopers and needed help cleaning the crap out of the stables.”
I couldn’t help myself, I laughed. The thought of Grinder pinned in a hole in the ground buried in looper poop was funny.
He looked at me with a questioning look, and I opened up. I’m not sure why. I guess his telling me something embarrassing about his nit years didn’t make me so different after all.
“I talked my brother Roth into going hornflit hunting.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“Well the closest hornflit nests are in the primitive zone where we were stranded for the first forty-two days after we emerged. I figured we’d take Dad’s new sports flyer and hop over, hunt for a few hours, and hop back without anyone being the wiser.”
“I think I see where this is going. What did you do, crash the flyer?”
“No, we lifted off and landed safely. The trip in between was the problem. I’d watched dad fly for years and thought it would be easy. How was I supposed to know I needed to turn on the gravity compensator? I managed to go into hyper-drive while still in the atmosphere and triggered a planet-wide defense alert.”
“That was you?” By then he was laughing so hard I thought I’d have more problems than just a few cuts to repair in my pallet. If he didn’t slow down, I’d have to wash my pallet before I could mend it.
“You were the one with the drool and the big eyes, trying to wiggle off the controls.”
Then he did lose it. He pulled his legs in, rolled off the pallet, and ended up on the floor kicking his legs in the air.
I guess it might be funny if you weren’t the one in the vid.
The two guards and Anda came running to find out what was causing the commotion. The lead guard pulled out his wrist cuffs and started for me. I backed up and crouched in a corner, prepared to fight to the death before I let them cuff me again.
Between gasps for air Grinder said, “Leave her alone she didn’t do this.”
“You all right Master Grinder?” asked the guard with the cuffs.
“Oh yeah, I haven’t laughed that hard in thirty years.”
The other guard answered his comm unit as Anda helped Grinder to his feet.
“They found the other sword embedded halfway through the Soaring Victory sculpture at the entrance to the academy. The sculpture sustained extensive damage. Two eye witnesses insist this nit did it,” he said pointing at me.



Chapter 9 – It Wasn’t Me
“When?” was all I could get out.
“The damage just happened.”
My head dropped in relief. They must know I didn’t do it. Whoever did, probably thought I would be by myself working on the equipment and not have an alibi.
Grinder led the precession down the hall. “I want to question the eyewitnesses.” He looked back at me. “Are you coming?”
“No. I’ll stay here and start cleaning up this mess. Maybe I can salvage a few of the slashed harnesses.” I kicked the stuffing from my pallet. “Would you know if there are needle and thread in the equipment storage lockers?”
“I have no idea.” He waved me off and continued from the building.
I’d slept rough before. If I had to, I’d sleep on the arena sand. Sleeping in sand is not that bad as long as it’s free of borer mites and blood spongers. The only problem is the need for a good bath to get the sand out of your fur.
Anda hesitated for a second. I think he was wavering between wanting to go watch the excitement and helping me. Friendship won, he came back and started unbuckling harness sections from the sagging chain-link door.
Anda returning to help me did more for my self-esteem than having my title back. Dropping the load of swords I’d collected, I grabbed Anda’s hand. “Let’s go watch Grinder make minced nit.”
We followed the two large security guards onto the open pavilion surrounding the damaged sculpture. I was small enough I could use Anda and the guards as cover. The two eyewitnesses faced Grinder and prattled a tale of demented screams and out of control rage.
I recognized the two nits as a couple of the moons orbiting Sureea.
Grinder held up a hand to stop the babble. “Let me recap your story. Ten to fifteen minutes ago, a brown nit, one you recognized from my weapon’s class, ran up to the statue screaming incoherently, and in an obvious rage, attacked the sculpture with the sword that’s stuck in it. She then yelled that the red harness was hers before running off toward the arena.”
The eyewitnesses looked at each other before nodding.
“Anything else?”
“No, that’s all she did.” One of the eyewitness nits jabbed the other with his elbow. “Oh, and the threats.”
“Threats?”
“She was yelling threats against First Prinas Sureea’s life. We don’t want to get her in trouble, but threats against a member of the royal family, that’s treason. We had to call security and report what she’d done. We weren’t going to say anything about the threats, just the attack on the sculpture. But after seeing the extent of the damage and how disturbed she was, we felt you should know.”
Grinder focused his eye on the two before him. “You realize the punishment for treason is banishment for life on one of the resource moons?”
The one who’d told Grinder about the threats licked his lips and croaked, “Yes.”
“And what is the penalty for maliciously falsifying the report of a crime?” Grinder asked.
Now the two looked like they knew they were a ramgort’s next meal.
Grinder moved into their space and switched his eye from one to the other. “Well?”
I expected the two nits to bolt. Apparently, the two security guards who’d been at the arena had the same thought because they moved in to block any escape attempt.
A flick of golden fur caught my eye as it disappeared around the corner of the nearest building. Sureea, it had to be her. She was the only nit I knew of with fur that color.
Grinder shifted his eyestalk over his shoulder and stared at me. “Please join us, nit. These two have accused you of several very serious crimes. Crimes that if proven could send you away for the rest of your life.”
I had no wish to get that close to my accusers. Something or someone had caused them to do this, and I didn’t know how far they’d go to get rid of me. I moved up beside Grinder staying out of arms reach.
Grinder’s eye swung back to the two before him. “Face the accused and repeat the crimes you are charging her with. But keep in mind the penalty for false accusation is the same as the crime you are charging.”
The two were looking around wildly as if searching for someone.
I smiled at them. “If you’re looking for First Prinas Sureea, she took off right after MoA Grinder began questioning you. I’m afraid you’re on your own.”
The one who’d done the rib jabbing but very little talking said, “We haven’t officially accused her yet, have we?”
Grinder looked around the pavilion at all the students watching the tableau. “You have not signed a formal charge, but you have made serious accusations in front of a large number of witnesses.”
“What if we change our statement? What is the penalty then?”
“That depends if the statement is true and can be proven.”
“Shut up, you fool. If we stick to our story it’s our word against hers.” The one who’d done most of the talking said.
Ignoring the warning, “We did it. We wanted to impress Sureea. She said she wants the drudge gone so we figured this would get her out of here for good.”
The other nit tried to look gallant as if he’d done this for a righteous cause. That didn’t last long after the wristcuffs snapped shut.
“Where did you get the sword?” Grinder demanded.
By now, both had their heads down, eyes averted. “We found it in her room when we put the harnesses and practice swords in there.”
“You admit in front of all these witnesses,” Grinder waved a hand to indicate the crowded pavilion; “you took the sword and used it to cause the damage to the sculpture.”
The rib jabber shook as if his knees were going to fold. “Yes.”
Grinder stepped back putting me directly in front of the two nits. “Since you were the target of their crimes, Dust, other than restitution for the damages done, I leave their sentence to you.”
My mouth was so dry I didn’t think I could speak. I cleared my throat and worked my tongue around my mouth. “There is a basic level of decency and integrity expected in our society. Your malicious actions could have caused serious damage not only to my reputation, but also to others if the sculpture had fallen. Until you have proven to the faculty and me that you truly accept responsibility for your actions, you will be assigned some of the dirtiest, smelliest, most boring jobs on campus.” Oh hell, I’d just turned into my father.
Grinder was trying to hide his smile and turned away to cover it with a cough.
“Your first assignment is to clean up the mess you made in the arena, and when you’re finished with that, clean out the storage locker next to mine. That will be my new living quarters. You two will take my old room, the one with the damaged door.”
“No way! I have a two-room suite. My royal family is paying a premium for those rooms.”
“Then you’d better change your attitude and start proving yourself, or they’re going to be paying for empty rooms for a long time. Your idea of entitlement ends now. Of course, you could make a supervised call to your families and explain everything that you’ve done, and then they could appeal to Dominant Casterill to have your sentences revoked.”
The one who claimed to be royal looked at the jeweled sword embedded in the sculpture and accepted the sentence with a hesitant nod.
“Don’t forget to scrounge three sleeping pallets; the floor gets cold and hard at night.”
Anda looked like he wanted to object to my having the two domid nits move in next to me. I liked him more every minute.
This had turned out better than I’d imagined it could. I now had two assistants to help me get my work done, a big, great-smelling nit who seemed to like me for myself, and at least one instructor that might understand what I was going through.
Several maintenance vehicles arrived to stabilize the sculpture. Anda assisted the crew adding support ropes and had them pull tension to widen the gap to free the sword. He reached for the hilt, but I shouldered him aside and pulled it free, covering the name inlaid in the grip and keeping the blade with First Prinas of Verdera facing away from him.
“I’ll take care of this,” I told him as I hurried back to the arena.
After dinner that night, I had Benz and Palmar, my new assistants, repair as many of the damaged harnesses as they could from spare straps. When they were finished and looked like they wanted to find their beds, I got out the leather polish and handed each a rag. “You’re finished for the night when you’ve each polished five harnesses. I’ll inspect your work and if I find it substandard you get to do two more for each failure.”
Palmar, the one who claimed he was from a royal family looked like he wanted to challenge me. I pulled two swords from the rack and danced through some of the forms I’d practiced with Anda and Grinder. The equipment room was a little small for it, but they took the hint.
The next time I looked, both nits were diligently polishing and shinning. I’m not sure why I did it, but I grabbed a rag and joined them.
The look on Sureea’s face during our next weapon’s class was priceless. Anda, Benz, Palmar and I, along with about half the others in the class all had on bright-red harnesses. We’d left the one Sureea insisted was hers hanging on the rack, so she couldn’t complain someone else was wearing her equipment. After three classes, it was looking a little dull compared to the newly polished ones.
Grinder had us review our one-on-one forms. He then pulled Anda and me out of line and introduced a new dimension to our training, sword dancing. Rather than freeform sparring, sword dancing has defined movements in set patterns. When Anda and I had the moves memorized, Grinder called out another pair and added them to our dance. The others paired off and followed at a slow and easy pace. These were practice swords, but they still hurt if you got whacked with one.
The first dance was simple, kind of like watching humans learn the box step. I had to pay attention, concentrate on my partner and the second couple as Grinder increased the tempo. Every few minutes he’d leave us paired but rotate couples, so we were dancing with a new second pair.
Once in a while I’d hear a yelp or ‘sorry’ as a blade made contact or someone had a close call. Near the end of class, Anda and I rotated pairs and came face-to-face with Sureea and her partner. The first time her partner, a domid nit called Giff, overreached and clipped my shoulder, I didn’t react. The blow stung a little, but hadn’t broken the skin. The second and third time it happened, Anda noticed and shifted us a little further apart. My right shoulder was partially numb from taking hits in the same spot, and my moves were showing it.
During the next cycle of the dance, Sureea’s partner closed the gap Anda had opened. I gritted my teeth waiting for the next blow. The clang of steel on steel next to my right ear brought the class to an abrupt halt. Anda had locked his sword with Giff’s mere inches before it would have sliced my ear.
Grinder hobbled up behind the two straining domids. “I don’t remember this move being in the dance. Giff, Anda, perhaps a bout of individual sparring is necessary to remind you of the forms.”
Anda grinned and released Giff’s sword. “I think that would be very instructional.”
Grinder shuffled toward the equipment room. “Oh, I didn’t mean you, Anda, I meant Dust.”
Oh shit. My right shoulder and arm were already numb and not responding correctly and Grinder was going to let Giff pound on the rest of my abused body. I took a closer look at Sureea’s partner. The domid was huge, even larger than Anda. His arms were longer than mine were, and his muscles bulged as he flexed them while walking to the center of the arena.
Grinder was going to let him beat me like a piece of tenderized boundalop.
I took my place in front of Giff trying to work the numbness from my shoulder.
MoA Grinder returned. He placed a hand in my right armpit and rotated my arm through several moves. The pain was still there, but I could use the arm almost normally. Before he backed away, he handed me the left-handed sword.
“I want you students to notice that I’ve given Dust a second sword. Every eight to ten generations a nit emerges with bi-dexterous abilities. The last one I know of was the warrior Ginsa ten generations ago. Please observe.” Grinder turned to face us. “Spar!”
Giff’s first blow flattened me.



Chapter 10 – Filet of Nit, Anyone
Are we having fun yet?
Giff moved in to hit me again.
My instinctive memory took over. I might be on the sand with my legs splayed out to the sides, but my arms tipped with swords were still mobile.
“Hold!”
I checked my swing up into where Giff’s front pair of legs attached to his torso. If these had been battle swords, I would have removed the front legs before his overhand cut could have connected. The odds were better than fifty-fifty the massive damage to his body would have deflected his stroke.
Grinder moved closer. “There is a reason I teach the fighting forms. They give you the basics of attack and defense. They also give you the best chance of remaining alive in a fight. Half a second more and I can assure you, Domid Giff, would have died on the battlefield.”
Giff looked down and noticed my blades poised to cut off his forelegs.
“Domid Giff forgot every lesson I’ve been trying to grind into your nit brains. He used his size and strength to deliver the first blow without thought to what would happen if that first strike did not kill. Absorb what I’ve taught you and a few of you might survive to graduation.”
Grinder pulled me to my feet.
“Take your places. Spar!”
The lessons I’d learned in the session with Anda and Grinder two days ago flooded my mind. Giff tried to go on the offensive for a few minutes. His size and reach kept me from landing strikes to vital areas. That didn’t last long. My two swords required him to react twice as fast to counter my coordinated defense and counter attack.
Grinder called a halt as I knocked the sword from Giff’s limp fingers.
“Please take note of the outcome of this sparring match. A smaller opponent with training and discipline can defeat a much larger adversary.”
Someone in back yelled, “But she had two swords.” The voice sounded like Sureea’s strident squeak.
Grinder faced the class.
“In the not too distant future, you may be ordered into battle against another species trying to destroy the Confederation. Are you going to stop the battle and tell the invading army they can only fight with one weapon because you only have one sword? Adapt and use what little reasoning ability Josha passed down to you since Unification.”
Grinder used his single eye to sweep the students and hold a few in a locked stare.
“Remember this match and think about what you could have done to change its outcome. I’m not here just to tone your muscles and teach you pretty dances. Part of my job is to develop your brain cells, make new connections, teach you to think before you charge into the unknown. The next time one of you deliberately sets out to harm another, I will be your sparring partner, and I can guarantee you I know more tricks and ways to kill than you can imagine.”
Giff groaned as he bent to retrieve his sword.
“Domid Giff, I suggest you spend some time in a hot pool. And have your dance partner give you a massage. If you don’t, you won’t be walking tomorrow. Rack your equipment and I’ll see you next class.”
Anda was at my side in a second taking my swords and helping me toward the equipment room. Benz and Palmar crowded around chattering about the sparring match and asking what I needed them to do. Benz took the swords from Anda while Palmar helped me remove my harness. I was so tired I could hardly walk.
I told them, “Make sure the equipment is stored properly and rake the arena then go to lunch. I think I’m going to find a hot pool and soak for a while.”
Anda joined me. Thanks to all the holy beings in the universe for giving that domid magic fingers. When he was done, I was as limp as a wilted garrot leaf.
My afternoon music class was a disaster. I kept falling asleep on my pulsonic keys. The resulting cacophony would wake me and in a few minutes, I’d float off in a semiconscious dream state composing another piece about warm water, stroking fingers, and sweet-smelling domid fur.
Anda found me sleeping on my instrument. A kind soul had turned off my pulsonic and let me sleep. The wall display indicated it was time for PT and another fifteen-mile run. My empty stomach told me skipping lunch had been a bad idea. To make its point, my stomach turned in the paperwork for a transfer to a new nit.
Dinner that night was a surprise. Palmar and Benz joined Anda and me at our table. They asked if we’d be willing to help them with their sword forms and do some sparring. A few minutes later, several other students from Weapon’s class filled in the empty chairs and asked the same questions.
The following weeks, our two-hour free study period in the arena filled with classmates sparring, sword dancing, and trying out new tactics to defeat my two-sword style.
The extra wear and tear on the equipment started to show, so I insisted we end the training session twenty minutes early, and all work on polishing the harnesses and swords.
Sureea and her galaxy of friends were the only ones in the class not coming to the extra training, and it showed.
Grinder began singling them out during class and giving them remedial training while the rest of us progressed to more complex dances and tactics. We were now doing sword dances with three and four pairs of nits, and an accidental nick or swat was almost nonexistent.
The final week of the school term, Grinder called the class together and announced we’d begin learning ‘Continuance’ the traditional dance performed by the honored couple and their guests during a windalfluff mating ceremony. Continuance took elements of all the dances we’d practiced and combined them into a cohesive dance that highlighted the mating pair.
This wasn’t a surprise. Our parents knew this was coming and by tradition provided each student with a form-fitting harness of their own and a real Verderan battle sword as part of a Weapons I graduation present. The big question in my mind was how my parents were going to handle this. They might even decide not to acknowledge me, and I’d be the only one still using a practice harness.
Grinder was silent for a few seconds. “As is traditional, your parents have sent your official trappings. You will find them lined up along the wall behind you. All, that is, except for Dust. Go. Put them on.” He ordered.
I stayed in place and stared down at the sand. Humiliation made my knees wobble and my eyes water.
“Dust, come help me.”
I approached Grinder and helped him don the black royal guardsman harness I’d polished when I first came to school. He handed me his Medal of Valiance.
“Attach it to the chest strap.”
I fixed the metal to the clip made for it, and stepped back in line.
Sureea came back wearing a glossy black harness with the royal crest of Verdera in the chest strap, and a beautifully made silver-chased sword in the scabbard. As the others returned, their ribbing and happy chatter quieted as they saw me standing alone without a harness. A few, including Anda noticed the Medal of Valiance adorning Grinder’s harness and bowed to him.
Grinder came to attention. “Before we begin our training session, we have special quests today. Class I’d like to present Dominant Casterill and Primary Zilcia.”
I know most of you’ve never seen a formal Verderan royal precession. Try to imagine fifty royal guardsmen, twenty-five in each file, black harnesses flashing in the overhead lights, battle swords in their gleaming scabbards, and quantum rifles held in both hands at an angle across their chests.
Grinder turned to face the approaching columns.
The guardsmen pounded to a stop five paces in front of Grinder then the right file took a step to the right and the other one to the left. Mom and Dad were wearing their battle harnesses and weapons, not their ceremonial ones. They marched between the columns of guardsman and stopped three paces in front of MoA Grinder before going to one knee. The fifty royal guardsmen dropped to a knee behind them.
A second later, I realized they were honoring Grinder and his Medal of Valiance. This is the only situation that I know of where the Dominant and Primary bow to anyone. One of these days, I planned to coax the story of what he’d done to earn the MoV out of Grinder.
Dad spoke, “Master of Arms Grinder, thank you for your service and devotion to Verdera.”
“Dominant Casterill, Primary Zilcia, you honor us with your visit.”
As one, the guardsmen, Mom, and Dad rose to their feet.
Dad turned to the class. “We are here today at the invitation of MoA Grinder to honor a member of your class who has proven she understands the lessons of responsibility, accountability, leadership, and compassion.”
Sureea smiled and started to step forward.
“Dust, kneel before us.”
Anda had to give me a shove to get me moving. I knelt in the sand before Mom and Dad trying to still the pounding of my heart.
“Dust—reports of your progress in all the areas I demanded have exceeded my expectations. By royal decree, I restore your name and title. Rise Dustmopier Santillia Domcaster, First Prinas of Verdera.”
A runner came in carrying a large case. He set it beside Mom, unlocked the clasps and opened the lid. A black harness matching the one Sureea wore lay inside along with my two swords and their scabbards. Mom helped me into the harness and clipped the scabbards in place over my shoulders. Left-handed sword on my right shoulder and right-handed on my left so they could be drawn by crossing my hands behind my head.
I glanced at Anda. The look on his face told me he thought I’d betrayed him. His shoulders slumped as he lowered his eyes and wouldn’t look at me again. I wanted to tell Dad to take back his royal decree; it was ruining everything I’d worked to accomplish. With a few words, my friendships were ripped apart and my relationship with my classmates was shredded. I had to start over rebuilding my life and my place in society, again.



Chapter 11- I’m Still Me
At the conclusion of the formal name restoration ceremony, Dad released the royal guard contingent to mingle with the students. Many of them had volunteered for today’s duty because they had relatives in my class.
A few of my classmates pushed forward and crowded me so that I would introduce them to the Dominant and Primary. Already I could tell the closeness I’d developed with some of them was tempered with fear they’d do something to offend the First Prinas. The obvious exception to those crowding around was Anda. I saw him talking to a few of the higher-ranking royal guardsmen and MoA Grinder, but he didn’t approach the group around Mom and Dad.
Dad pulled me aside. “Grinder tells me you’ve become close friends with a few of the domids in your class. I’d like to meet them.”
I called Benz and Palmar over. They looked like they were marching to battle a sampian blood foad as they made their way to where Dad and I stood.
“Dominant Casterill, Dad, I wish to present Benz Comar Gavnerna and Palmar Jinkson Domestra, two friends who’ve helped me with countless tasks, sparring matches, and dance forms.” I could see the relief flood their faces when they realized I wasn’t going to tell how we’d met. Dad greeted them as friends using the windalfluff gesture of holding both hands out palms up to indicate he held no weapons. They returned the gesture. I think it means basically the same thing as a handshake in some cultures on Earth.
Dad startled them by putting an arm over their shoulders and pulling them close so he could speak to them without being overheard by the rest of the class. “I hear you two like to work with sculptures.”
The accusation in their expressions condemned me. I shook my head to indicate I hadn’t told him.
Dad went on, “The two of you are a big part of the reason I restored Dustmopier’s name and title. You set out to hurt her, I’m guessing with a little encouragement from others, but it gave her the chance to show compassion and develop your friendship.” His voice dropped to a whisper, “You ever pull a stunt like that again, and I’ll use you for bait on my next slaver beast hunt.” His voice returned to normal, “Congratulations on making it through your first term at RAMS. Come visit us at court when you have a chance.” He released them and slapped them on the shoulders with enough force to make them step sideways to catch their balance. “Go enjoy the celebration.”
They were smart enough to recognize a dismissal and took off for the far side of the arena.
“Dad, they’re my friends. Whatever they did at the beginning of the term is in the past.”
“Oh, I know that. I just wanted to make sure they learned a life lesson and realized actions can have far-reaching consequence. They’re not all of your domid friends. Grinder mentioned one special domid who helped you even before you made a place for yourself.”
He wanted to meet Anda, and I wasn’t certain I could get Anda to join us. “He’s over there talking to Grinder and a few guardsmen. Let’s go over and I’ll introduce you.”
He looked at me and frowned, but walked beside me as we wove our way through the crowd. The ruler of the Federation of Five Planets doesn’t go to others, they come to him.
As we approached, I called, “Anda, I want to introduce you to my father.”
Anda made a face as if I was the last person he wanted to see.
“Dominant Casterill, this is Anda Dunerat.”
A windalfluff not of a royal family does not have a middle name, and they use the pack name as their family name. Dad knew instantly that Anda was not from a royal line, and ineligible as a mate for the Frist Prinas of Verdera.
“Anda is my sword dance partner and best friend here at RAMS. We’ve been through a lot together.”
Dad looked like he wanted to object to my familiarity with a common windalfluff. But he must have realized it was his fault I couldn’t claim my royal birth and join my sister and the other royals.
I smiled at Anda, encouraging him to talk to Dad. I wanted him to prove to my parents that you didn’t have to be of royal birth to be interesting and intelligent. Other than a mumbled, “Sir,” and a half bow, he remained mute with occasional glances flicked my way.
Awkward. I felt like pulling his ears. I wanted my Dad to like him and get to know him.
Grinder must have noticed my consternation. He said, “Dustmopier, Anda, tell the others we’ll start today’s lesson in ten minutes.”
Anda waited for me to pick a direction and then went the other way. I ended up next to Mom and Sureea. Anda finished his half of the circle. I grabbed him as he tried to walk past me and pulled him over to introduce him to Mom. At least he was polite to her. I wanted so badly to kick his butt and scream at him, “I’m still me. I haven’t changed.” What good would it do? He probably thought I’d been playing him the entire term.
Mom and Dad hugged us good-bye then led the royal guardsmen out of the arena. Grinder called the class to order and pulled four couples forward to use to demonstrate the new dance. I don’t know if it was my newly returned status, but he didn’t call on Anda and me to be one of the demonstration couples. He gave us strict orders to maintain a safe distance between couples.
Our new swords were fully functional battle swords and could cut clean through a windalfluff in a single swipe unless set to the practice setting that changes the cutting edge so that it does not easily penetrate. A blow in practice mode is more like being hit with the flat edge of a quarter-inch thick piece of steel. The contact still hurts like hell.
I released Benz and Palmar to return to their dorm rooms. The class was no longer using the practice equipment, and the arena only took a few minutes to rake with the automated grooming machine.
Campus Housing wanted to move me to a suite across from Sureea’s, but I declined. There were only six days of school left, and I’d gotten comfortable with my meager quarters in the arena complex. My room was close to the chow hall and the music building.
Six days of isolated hell followed. Sureea hated me more than ever. Her electron cloud ionized to new relationships when her temporary title of First Prinas disappeared. She was like a hydrogen atom floating at random with Giff orbiting her as her sole remaining electron. Maybe they really were meant for each other.
The lesson that day in Weapons-I class was like sword dancing on a frozen lake. Anda wouldn’t look at me or talk to me and everyone else skated around me as if they expected me to return every nasty dig and slight they had delivered during the first weeks of class.
Even Grinder was acting strange. He no longer called on me to act as his demonstration dummy, and he’d stopped assigning me work details around the building and campus. I now had all the time I needed to practice my music and compose new material.
My compositions turned dark and pain filled. I look back on some of the things I wrote in those first few days after the restoration and wonder how I ever made it to the end of the term with my normal, bright, outgoing, lovable spirit intact.
There was one positive result to being First Prinas again. I acquired my own personal custom-made pulsonic. When the manufacturer learned it was my instrument of choice, they had a senior designer come to RAMS and work with me to build one to match my unique abilities.
I found out being bi-dexterous works for playing a pulsonic as much as it does for sword fighting. I’ll let you in on a secret; my pulsonic was the first metamorph MI pulsonic built. I know they are fairly common today, but mine was the first. The instrument came in a case small enough to carry as luggage, but expanded to any model I needed, from a small portable practice instrument to a full-blown concert hall grand pulsonic with tonal directors and performance screens for visuals.
I named her Twilight the afternoon I got her. Twilight was shortened to Twi in the coming weeks. Feeling defeated after another dance session with Anda where he never spoke a word, I took my new instrument to my favorite location, an overlook on the running trail in the hills behind RAMS. As I watched the home star set, I played my newest composition an ode to lost friendship. I’d expanded Twi on a rock that overlooked the RAMS campus. With the fading light, the music seemed to become more mellow and gain strength. In the dim light, I learned two things about Twilight. She had a voice, and she could see.
I’m not sure if the manufacturer designed a specific personality into the instrument or Twi was an anomaly. When I finish playing the haunting melody of my composition, I said, “I’m going to call you Twilight. You seem to sound better at this time of day.”
I almost fell off the rock when she answered me.
“I like that name. Twilight. I like it very much. Thank you. I think I sound better because this is my favorite time of day. The air is dense and has superior sound carrying qualities. The atmosphere almost has a natural reverberation that enhances the sound’s depth. I can see why you come here to play. The view is breathtaking.”
“I didn’t know you could talk and see.”
“You’ve only spoken to me a few times to order me to expand. I wanted to observe you for a while before I gave away all my secrets.”
“The designer never said anything about conversational capabilities when we were working on your design.”
“Deep dark Dusty one, I’m a metamorph. I can change my structure and composition to meet your needs. From your music, I sensed you needed a friend, someone to talk with. I calculated a little tweak here and a few more circuits there, and voilà, new friend and sounding board. Get it? Sounding Board—musical instrument. That was a joke. You’re supposed to laugh at my jokes.” 
“Ah—that wasn’t very funny.”
“Unlike some other metamorphs I know, I can keep a secret. My growth tank was next to an MI destined for a spaceship. That dude couldn’t keep a secret if his power-supply charge depended on it.”
“I don’t have any secrets.”
“Sure you do. What about this Anda domid you keep blubbering about? Have you told him you got the snoggie-wooggies for him?”
“I do not!”
“Like I said—secrets. Did I ever tell you the one about the red furred fluff and the tiggle fruit love cream?”
“That doesn’t sound like it’d be funny.”
“What do you know? You’re just a fluff. Stick with me, nit, and we‘ll knock ‘em dead. You singing and crying in your kandaberry juice and me adding the comic relief, we’ll have our names up in flashing lights in no time. We’ll call ourselves Dust at Twilight. No. I know. Twidustalight.”
“Now you get top billing? I don’t think so. Maybe it should be Dustmopier, First Prinas of the Stage, or Vocal Diva Dustmopier, with the moods of Twilight.”
“That second one may have possibilities, but drop the Vocal Diva Dustmopier part and shorten it to, ‘Music of Twilight,’ it’s more memorable and distinct.”
I couldn’t believe I was arguing with my pulsonic. She had a lot of nerve trying to take top billing. If it weren’t for me, she’d be just another musical instrument.
I knew one sure way to take control. “Twi, collapse and shutdown.”
“Aww—Dust, pookie, Moppie Poo, you know I was just kidding. You can call the act anything you want. Besides I didn’t get to finish my joke about the red furred fluff—”
I had to get going. I needed to pack for the trip home tomorrow, and it was already dark.
Shutdown. Now.”



Chapter 12 – Royal Hell
Sureea and I left for the home burrow the next morning. I looked for Anda at the Magmod station without success. I’d noted the departure time for the module going to his home city was two hours after ours left, but I had still hoped he’d come and say good-bye.
Giff was traveling with us. Sureea had invited him to go home with her so Mom and Dad could get to know him. Gag me with a ramgort turd. She was such a suck up.
Magmods come in two flavors, one for the masses and one for VIPs. The difference is in the seating. The magnetic module for non-royal passengers is open and equipped with lounging pads so the traveler can take a load off. The VIP version is divided into ten individual compartments with a full range of communication and entertainment systems and adjustable couches.
We had a six-person compartment to ourselves. Sureea and Giff pushed in ahead of me and claimed the seats nearest the window. I took one of the remaining seats as far from the slavering pair as I could get. This was going to be a long and disgusting trip if they didn’t stop with the heavy petting. Sureea licked Giff’s ear, and his rear legs collapsed.
For you humans reading this, windalfluff males have an involuntary reaction to sexual arousal. Their leg pairs go limp in stages. Windalfluff domids tend to be the larger, physically controlling member, of a mated pair. I think the limp leg thing must have been nature’s way of ensuring the female could mate with her selected partner. A fully aroused domid is completely helpless. Rape between windalfluffs is actually impossible. If a domid is attracted to a gravin he’s at her mercy. If he’s not interested, nothing sexual can happen.
Sureea had two of Giff’s leg pairs flopping before we even left the station. Gees, get a burrow.
I took it for as long as I could and then expanded Twi to form a screen, so I didn’t have to watch. The only problem with that was Twi. When she was open, she could talk.
“What’s the matter, Moppie? You wish Anda was here so you could try Sureea’s technique?”
“Quiet. They’ll hear you. And no. I don’t wish Anda was here.”
I stroked a few notes to cover our conversation.
“Someone’s got a secret.” Twi taunted. “Just the mention of his name has your pulse racing.”
“Will you keep it down? Or better yet keep it to yourselves.”
I needed to contact the manufacturer and find out how to disconnect her speech module, or at least have a switch added so I could have silence when I wanted it.
Things got quiet beyond Twi’s screen.
“Hey, who you talking to?”
Sureea wasn’t as far gone as I thought. I stomped the volume pedal and ripped through a few chords. “Just talking to myself. Go back to playing burrow bumpy and pretend I’m not here.”
I heard a thump as Giff’s body hit the padding. I segued into a piece I called “Nature’s Nocturne” to cover the muffled moans.
“Can’t you play something happy and lively?” Twi asked.
“Do you have a suggestion?”
“How about that selection you did right after Anda held your hand the first time.”
“You weren’t even made then. How do you know about that?”
“You’re the one who downloaded all your work into my memory. What? You don’t think I read your lyrics?”
I played “His Touch,” and I have to admit, it dropped a few pounds from my heart. I continued through most of my compositions from the school term and even a few of the early pieces I’d developed during my nit pack days.
By the time we arrived at the station near our home burrow, my fingers ached and my voice was a faded rasp. I looked up when it dawned on me that I hadn’t heard disgusting noises from the thump and bump set in a long time. I collapsed Twi, and found Sureea in Giff’s arms as they reclined on a couch.
“I had no idea you could play and sing that beautifully,” Sureea said.
Wait a minute. Who took my sister and left this strange nit in her place?
Giff smiled at me. “I’ll second that. I thought this would be a long and boring trip. That was like being in the middle of a live concert.”
Sureea pulled his fur. “Long and boring?”
“You know what I mean. I wasn’t saying you were boring.” He pulled her in and stroked his fingers through the fur around her ears.
Maybe they did have at least one good quality. They liked my music.
Mom was waiting for us with the family flyer. The passenger compartment was over crowded with our luggage loaded. Windalfluffs don’t normally wear clothes unless the weather necessitates it, but somehow Sureea and Giff managed to have enough bags to fill the storage compartment and half the passenger space. I just had Twi and my harness/sword case.
While Mom and I loaded the bags, Sureea parked Giff in the front passenger seat, and then took the only open rear seat. Mom would be flying, and I—I would be walking home. I turned to start walking.
Mom asked, “Where are you going?”
I looked at the stuffed flyer. “You have a full load. I’ll meet you at home.”
“Don’t be silly. The First Prinas of Verdera isn’t walking home.” Mom leaned in and said something into the flyer’s comm unit.
A minute later, a two-seat royal guard combat flyer landed next to us.
Mom waved at it. “You can ride with Commander Hadrass.”
I was ecstatic. I hadn’t seen Commander Hardass since he’d reamed me a new one. To say the flight home was quiet would be overstating the conversation potential between us.
We landed outside the burrow on the concrete pad. Sureea and her squeeze toy jumped out and disappeared through the front doors. I lifted my two cases from the combat flyer and it lifted off. Mom took a little longer to exit the family flyer as she went through the shutdown sequence. She pulled a small case from the open storage compartment and headed for the burrow.
“Be a dear and grab the rest of your stuff, love.”
I raised my two pieces a few inches to show her I had my stuff, but she was already inside. I looked at the packed family flyer and sighed. I was definitely home, and nothing had changed.
With a bag in each hand, I went to my room. On my way back to the flyer, I stopped to pound on Sureea’s door. “Mom said to get your crap out of the Flyer!” Listening through the door, I heard nothing.
Maybe she was giving Giff a tour of the place. I heard giggling from the stairway leading out to the sunken gym and pool area. The gym was empty, but the pool was full of splashing couples.
Aluk and Garand had gravins on their backs, and they were having some kind of tugging and shoving match in the deep end of the pool. Sureea climbed on Giff’s back and they were heading to join the action. Roth was on his back with his feet curled to his stomach letting the sun beat on his fur. From the sounds of his breathing, he was out of it.
I crossed to the side of the pool and called to Sureea and Giff. “Mom said you need to unload your stuff from the flyer.” They acted as if they didn’t hear me.
I figured I’d done my part and turned to leave and almost knocked a tray of drinks out of Mom’s hands.
Mom sidestepped to a table and put the tray down. “Can’t you see she’s entertaining her guest? You just run along and bring in the luggage. It’ll only take you a minute.”
“So If I had a guest, I could play in the water with the rest of the nits, but since I don’t I get to be the luggage handler?”
Mom got her ‘Mom look’ going and stared me down.
I could see Sureea watching us with one eye. She bent down to whisper in Giff’s ear and Aluk and his rider shoulder checked them into the water. Good. I hoped she swallowed half the pool.
“I thought you were over the self-centered attitude. I’ve only asked you to do one thing since you’ve been home and already you’re giving me grief.”
“Can I at least take Roth to help? You saw how much junk they brought.”
Mom tilted an eyestalk toward Roth and got a sweet smile on her face. “He’s sleeping. Don’t disturb him. Now get going and you’ll have it done in no time.”
Our burrow is large because of Dad’s position as Dominant. The family quarters are in the East wing on the fourth level. That’s four flights of steps down from the entrance where the flyer was parked. The guest rooms are in the West wing on level three so that’s only three flights of stairs down from the front doors, but it’s the farthest part of the burrow from the main entrance.
I think Sureea and Giff packed rocks in their luggage knowing they could get Mom to order me to lug them in. What could they have that required six large and two small pieces of luggage each?
I’m not sure how it happened, but Sureea’s luggage ended up in Giff’s room and his in hers. Somehow, the pile of suitcases must have gotten out of balance after I stacked them because in both rooms the piles tipped over and wedged the doors shut.
I returned to the pool area hot, sweaty, and looking forward to spending some time in the pool with my brothers. I hadn’t seen them since I left for school. They were gathering their things and heading for the stairs as I walked up.
“You guys leaving already?”
“We’re tired and going to take a nap. You should have come out sooner. You could have teamed up with Roth.”
“Where is Roth?”
“He left about twenty minutes ago. He planned to meet some of his friends in the city. Catch you later,” Aluk said as he pulled his gravin in for a hug and headed for the stairs.
I watched them leave. They’d never even introduced me to their friends.
I was doing lazy laps letting my muscles relax when I heard Sureea’s screech of frustration. I couldn’t help the revengeful chuckle that escaped.
That first night home, Mom had planned a formal welcome home party. She’d invited all the usual suspects, that is, every eligible domid close to my age from the local royal families. I will admit, she also invited a goodly number of gravins for Roth to look over. By Verderan law, the first emerged must mate before all subsequent siblings. This ensures the widest selection of mates for the future leader of the Federation.
I was feeling pressure, not only from Mom and Dad, but also from Sureea, Aluk, and Garand to come up with a short list of domids that might interest me.
At Dad’s insistence, I danced with about half the domids. Some actually had some moves. A few could even carry on a conversation. When they combined the two, total and complete disaster. None of them was like Anda. He could follow the patterns effortlessly while regaling me with stories of his home life or tell me a joke that got me to snorting so loud Grinder would ask if I had a problem.
After the second set of dance tunes, the small ensemble took a break. I asked the pulsonic player if I could use his instrument while they were away.
As I settled in to play some of my material, I swept my eyes over the crowd of about sixty. They were all talking loudly, joking, roughhousing, and trying to impress the opposite sex. Five-minutes later, you could have heard a pin drop as they stared at me while I performed. I held their emotions in the grip of my music and moved them from tears to anger and then to joy as I transitioned from one composition to the next. I was in my element playing before an audience, and that fed my need to entertain. Even Mom had a tear in her eye when I turned the pulsonic back over to its owner.
Dad stopped me as I left the stage. “That was nice. Next term think about changing your elective to something more useful. Now that you have their attention, go out and talk to the ones that seem the most interested.”
The break between terms wasn’t all parties and visits to the court. Because I was once again First Prinas, Dad insisted I keep up my military training. I had daily sword sessions with select royal guardsmen. As my skill progressed, I went from sparring one-on-one, to one-on-two, and even to one-on-four. The only reason this was even possible was my use of two swords.
I was surprised the next day when Mom and Dad walked into the sparring ring in battle harness. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“Commander Hadrass reports that your sword work is acceptable. Your mother and I wanted to see for ourselves.”
They separated to flank me and the battle was on, no command to spar, not even a ready warning. My lessons during those first days of Weapons I class, the ones where I didn’t know if my opponent would wait for Grinder’s command, saved my precious hide. I did a standing forward flip, drawing my swords at the apex, and landing facing my parents as their swords swept through the spot I’d just vacated.
I swatted Mom behind the left ear with the flat of my sword, and used the other one to land a ringing blow to Dad’s sword blade next to the hand guard. There was enough force behind the blow to numb his sword arm. He wasn’t bi-dexterous, but he was ambidextrous. He rolled to his left, transferring his sword to his left hand in mid roll.
I went with him, grabbing a mouth full of his fur so his momentum pulled me up and over his body. He was now between Mom and me. I’d successfully cut the number of enemy combatants who were an immediate threat in half. While he scrambled to his feet, I landed blows to both front and rear knee joints on his left side, the side now wielding the sword. With two legs dragging, his only move other than an ungainly hop was to spin in place using his one good leg as a pivot. I engaged his sword with one hand and took out his remaining leg with my other. A final blow to his left shoulder nerve bundle rendered his left arm useless.
I’d directed all my focus on beating Dad and forgotten about Mom, big mistake. She returned the swat I’d given her with interest. Her blow hit me along my right ear and at the base of my right eyestalk causing it to retract and the eyelid to close so I was effectively blind in that eye until the nerves recovered. She had to be somewhere to my right and behind me to land that blow.
I tucked my shoulder and rolled toward Dad. Using his body as a stop, I pushed off in the direction I calculated Mom had to be. Partly blind, I had to attack and finish this before she could use it against me.
I made it one-step before I fell on my face and Mom finished the fight. Dad had used his still functional right legs to catch my rear paws and stop my attack. I had to admit they worked well as a fighting team. Of course, that’s what makes them Dominant and Primary.
Cheers and clapping echoed around the sparring ring. The royal guardsmen had taken the spectator seats to watch the match. A chant of, “Zilcia, Zilcia,” bounced off the walls.
Dad grumbled, “What am I, chopped coran meal?”
I answered from where I lay nursing my bruised body. “You look like flattened ramgort shit.”
“Watch your mouth, nit. Next time your Mom is going to act as the distraction, and I’m going to be the one that gets to whack the crap out of you.”
“Thanks for the warning. Next time you had better bring more than just the two of you. If I hadn’t made the mistake of thinking you were out of the fight, I could have taken her.”
For a few seconds, I could see pride on his face. “We’ll see.”



Chapter 13 – Off We Go into the Wild Blue Yonder
I must have proven I was ready to move to the next stage of my training because the next day I had my first combat flyer lesson from none other than Commander Hadrass.
I got shivers up and down my spine just thinking about spending an extended period in a tiny cockpit with the windalfluff who’d given me the most humiliating tongue-lashing of my life.
After two hours of boring emergency instructions, safety drills, do’s and don’ts, and Hadrass telling me, “I’ve got you in my sights. You screw this up and I’m going to personally fill in the smoking hole from your crash, and deny you ever existed.” I was ready to pull out my fur, one tuft at a time.
I learned one thing about fear, it makes you pay attention and try your damndest to do the maneuver right the first time.
I could feel Hadrass watching my every move and second-guessing every decision I made during that first lesson. When we landed four hours later, I was dripping wet and weak-kneed from the constant tension. I will admit, Commander Hadrass had to be the best pilot I’d ever seen. He showed me tactics and told me little tidbits of strategy he’d spent a lifetime learning.
The day didn’t end with the flight. Hadrass expected me to have every operational procedure and emergency instruction memorized before our next mission. I awoke the next morning with my face smooshed in my erudition screen. The display still showed the Combat Flyer Technical Manual I’d been memorizing.
Verderan combat flyers are constructed from metamorph technology. The normal configuration is a flat-black deltoid shape with stubby wings and atmospheric control surfaces. The built-in molecular intelligence or MI can reconfigure the external hull to any shape that is within the bounds of its mass and volume constraints. Say you want to sneak into orbit around a hostile planet, but said planet has detectors looking for approaching ships. A combat flyer pilot can order the MI to transform to simulate an asteroid, a drifting space rock with all the necessary coloration and surface textures.
I learned pretty quickly that military training locks most dersta into seeing a piece of equipment the way they were first trained to use it.
By the second week, Hadrass had me doing Air Combat Maneuvers, or ACM. We would fly into a training area and practice attacking and defending the airspace against other royal guard combat flyers.
The first time I ordered my flyer to configure as a teldak, I thought Hadrass would blow a hydrol-seal. I have to admit he surprised me, and didn’t order me to return the flyer to a normal configuration. I think he was giving me the chance to make a colossal mistake, so he could end our training sessions. The aggressor force of three flyers attacked from three different directions. They expected us to try to take them on one at a time, with head-on attacks.
I could almost hear the frantic confusion when they didn’t find us patrolling our airspace. They joined up in a tight formation to discuss the situation, totally ignoring the teldak circling below them.
I lined up the easiest simulated shot I’d ever had, destroying all three with one pulse. The shouts of outrage and shock are still echoing around the planet. The thunderous protests brought a face-splitting grin to my lips.
I flicked an eye toward Hadrass and noted he had a contemplative set to his eyestalks.
His expression made me realize that trick wouldn’t work again, and over the next few days I watched my opponents try several variations to gain the upper hand. My favorite countermove was to land, shift to look like a natural outcropping or boulder, and then wait for the attackers to come within range, so I could pick them off.
No one had ever told me that a combat flyer couldn’t be used as an anti-flyer ground weapon. I told my instructor it wasn’t my fault the experienced guardsmen hadn’t thought of it.
Within a few days, Hadrass appointed others to act as my flight instructors. Some days the missions were restricted to only permit established patterns and strategies. I guess I needed to learn how these things were traditionally done, so I would know what to expect from other combat units.
I learned later that my instructors were competing with each other to get to fly with me. A routine developed where we would brainstorm new ideas on the way to the training area. Because I had not gone through the RAMS combat flyer training, I didn’t know military doctrine and thought outside the limitations normally instilled by the training.
I remember the final training exercise that summer. My instructor and I got to the designated area ahead of schedule. We landed and collected rocks that we built into a vaguely combat flyer shape. I could never figure out why the attacking force would think I’d go to all the trouble of transforming my craft into something that looked like a rock-coated combat flyer, but it worked beautifully. When I got back in the flyer, I transformed it to look like a sampian blood foad, one of the slowest moving critters on Verdera.
We sat out in the open, not a hundred yards from our rock pile, and watched every flyer make a high-speed run on what they thought was our ship. Not one of them noticed that our blood foad didn’t have a slime trail, or that it was moving around a rock-dotted area, something a blood foad would never do for fear of a puncture. These domids and gravins definitely needed to get out in the primitive zone and observe nature.
“I don’t believe this is really working,” I told my instructor.
“I’m embarrassed to admit that my fellow guardsmen might have been overconfident about the outcome of this exercise. The feeling in the mess last night was that the overwhelming number of attackers would panic you into making a fatal error. Panic and confusion are the most common reactions of new recruits when faced with this situation.”
I wasn’t a new recruit. I was the First Prinas of Verdera, and this was my pack territory to have and to hold against all comers.
We slowly moved from hilltop to hilltop taking out the closest opposition when the rest looked elsewhere. This was a full-on invasion scenario with a single remaining defender tasked to hold the area at any cost, against unknown odds. I got all but one of the attacking force. One flyer always seemed to be just out of range, as if its pilot knew what I was doing and was testing my commitment to the mission.
We slipped behind a masking hill. The only way to get the last invader was to go after him in his element, the air. A battle where I was certain he had more experience and expertise.
As soon as I shifted my flyer into something that could do battle in the air, the enemy’s sensors would find us. We’d gone undetected this long because the skin of our flyer was in an organic state, but our hull would have to shift to the metallic phase to take the stress of air combat.
“Okay. The enemy believes he can win in a one-on-one fight. He has more experience and is a better flyer. What would shake that confidence and give me a few seconds to get close enough to target him?”
My instructor widened his eyestalks and just stared at me. The gesture is analogous to human’s eyes opening wide and the eyebrows rising, a questioning look. He wasn’t going to be any help.
“What if I surprise him with an overwhelming force of my own?”
Now my instructor just looked confused.
“MI, transform shape to that of a Verderian battle cruiser complete with a swarm of six miniature combat flyers mounted on the thinnest leash possible. Can you detach and propel the model combat flyers toward the enemy if necessary?”
“That can be done, but it will require me to replenish my cell reserves after the mission,” the MI said.
“We’ll worry about that later. When I’ve gained sufficient altitude for realistic flight, set the outrigger combat flyer flight controls to emulate various attack vectors and launch them at the enemy craft.”
I was counting on the sudden appearance of a battle cruiser with accompanying combat flyers to confuse the other pilot long enough for me to close the distance. Training dictated that combat flyers take on combat flyers and smaller craft. Battle cruisers and other capital spaceships are too well shielded for a single combat flyer to damage.
My plan worked, but so did theirs. I destroyed the lone combat flyer, but only got two of the four others that had gone to ground and hidden, waiting for me to break cover. They’d hidden when the first attack wave came into the area at the beginning of the exercise. I had failed my mission, and would have died if this had been a real invasion. I had also failed my people and planet. I’d not protected them from the invading force.
As we turned for home, the other combat flyers fell into “V” formation off my wings, twelve to the right side and eleven to the left. Two, the ones who’d survived the battle flew, above and slightly behind my flyer.
The formation I led landed as a unit. The two combat flyers above soared up into cork screwing victory rolls before circling around to land.
My instructor pilot climbed out of the cockpit and waited for me to complete my aircraft functionality briefing to the maintenance ground crew. When I joined him, I was surprised to see Mom among the other pilots lined up waiting for us. Dad and Commander Hadrass were still talking to their ground crew teams; they were the ones who’d been flying the only two surviving invading force craft.
I walked beside my instructor toward the double line of pilots expecting to fall into rank on the end. Instead, he led me before them, came to attention and saluted as Dominant Casterill and Commander Hadrass joined us.
Oh hell, this was going to be another public humiliation exposing my shortcomings.
Dad puffed up his fur and narrowed his eyes at me. “First Prinas Dustmopier, you have completed your final evaluation mission. You will face this same scenario at the end of your next term at RAMS. We have all gone through it. None has ever survived.”
Was this supposed to make me feel better?
“Commander Hadrass, how many of the enemy did you destroy when you took the test?”
Hadrass squared his shoulders. “Ten, sir.”
“Primary Zilcia, how many of the enemy did you get?”
Mom looked a little peeved. “Dominant Casterill you know very well that I came in second in my class and took out twelve of the enemy before you pulled that underhanded, sneaky—”
Dad’s bark of laughter cut her off. “Your mother and I were in the same class, and I led the aggressor force for her final exam.”
“Don’t forget to tell her about how I got to return the favor the next day, and it was only on a minor technicality that you came in first,” Mom demanded.
“Yes, well I’ll tell you about that some other time.” A ripple of laughter floated from the ranks and drew a sharp glance from Commander Hadrass.
“Dustmopier First Prinas of Verdera, it is my privilege to tell you that you have scored the highest total kills ever recorded for a twenty-five-on-one invasion scenario. You destroyed twenty-three of the invading enemy, and with a little more training might have gotten all twenty-five. Your recognition of your limitations in flight tactics and skills, and your innovative methods to overcome those limitations has already started a chain reaction to modify the training curriculum at RAMS. Royal Guard, A-Ten-Hut!” The assembled pilots and even the ground crews that were close enough to hear stiffened to attention. As one, they slapped their fisted right hand to the center of their chests in salute—to me. They were saluting me. Even Hadrass had a reluctant smile on his face.
Dad dropped the salute, stepped forward and pulled me into a smothering hug. “You done good, nit. When we get you hooked up with a royal domid and you forget about breaking into song at every opportunity, you’ll make a fine future leader for our people.”
Stop composing and singing? To me, it would be easier to stop breathing. Something inside compelled me to sing. Why can’t they just accept that’s who I am?



Chapter 14 – Who Am I?
Mom and Dad had one more surprise for me. That evening, every unmated royal domid on the planet and even a few, I suspect, who lived off world, waited in the grand assembly room. A raised platform in the center of this, the largest room in the residence, held my pulsonic, Twi.
My surprise was a concert in the round with me as the headline entertainer. To say I was shocked, pleased, thrilled, and scared spit-less would be an understatement, not because I worried about performing, but because of the makeup of the audience. I knew my parents’ end game was to pair me with one of the visitors. I didn’t know why they were giving me this opportunity to highlight my musical talent.
Whatever it was, I’d face it. Worrying about the unknown would turn my fur dull and Josha knows the last thing I wanted was dull fur during the biggest concert of my life.
Making my way through the lounging pads, I greeted a few of the domids that lived close and were family friends. I nodded at a few others I remembered dancing or talking with at other gatherings.
Dad waited for me on the raised stage. As I stepped up beside him, he raised his hands for quiet.
The crowd hushed, “A member of the Great Sand Pack has ruled the Federation of Five Planets for ten generations. We’ve ruled in conflict, expansion, tragedy, peace, and abundant as well as lean times. In the last five generations, our race has become one of the most technologically advanced suppliers of spaceships, land craft, and molecular intelligence controllers in the Confederation of Sapient Species. The Federation requires future leaders with vision, intelligence, compassion and a strong sense of destiny.”
I’d never seen so many domids puffed up with inflated egos as they imagined themselves stepping into the role of Dominant as my consort when I became Primary.
Dad continued, “Today, Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera, proved she has all the attributes necessary to take the next generation of windalfluffs into the future.”
Every domid there knew tonight was an audition for the position of my future mate. I gasped at the intensity of their stares and the lust for power showing through some of them. Other than royal birth, what did any of them have to promote them above any other domid on the planet?
Dad let the applause die. “Dustmopier has demonstrated outstanding sword handling abilities as well as scoring the highest total ever recorded on the combat flyer mass invasion scenario. She also enjoys singing and composing. Tonight she will entertain us with her original compositions.”
Way to sell it, Dad. Now I really feel like a slab of meat hanging in the market.
“Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera!” He stepped back and gestured me forward as the spotlight narrowed to highlight me.
“Show’em what you got, nit,” he said in a fading whisper.
I pulled a deep calming breath and did a slow bowing acknowledgment to my audience before settling at Twi’s controls. I think Twi could tell I was rattled; a suggested song list appeared on screen to give me a focal point. The opening chords of Verderan Nocturne built in volume. I closed my eyes and let the music take me. My mind quieted, and the lyrics flowed from my throat as my instinct to perform took over.
The next two-and-a-half hours passed in a blur. The excitement of pulling an audience in and controlling their emotions is the highest high in the universe. Twi kept flashing messages on the main screen, messages demanding I let her tell a few jokes. “No jokes. We are performing in front of the Dominant and Primary tonight.” For once Twi kept her terrible jokes to herself and let me have center stage.
When I returned to RAMS, I needed to find some archives of good jokes for her. The material she had was better suited to an intergalactic-miner’s watering hole. Whoever had initially programmed her was one sick domid. The programmer had to be a domid; no self-respecting gravin would portray her gender as the butt of every joke. Here’re a couple examples, “Did you hear about the gravin who couldn’t find a singing partner? She bought a duet yourself kit,” or, “Did you hear about the domid who finally figured out gravins? He died laughing before he could tell anybody,” and they only go downhill from there.
A three-piece ensemble replaced me on stage, and the mingling began. This was a repeat of the welcome home party, but with more aggression on the part of the domid guests. They recognized Dad’s commitment to me becoming his replacement in the future, and they wanted a part in it. Thank Josha I was leaving for RAMS tomorrow, I couldn’t stand much more of Mom and Dad’s helping me with my mating selection.
The problem was my measuring stick. I measured the domids my parents presented against a standard only I could see. A standard defined by a single domid, a domid perfect in every way except social position. I couldn’t change our laws and social traditions, and defying them would hurt Anda as much as me. He already thought I’d lied to him and used him for my own agenda. I couldn’t ruin his future in the royal guard by declaring my feelings. If Dad even suspected something was going on between us, Anda would be guarding the Verderan Embassy on the mud world of Wurm for the rest of his life.
The pressure to make a choice compounded that night as each of my siblings came to me individually and begged me to choose.
The worst was Sureea. She led Giff out of the crowd and cornered me as I tried to escape to my room. She pulled him by his chin hairs as she marched into my personal space. That boy had to grow a set or she was going to use him as an entrance rug for the rest of his life.
“You got what you wanted,” Sureea sneered. The nasty bitch persona was so not a good look on her. “You’re the First Prinas again and you need to accept your responsibilities. Make Mom and Dad happy and pick one of these domids already. The rest of us are in limbo until you do, and it’s not fair.”
With that last statement, her true feelings came out. Sureea had always been the most self-centered of my nit pack. She didn’t give a flying teldak fart about Mom and Dad or anyone else. She wanted to go to the next level with Giff and she wanted to do it now. My life didn’t matter to her. I would have to live my entire life with someone who held no attraction for me. She’d selected the best-looking, athletic, domid she could control, and she couldn’t wait until she could fire her cookies and decorate her own burrow.
“Sorry, Sureea. I’m not burrowing under a zanta bush until I’m ready, not for you or anyone else. Suck it up and continue playing burrow bumpy bongo the way you have been.”
Giff let out a pitiful whimper and his rear legs collapsed. The poor stud was a walking hormone pressure cooker with a blocked steam vent. I had to get away before he exploded and killed us all.
That night, I packed up Twi and my sword case. Once the household was asleep, I took my luggage outside and hid it behind a decorative bush. I went back inside and walked the empty halls, stopping in the common rooms as memories of my family flowed through my mind. The triumph and celebration we’d felt the day we returned to the burrow. The games we’d played as little nits, the disappointed look on Dad’s face when my newest adventure turned into the newest disaster, Mom’s hugs as she talked Dad out of chaining me in our nonexistent dungeon. I had to chuckle when I remembered Roth’s willingness to follow wherever I led him. Even when he knew we’d get in trouble.
I quietly pulled the front door shut and picked up my bags for the long, dark walk to the Magmod station.



Chapter 15 – RAMS II
When I arrived back at RAMS early the next morning, I went to my old room in the storage locker in the basement of the arena. Sureea could have the multi-room suite and notoriety. I just wanted to get back the friendships and acceptance I’d attained when everyone thought I was the lowly drudge.
I stowed my things in my room, donned my practice harness with its two sheathed swords, and spent several hours working on my fighting forms. The other students wouldn’t return to RAMS until later in the afternoon.
I caught MoA Grinder watching me practice for a few minutes before he disappeared into his office. I assumed he was calling my dad to report my location.
My weapon’s class, this term, would include advanced swordsmanship, projectile and beam weapons, and combat craft training. I checked my class schedule on the data screen and found my music classes had been replaced with a class called Political Negotiations and Treaty Building, and another on the biology of CSS species. The new classes had to be Dad and Mom’s idea of what the well-rounded Verderan leader should know. To round out the schedule, my late afternoon and early evening courses included Battle Field Tactics, and The Art and Science of Command. 
I guess it’s not necessary to be able to compose a sonata or draw tears with a ballad as long as you can command a battle cruiser, and negotiate the best price on Degaian spice root. After all, when Dad passed the reins down to me, I’d have menials to do the mundane things like composing and performing.
I could tell when Sureea arrived, the entire campus seemed to hold its breath as it waited for her to step out of the travel module and bestow her blessings on the assembled masses. I watched in awe as the pile of luggage for the royal two grew to twice the amount I’d carried into the home burrow.
You humans have to understand, windalfluffs don’t wear clothes like you do. We have a few functional harnesses and sashes, but nothing like shoes, dresses, skirts or blouses. So Sureea and Giff needing twelve transport cases each was beyond reason. There was no way they had enough combs, shampoos, jewelry, and hair brushes to fill all that luggage.
I faded back into the crowd before Sureea could single me out. I knew she’d figure out some way to get me to move that ridiculous mound of luggage to their rooms.
As I stepped back to slink away I bumped into a solid domid chest. I didn’t need to look to know it was Anda. I’d recognize his smell anywhere even if he were coated in ramgort droppings.
“Pardon me your Royal Prinas. I didn’t mean to get in your way.”
“Anda…” My words caught in my throat, as all of the conciliatory lines I’d prepared for the first time I met Anda again headed for the nearest black hole. When I didn’t respond to his apology, a closed, disappointed look settled on his face. He turned and walked away.
Great job, Dust. Now he’s sure you think you’re so far above his station you don’t want to associate with him.
Classes started the next day with the usual scramble and confusion. All of my instructors were new except MoA Grinder, who taught Battlefield Tactics and the course on the Art of Command. The first couple of weeks were classroom only. We had lessons on the fundamentals of leadership, command structure, and planning. At the end of that period, Grinder drew lots and divided the class into five nit teams. For each training lesson, he selected one of the five as squad leader with the responsibility of completing the assigned tasks with the resources available.
I will admit, I got a flashback thrill out of these training scenarios. Some of my fondest and most terrifying memories came from the time I was nit pack leader Dustarill. This was training and didn’t hold the same life or death consequence as my actions and decisions during those first forty-two days in the primitive zone. Still, that experience had taught me a lot about delegation and assessing individual’s skills.
My team of nits consistently ranked first or second in every task. Our only real competition was the five-nit group that included Anda and Sureea. Due to the ill luck of the draw, I had Giff, Sureea’s fluff toy, in mine. I know in my heart that Giff was passing information on our team’s plans to Sureea, I just couldn’t catch him at it. Whenever Sureea was tapped to be the squad leader, her actions either mirrored my squad’s or interfered in some way that was too consistent to be coincidence.
I was to the point of sending Giff off on make-work tasks to keep him away from the team planning and brainstorming sessions when Grinder eliminated the problem. He called the class together and gave us a lecture on battlefield causalities and the need for fluid command structure.
The lesson for tomorrow pitted two armies against each other with the goal of defending a colored flag mounted above a simple stone structure. Because Sureea and I had the highest command scores, Grinder singled us out to lead the opposing armies. We took turns selecting those we wanted on our teams. I got first pick and took Anda with the expectation that Sureea would grab Giff. She surprised me by taking several others and totally ignoring Giff. I was surprised he didn’t seem to have a problem not being selected.
When we had our command staff designated, Grinder divided the rest of the class evenly and assigned half to each army as dersta. He had us group our armies on opposite sides of the arena.
With slow, measured limping steps, he marched between the two groups. “Tomorrow will be the first opportunity you’ve had to work in a larger organization. Each command team will devise a method to defend their flag—and—field an offensive force to try to capture the enemy banner.”
This didn’t sound much different from some of the other exercises. We’d just have more nits to work with.
“To add a little realism to the endeavor, I will be randomly tapping command personnel with my sword to indicate they are causalities. I will assign an injury level that will range from blindness, hearing loss, injury to an extremity, or death. How it’s dealt with will be up to the next higher level of command. They will have to decide how best to cope with the incapacitation or loss. These emergencies are going to happen, nits, so plan for them.”
Oh, ramgort guts! This was going to add a quantum jump in complexity to any plan.
“Often, in a battle the first objective of an enemy is to eliminate or damage the command and control structure of the foe.” Grinder drew his sword and stabbed it into the sand to emphasize his point. “A dictatorial leadership structure that makes all tactical decisions at the top is the easiest to defeat. Cut off the head and the body just flops around.” Grinder stopped his pacing to focus his eye, first on me then on Sureea.
I could see that one person making all the decisions would be a problem. I needed to devise a way to control an army without limiting the initiative of its individual units. But what the foad slime was Grinder trying to teach us without coming out and saying it directly?
“Commanders, gather your armies and start planning. You have until class tomorrow to devise a winning scheme.”
Sureea pulled her group into a tight huddle and began issuing orders.
I turned to my army. “Welcome to Dust’s Demons. Follow me. I think better while moving.” I led my group out of the arena and took off at a fast pace along the running trail into the mountains. When we reached the overlook, I pulled up and waved the group closer. That’s when I noticed Giff skulking at the back.
We had a full-group brainstorming session on various ways to provide coordinated control, and still have a dispersed command structure. I selected several of the best suggestions and combined them into a slightly dispersed command tree with two semi-autonomous sub-commanders; one for the defense of our flag and one for the offensive unit that would capture the enemy banner. My sub-commanders and I would remain at the command post in the structure with the flag mounted on top to ensure it was defended at all costs.
As the planning drew to a close, I pulled Anda and Palmar, my two sub-commanders, aside and whispered, “After I dismiss the army, quietly contact everyone except Giff and have them circle back here in ten marks. I have a few changes to make.”
Palmar nodded, accepting my new orders without question. Anda, locked eyes with me. I could read the question in his expression.
“I’ll explain once Giff is gone.”
I lay on a rock with my chin on my crossed hands as I gazed over the vista of rolling hills that enfolded RAMS. The institution had a long history of training the best fighters in the Verderan Federation. Training them in a traditional style of command and control that Grinder knew inside and out. He’d know the weaknesses and strong points of that structure, and I was willing to bet, he was going to expose every weakness by breaking the chain of command.
With my army settled around me in the grass. I told them what I felt was going to happen tomorrow. I also explained about Giff and my suspicions of him spying for Sureea.
A rumble of outrage rippled through the group. I even heard a few threats passed back and forth.
“I don’t want Giff tipped off in any way; I want to use him. Sometimes misinformation is a better defense than an entire army.”
The following afternoon, Grinder passed out harness attachments that glowed green to indicate a healthy windalfluff, shades of yellow transitioning to red for injured or incapacitated fighters, and black to designate a simulated death.
I noticed Giff was back at the rear of my group as we marched out to the training area. I assigned teams to set up a defensive perimeter, reconnoiter the enemy positions, and one small group to act as communications runners.
No matter which squad I put Giff in, within a few minutes he was back posing as one of the sentries guarding our headquarters.
I patrolled the area making suggestions, moving a position to a new location, checking that all was ready, and having a last minute talk with my nits. I started singing on my way back to the headquarters structure, a tune I’d composed last term called Moving Shadows. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a few shifting patterns as my army vanished into the forest. When I finished, I launched into an old folk song entitled Raise the Flag of Our Home. The song was written generations ago to celebrate the unity of Verdera. As I approached Giff’s dug in position, I stopped and clapped him on the shoulder. “You are our last line of defense. If the enemy makes it this far, I expect you to do everything in your power to protect the command staff inside the building. Whatever you do, don’t leave this position. Good luck dersta.”
I stood, settled my swords across my shoulders, and quietly marched into the building and out the other side with the rest of my staff and Benz carrying our flag. We scrambled down the hill behind Giff and circled left until we were far enough away that he wouldn’t catch a glimpse of us.
Benz with the flag, and Palmer with a team of four to protect it, scaled the next hill and mounted the flag at the top of the tallest tree. Their orders were to use the tree as a vertical fort with limited approach potential. My force could only be attacked from one direction, up, and my team would have the high ground.
Anda and the rest of us followed our advance scouts to flank the approaching enemy army. Sureea left a small number of her best fighters behind to protect her flag, and set the remainder of her nits in a fighting wedge double timing it toward our old headquarters building. We watched from concealment in the trees above as they passed under us.
One of MoA Grinder’s assistants marched with Sureea’s group and occasionally tapped a dersta and pointed to an ankle or eye to specify minor injuries. Once he tapped one of her section leaders and pointed to his heart to indicate a fatal heart attack.
I knew my army had at least one matching warden moving with it, but so far, I hadn’t seen Grinder or his other assistant.
Anda split off to join his attack group, and I took my nits to lead the second group singing Love Will Triumph When We are Together. Our combined overwhelming forces had no trouble capturing Sureea’s flag. My army then moved to join Palmer and Benz in the trees to watch Sureea’s reaction to capturing an empty pavilion. I also wanted to see Giff’s fight to the death to protect the empty headquarters.
I chuckled to myself as I watched Grinder’s assistant scrambling around trying to determine who was in my chain of command, so he could break the chain.
Benz tied Sureea’s banner upside-down below ours as I stood beside Anda and Palmer.
Anda asked, “Do you think Grinder is going to have a problem with our not defending an empty pile of rock?”
Scratching the crawling itch at the base of my right eyestalk, I said, “Our orders were to defend the flag mounted on top of the pavilion. I didn’t hear anything that said it had to stay on top of the pavilion. My feeling is that unless an order explicitly includes the structure, we can accomplish our mission as we see fit.”
Grinder’s voice behind us said, “I hope when you rule the Verderan Federation, Prinas, you remember those words when one of your field commanders does something totally unexpected because your orders were ambiguous.”
Grinder joined us watching Sureea’s army surround the pavilion. With a screaming yell, she launched her attack. Giff drew his sword and joined her as they charged the building.
“I guess that answers that question. He was feeding her all of our tactical plans.” I took a breath and began singing Let My Arms Enfold You.
My troops faded from the trees and reappeared on the hill below, behind Sureea’s force. They activated over two-thirds of her army’s harness causality indicators before she even realized what was happening.
Sureea’s six paws raised a cloud of dust as they blurred. The look of temper-tantrum-stomping rage on her face was priceless.
Grinder pulled me aside. “I give up. What command structure did you use to control this engagement? My observer never did figure it out, so that he could disrupt it.”
I patted him on the shoulder. “If you don’t figure it out, maybe, I’ll tell you how we did it when you retire.” I rejoined my army, and we marched off to the arena singing Follow Me to Victory.



Chapter 16 – On Wings of Sun Lit Gold
The news of my army’s defeat of Sureea burned through the campus like a fire storm. A few of her closest acolytes shifted their fawning and slobbering to me. Creepy. I felt like taking a shower whenever I had to scrape one of them off me.
The classes on Battlefield Tactics and The Art and Science of Command ended after that final Dominant-of-the Flag exercise, and the time was devoted to Combat Craft Their Use, Deployment, and Tactics.
The instructor asked if anyone in the class had previous experience piloting flyers. Anda and I were the only ones who raised our hands.
“How much, where and with whom?” Our flight instructor, Jorran, was a dark red windalfluff with the most superior, arrogant personality I’d ever encountered. He made Hadrass look like a minor playground bully.
Anda answered first. “Last term break, I had several orientation flights with a dersta combat unit, The Snarling Fifty-Ninth. They’re billeted in my home town.”
“That’s an excellent Unit, highly decorated, mission ready, and always first to volunteer when the fur starts to fly. How about you?” he asked, pointing to me.
I couldn’t tell him I was the reason his entire training syllabus had been revamped to include new tactics. The teacher and class would hate me for coming across as a showoff, or at the very least not believe me.
“I once borrowed my Dad’s new sports flyer and took it on a multi-light-year excursion.” Snickers from the back of the room told me there were a few who remembered that news vid of me plastered to the floor of the flyer with drool running down my chin. “And, I also had a few flights over term break with the Royal Guard.”
“Ah yes—the Royal Guard. Not quite the same as a real combat unit like the Fifty-Ninth. Still it’s something. You,” he pointed to me, “and trainee Anda will be paired for your instructional flights, at least until the rest of the class members have caught up. We’ll be flying two place combat flyers, one student and one instructor per flyer. Your instructor pilot is your Dominant, your God. Your life is in his hands. If he tells you to open the canopy at forty-thousand feet, and walk home you will do it. If he tells you to scratch his ass, you will do it. You have one goal in life, and that is to please your God.”
I’d heard of windalfluffs letting influence or position go to their heads, but this guy had a power complex beyond anything I’d ever encountered.
“Are there any questions?”
I asked, “I’ve heard that the training materials have been updated with new tactics and ideas. How will that affect the training?”
“There will be no effect. RAMS has been turning out the best-trained combat pilots for generations. Every combat unit in the Federation competes for our graduates, because they know they are getting the best. Just because some high-ranking royal guard desk driver wants to see his name in print doesn’t mean we’re going to change a proven system. The instructors at RAMS are the best of the best and don’t need some spiffed-up, door opener telling us our business.”
I’d heard that the military mentality had a monopoly on stubborn, and held on to tradition and the-way-we’ve-always-done-it attitude, but this was taking overbearing arrogance to a completely new level.
I reported to my assigned flyer and introduced myself to my flight instructor leaving off the First Prinas of Verdera title. Thankfully it was not Jorran. Anda had him. This first mission was an orientation flight, very similar to my first flight with Commander Hadrass.
My instructor pilot, or IP, wanted to establish my level of knowledge and drilled me continually on emergency and safety procedures. Jorran was apparently doing the same with Anda. I could see him running through the same drills in the flyer next to mine.
When we got to the training area, we flew simple patterns and a few minutes of wide-separation formation work. Near the end of the mission, my instructor took the controls and signaled Jorran. We separated from Anda’s flyer, and then Jorran and my instructor launched into a text-book one against one air combat duel. I assume this was to impress us with their superior knowledge and skills. During the engagement, I could see ten variations and strategies that would have defeated either pilot.
Maybe it was my musical instincts or maybe just living wild and having to react instantly to survive those first forty-two days, but something in me could instantly evaluate a situation in four dimensions. Not just the left, right and vertical of our three-dimensional world, but also in time. I instinctively evaluated the environment for patterns, rhythms, and intersections of events, using the past to predict the future.
Jorran was the victor, no surprise there.
“Congratulations, Jorran, you got us again.”
Us?
“Someday I’m going to win one of these head-to-head battles, sir.”
I must have given my instructor pilot my best ‘you-are-an-idiot’ look. He got a mean set to his eyes.
He called Instructor Pilot Jorran, “We have enough time. Want to go again?” And then turned to me with a condescending expression. “You have the flyer, nit.” Under his breath, I heard, “Conceited young snot,” then louder, “You lose this fight, and I’m going to fail you back to ground school with the rest of the class.”
“And if I win, will you at least agree to read the new tactics materials developed by Commander Hadrass and the Royal Guard?”
He gave me a ‘you-don’t-have-a-prayer’ smirk. “If you win—I’ll think about it.”
Old school One-V-One doctrine says to use various approach vectors and altitude changes to gain the advantage of surprise. When contact is made, maneuver to his tail position and eliminate the enemy. Of course, this only works if your enemy will let you get to that position.
I found it a lot easier to let the enemy look for me, until he was in the proper position then shoot his ass. I used the first tactic in the new training manual. Once Jorran and Anda were out of sight, I had the flyer transform to the organic form of a teldak and then lazily circled the rocky peaks waiting for them to fly over us. Their flyer streaked into the training block, the home star glinting gold on wings and tail. After two and a half minutes of slow, easy flying, I turned in behind Jorran and fired. That was when I learned that no one had ever had the stones to win a battle with Flight Commander Jorran.
Jorran’s screaming threats to have my instructor pilot grounded for life abruptly stopped when my IP said, “I wasn’t flying. My student was.”
The smirking laugh from my instructor indicated Jorran had always used his position and abrasive demeanor to force the others to let the bully win.
And then we were off again, with threats of having me expelled for cheating and using unapproved and unsafe methods to win. My parents were going to be notified of my attitude, and he was going to tell them to enroll me in a class for the feeble minded.
I thought my IP was going to snort his brains out through his nostrils when I asked, “Does he take drugs to get in this condition or does it come naturally?”
I opened the comm and asked very calmly, “Would you like me to call my parents, so you can talk to them directly?”
“Do it! Do it now.” In the background, I could hear Anda say, “Sir, you don’t want her to do that,” and Jorran’s, “Shut up, nit, or I’ll have you expelled right along with her,” before the audio cut off.
I think my IP caught on to the fact that something was not as Jorran thought it was.
He held out his hand. “I’m Flight Instructor Thadean, and you are?”
I clasped his hand and said, “Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera, daughter of Dominant Casterill and Primary Zilcia, and co-author and co-developer of the new manual on air battle tactics. We can talk more in a minute; first, I need to make a call.”
After contacting them, it took a few seconds for Air Command at RAMS to patch the call through. “Go ahead Instructor Pilot Jorran, my father is waiting to speak to you.”
We listened as Jorran wound back up into a towering rant about unapproved tactics, unsafe flying, new ideas that were not going to be tolerated on his watch, and a demand for my immediate withdrawal from RAMS.
Dad said, “IP Jorran, let me talk to my daughter.”
“I’m here, sir.”
“How long did it take, what did you use, and what kind of shot?”
“Two and a half minutes, lazy teldak, and straight up his as… ah tail section.”
“Why so long?”
“It’s a beautiful day, and I wanted to enjoy the flight a little longer.” I looked over at IP Thadean and shrugged.
“You know in real combat that could get you killed.”
“I know. I won’t let it happen again, sir.”
“Instructor Jorran, I believe we can solve your problem, but first answer one question; what combat unit did you fly with?”
A few seconds of sputtering followed by, “I haven’t flown with a combat unit. When I graduated at the top of my RAMS class, I took a position as a flight instructor here. My family and I felt my talents would best serve the Federation by passing on my knowledge and skill to future RAMS classes. I worked hard to become the Training Flight Commander, and I take pride in the job I’ve done.”
“Flight Commander Jorran, I know you must have been frustrated with not getting an assignment to fly with an actual combat unit, so as a reward for bringing this problem with my daughter to my attention, I’m assigning you to the replacement pilot training unit at Gassparr for advance tactical training before you join your permanent combat unit.”
“B—but… You can’t do that. Only Dominant Casterill has that authority.”
“Yes, your point being?”
Anda must have finally gotten through to Jorran that he was talking to Dominant Casterill because his attitude changed to one of wheedling subservience.
“Ah—sir, I don’t feel my job at RAMS is complete. I have just started this training cycle and would like to see it through to completion.”
Dominant Casterill interrupted with, “How well versed are you on the new air combat training tactics that are now the standard?”
“Well I only started getting the new materials a month ago and haven’t had a chance to study them.”
“That’s good. You will have plenty of opportunities to study and practice at your new assignment. Report there tomorrow.”
I turned to my IP. “I didn’t see that coming. I only intended to give you an incentive to look at the new materials. Many very experienced windalfluffs contributed ideas and battle experience to bring the new strategies in line with current technology and capabilities.”
Anda waited beside his flyer when we landed. Flight Commander Jorran was not with him.
“Commander Jorran?” I asked.
“He threw the flyer documentation pad at me when we landed and stormed away ranting about his qualifications and how RAMS combat flight training would fall apart without him.”
I gave IP Thadean a questioning look. He cleared his throat and concentrated on the documentation pad in his hands.
“Let’s get the flight logs filled out and run through a short debriefing about what you learned today.”
Anda and I followed him into Air Combat Command and settled in an empty room.
This was the most personal interaction I’d had with Anda since we’d returned to RAMS. Even during the war games, we’d only spoken when necessary and then just to issue commands or pass on information.
we took a few minutes to complete the flyer maintenance logs and review the safety and emergency procedures covered during the flight. Thadean gathered his equipment and told us he’d see us for our next scheduled flight, and left.
“Anda, I never lied to you or meant to hurt you by not telling you who I was. When we met I was just Dust, equipment drudge, a nit without a title or social position. My father had stripped me of my name and title as punishment for taking his flyer and causing a planet-wide defense alert.”
“You could have told me what had happened.”
“No, I couldn’t. That was part of my punishment. No one was to know who I was, not even the instructors here at RAMS.”
“I thought we connected, as friends, maybe even more than friends. I thought you were like me, and I started to dream about a future where you and I were together. And then to find out that was impossible, especially to find it out like that, it was like being struck by lightning. One second my world was normal and the next—vaporized.”
 “I know. I had no idea my parents were coming. My Dad hadn’t talked to me since he stripped me of my title.” I couldn’t meet Anda’s eyes as I traced the wood-grain pattern of the tabletop with a fingernail.
Did he really want to be more than just friends? A little shiver rolled down my spine, and my vision blurred for a second.
Over the next fifty-eight days of flight training, Anda and I battled for the top position in the class. Sureea showed little aptitude for aerial combat and bounced around in the lower quarter of the class standings.
Because our abilities far outstripped the other members of the class, Anda and his flight was most often arrayed against my flyers and me.
Part way through our training, after returning from a mission of three V three where Anda had triumphed using a new spiraling flip turn he’d invented, I waited to congratulate him on his win. “That maneuver was unexpected and really spectacular. How did you know it would work?”
“I’ve been running simulations of possible moves that have not been previously documented. That flip turn at the end of the spiral was one that showed a high probability of success.”
“I can see that if I want to maintain my standing I’m going to have to come up with a few moves of my own.” I slipped my hand into Anda’s callused fingers and squeezed. “I wish… I sometimes wish my Dad hadn’t given my title back. I want to go back to the way it was when we were just two untrained, fumbling nits banging swords and stumbling over our own feet. I want the closeness we had before the whole royal blood thing became an issue.”
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw a patch of fur with Sureea’s distinct coloring flash out of sight by the door. Had she been listening to my confession of my secret desire?
“Moppy, you and I both know there can’t be anything between us. Your parents and Verderan law are clear on that.”
Anda cupped my face and stared into my eyes as his glistened with unshed tears. The big dope was going to have me blubbering like a baby if I didn’t do something quick.
I cleared my throat and stepped back. “Tomorrow’s another mission. Don’t expect that same move to catch me by surprise again. But feel free to try it. I’m sure that by then I’ll have come up with a counter move to defeat you.” I turned and all but ran from the room, so he wouldn’t see my true feelings streaming down my face.
I wandered around campus, bumping into students, tripping over steps, and eventually found myself in the music room. A place I’d spent countless hours last term trying to reinvent my life. Leaning one hand against the wall taking deep breaths to get my emotions under control, I noticed a flyer stuck to a bulletin board. The headline was a notice of open auditions for entertainers to travel and perform for passengers on an intergalactic cruise line. A ship called the Wave Front would be in port the day the current term ended.
Winning the audition sounded like salvation. To be permitted to perform in front of a live audience night after night, no pressure to act like the First Prinas or make a decision on who would be my mate. I dropped my head and stared at the floor. Taking a deep breath, I ruffled my fur into place.
Enough dreaming about what will never be. I had to come up with ideas to counter Anda’s new maneuvers and defeat his team tomorrow.



Chapter 17 – Shattered Dreams and Ultimatums
Once Jorran no longer ran the flight training wing, the other instructors stepped up and embraced the new tactical methods. The IPs worked and trained hard, and it became a competition to see whose student would develop the next variation or wrinkle to give them the advantage in combat. We had several visits from Commander Hadrass and a few other royal guardsmen to observe the progress of the students.
During Commander Hadrass’s last visit, Anda and I were giving a presentation on the latest tactical variations when word arrived that two of the flyers in the training area had a midair collision. One flyer sustained minor damage and was returning to base while the other had made a semi-controlled emergency landing in the training area. Which was Air Command’s way of saying; we have no idea what happened to them, or the status of the IP and student.
Medical personnel met the damaged flyer when it returned to base and whisked the instructor pilot and trainee to the infirmary. From our location in the second-floor briefing room, we were too far away to positively identify the instructor or student, but from the color of the fur, the student had to be Sureea.
The day’s flight assignment display, on the wall, had Sureea flying with IP Thadean and Giff as the student pilot in the second ship with IP Lotic.
I turned to the room. “I need to go check on Sureea and find out what happened.”
“I’ll go with you,” Commander Hadrass said while holding the door open for me. I glanced over my shoulder and noted that everyone in the room was coming along.
Sureea lay on a couch with a medical technician running tests and another applying a dressing to a cut on her head. Thadean was in the next stall sipping on a drink and talking to the Regent of RAMS.
The cut on Sureea’s head was small; a shaved section of fur exposed the wound.
“Sureea, how are you? Is she going to be okay?” I directed my last question to the doctor supervising the two working on her.
His eyestalks rose and spread in question.
“I’m her sister, Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera.” Sometimes you have to play the I’m-important card.
“It’s just a minor cut, and all her scans are normal. She’ll be back in class tomorrow.”
Sureea emitted a weak groan and let her legs go limp.
I could see the calculating look in her eyes, and knew she was trying the same stunt she’d pulled when we were in the Primitive Zone, and she wanted to get out of hunting; the one where she used a minor injury to milk symphony from the rest of us.
I waved the doctor away when he made a move to comfort her. “It’s not going to work Sureea. I’ve seen it too many times when we were in the nit pack.”
She made a rude gesture with one of her fingers and pushed the hovering med-tech away.
“Tell us what happened and what you saw? Did you get a fix on where the other flyer went down?”
Sureea looked confused and shook her head no.
“Think about what you were doing, your heading and altitude, were you turning, climbing, diving, what maneuver were you doing? Come on Sureea, we need to send help to Giff and IP Lotic.”
She laced her fingers together and took a deep breath. “I’d just completed an over the shoulder loop to check behind us. With all these new tactics, Giff’s been sneaking up behind me and shooting at me without warning. I wanted to make sure he didn’t do it again. When I resumed course on 075 something hit our right wing. My flyer went into an uncontrolled roll to the right. I do remember seeing a smoke trail arcing to the North. The flight path was more of an erratic descending spiral rather than a smooth arc.”
I looked over Sureea’s head at IP Thadean, who nodded his agreement.
“Did your flyer roll to the left or make a momentary course change right after the collision?”
“No, just the roll to the right.”
Anda moved in beside me. “Are you thinking what I am?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Divestrike attack, and then her loop caused Giff to lose sight of her flyer. When she rolled back out on course, he clipped her right wing. That would explain the instant right roll. If it had been from below, the inertia would have forced a left roll before the aerodynamics took over, and the damage forced the roll to the right.”
Anda grabbed my arm. “That means they probably went down close to where the accident happened since they were already heading down at a steep angle.”
I spun around to Commander Hadrass.
As if he knew what I was going to ask, he said, “You two go since you know the training area so well. Take my command flyer. It’s fully fueled and armed and has a planet-wide comm system in case you need help.”
Commander Hadrass must have called ahead. His command flyer was open and ground crew already had the telemetry from Sureea’s flyer uploaded to its MI.
We started a low-altitude expanding-spiral search pattern biased to the North. We could see the other searchers much higher and a long ways away. If Giff’s flyer had gone in at a steep vertical angle, there might be very little surface evidence to indicate the crash site.
Within five minutes, we found indications that something had crashed into a narrow, steep-sided, valley. An upup tree branch floated free in the light breeze. I found the tree it had come from and followed the trail of smashed and delimbed trees to the bottom of the valley. Anda was on the comm reporting our location and relaying the extent of the forest damage.
I landed beside the pile of rolled-up wreckage, dreading what I’d find inside.
The inertial dampers and artificial gravity units in a combat flyer can do wonders, but to survive a crash like this if they’d hit level ground, would have been impossible. Maybe, just maybe with the slowing effect of the trees and the steep angle of the hillside someone might have survived.
Anda and I crawled all over the wreck looking for the hatch. I finally found a solid frame piece and beat on it with a piece of tubing. A muffled, “bang, bang,” answered. There was someone alive in there. The problem was, the crew must have used the flyers metamorph capabilities to form a shell around the cockpit, a shell without a discernable hatch. And now there were multiple feet of twisted metal covering the entire surface of the shell. With normal tools, it would take hours of cutting to reach the cabin.
“Anda stand back. I’m going to use the quantum weapon on the command flyer to get down to the cabin wall. After each shot, tell me how much more I have to go.”
I hopped in the flyer and lifted above the ball of wreckage. Using the MI, I set the weapon to a radius of three feet, aimed at the top of the ball of twisted metal and fired.
Anda climbed around the smooth edges of the hemisphere of missing metal for a few seconds then held his hands about a foot apart.
A quantum weapon works on the principal of what humans call black holes even though they are not holes, and they are not really black. A pulse from the weapon removes all the inter-particle forces between the sub-atomic bits and pieces that make up atoms. In other words, whatever is in the pulse’s range is instantly compressed to the size of a speck of dust. The matter still has the same weight; it’s just a hell of a lot smaller.
My next shot breeched the protective shell and Anda had his first look into the cockpit.
He waved franticly and indicated he wanted my next shot to open a hole about three feet across in the shell.
By the time I’d landed, he had IP Lotic out of the wreck and gently helped him lay down in the grass.
I went in to check on Giff. He was unconscious and still strapped in his pilot’s couch. I thought about leaving him until medical help arrived, but the fumes in the cabin made my eyes burn and my lung’s spasm.
I told you at the beginning that windalfluffs are strong, but damn this domid needed to cut back on the grazer beast burgers. With his weight, it was all I could do to drag him off the couch and even with Anda pulling from outside I just about popped my eyes out of their stalks lifting El Chunkoo up through the opening. There is nothing harder than trying to lift or carry an unconscious body.
When we had Giff out of the flyer into clean air he began to revive. We held him between us as we stood in the depression made by the quantum pulses. A medical flyer settled to the ground not far away.
Additional hands helped lift Giff over the side of the depression and down to a waiting rescue basket. His two front ankles were obviously broken, and a thin stream of blood trickled from his nostrils.
After the medical flyer took the two pilots away, I looked back at the wreckage and marveled that anyone had come through the crash alive. I didn’t have much use for Giff, but he was Sureea’s choice, and because of that, I was relieved he’d survived.
When I got back to RAMS, I went to the hospital to check on Giff and his IP. Sureea was pacing the hall on the surgery floor.
“Any word on Giff?”
“Both his front ankles are broken, and he has a concussion, no thanks to you!”
“Me. What did I have to do with your combat flyers having a mid-air collision?”
“If it hadn’t been for you and that low-born nit, Anda, always showing off and coming up with new techniques, Giff wouldn’t have tried that divestrike attack. The rest of the class and I feel like we’re in the remedial section with training-wings attached to our flyers.”
“Sureea you are so full of blood foad juice it’s coming out your—a—nose.”
Sureea turned her back and tapped her right front paw.
“Try taking responsibility for your own actions and leave me out of your fantasy world. I can’t control what Giff does when he’s flying. I can’t even control what he does when he’s directly under my command. You seem to have a lock on controlling his actions. So that means if the accident is anyone’s fault, it’s yours.”
Fortunately there were no more collisions during the remainder of our flight training. Sureea refused to return to active flight duty status, and to be honest, I think the instructor pilots were happy to be rid of her.
One good thing did come out of the accident. Anda was talking to me. We’d reconnected during our efforts to find and rescue the downed crew. Our relationship had returned to the easy, light-hearted-flirting comradery we had during the first term. The days were brighter, and the feeling of impending doom lifted when we spent time together.
Our competition for top honors intensified. We spent hours on the firing range perfecting our skills with quantum rifle, hand stunner, and projectile weapons.
RAMS offered a short class on unarmed combat toward the end of the current term. I dared Anda to sign up for it with me. I didn’t really think I’d need to know how to subdue a windalfluff with my bare hands. I just wanted the opportunity to get my hands on Anda’s finely toned, great smelling, body without giving Sureea the excuse to tell our parents I was getting close to a non-royal.
Our biggest problem in the class was Anda’s reaction to my holds; his rear legs would start going limp and collapsing at the most inopportune times. I don’t know how many sparring matches I won because I had to jump on him and pin him to the mat to keep the instructor from seeing how turned on he was. I loved it.
After our last hand-to-hand class, we were walking back to my room in the basement of the arena. “Anda, the school term is over tomorrow—would you consider going home with me to meet my brothers and get to know my parents?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Your parents already think I’m not good enough for you, and I don’t see any way to change their minds. Verderan law is clear; the First Prinas must mate with a royal domid to keep the genetic lines pure.”
“I’m not asking you to be my mate, just to come home with me for a visit. All my siblings will have friends with them, and I don’t want to be left out of the activities like I was last term break.”
He linked his fingers with mine and turned to face me. “Moppy, it won’t work. One look at us and your parents are going to know how I feel about you. I’ll be lucky if your dad doesn’t exile me to the trilarium mines on Verdera Five.”
The lump in my throat choked me and brought tears to my eyes. “I… I’ll miss you. Will you go home over term break? If you do, I could find a way to call so we can keep in touch.”
“I’d like that. I’d call you too, except someone else could answer, and then they’d want to know who was calling.”
“It would be best if I initiated the calls. That way—”
“Dustmopier!” My father bellowed behind me.
Anda jumped back about ten feet, putting distance between us, as I slowly turned to find my parents approaching with a contingent of royal guardsmen.
Anda bowed and I heard his whispered, “Oh shit. We stepped in it now.”
Dad glared at Anda. “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?”
Anda’s reply made me choke up again.
“I have nothing more important to do than escorting The First Prinas back to her room.”
He was actually standing up to the Dominant of Verdera.
“I think she’ll be safe with us. You are dismissed.”
“Dad, Anda’s my friend. You can’t treat him that way.”
“I’ve had reports on the kind of friend he is. That’s why we’re here.”
Sureea. I knew it had to be Sureea.
Dad took one arm and Mom the other as they marched me toward my room.
Dad pulled a data pad from a pocket on his harness and thrust it at me. “Here is a list of five candidates for you to choose from.”
“Candidates for what?”
“For your mate. They have all indicated they are attracted to you and are willing to become your consort. By the time we leave tomorrow night, after the commencement, you will tell us which one is your choice, and the formal announcement of your mating will be made when we land at home.”
I walked into my storage locker room and heard Dad’s low rumble down at the end of the hall. “Commander Hadrass, put a guard on her and make sure she doesn’t contact him.”
I was a prisoner, a prisoner in my own room, held captive by those assigned to protect me—not freaking likely.
I was the drudge, the unnoticed nit who had to know all of the functions and passageways around the arena. I could think of five ways of leaving the building without being seen that did not require using one of the normal exits. I’d use one of them later, after my prison guards lost some of their vigilance. And then do what? Run away and live in the primitive zone?
Mom sent a formal invitation to dine with them that night. I was escorted to my parent’s suite by two royal guardsmen. Sureea was there with Giff.
“Dustmopier, you must be thrilled that Dad is letting you choose your mate. I bet you can’t wait to get home so you can get to know him. I know you will be as happy as Giff and I. Soon we get to begin our life as the head of our own family with our own burrow.”
Her glee at my predicament had her saying whatever flashed through her pea-sized brain. When she started in on our parents about having a combined mating ceremony with me and my selected mate, I wanted to leap across the table and strangle her. Because of her, any chance I might have had for a fulfilling life after I mated was gone. I was being forced to accept a stranger who had nothing in common with me other than his royal birth.
I think Mom must have realized I wasn’t going to “go softly into the night”, as the human phrase goes. She kept watching me, and attempted to curb Sureea’s babbling lips, quite unsuccessfully I might add.
Dad just looked relieved that he’d finally forced the issue and would soon have Sureea and my brothers off his back with their demands for me to mate, so they could get on with their plans and lives.
Surprisingly, I believe Giff was the only one of the group who had real sympathy for my situation. Maybe he wasn’t the big, dumb, selfish, domid I assumed he was. After the meal, he hung back and walked out of the dining room beside me.
He whispered, “If you need more time, I can wait. I don’t want to, but after you and Anda saved my life, I feel I owe you. If you need a few more days, I think I can get Sureea to back off that long.”
A few days? What good were a few days?
“Don’t worry about it, Giff. Dad issued his ultimatum, now we all have to live with the consequences.”



Chapter 18 – The Only Way Out
After breakfast the next morning, Sureea rattled the door of my room.
“How can you stand to live down here? Don’t you get lonely?”
“I haven’t always been alone. Palmar and Benz lived in the next storage room for a while during our first term. You remember, right after they tried to frame me for damaging the sculpture.”
Sureea refused to meet my accusing stare.
“Did you come to disparage my living accommodations, or did you want to gloat some more about Dad’s ultimatum?”
“Neither. Commander Hadrass told Dad about the new maneuvers developed by the school this term, and Dad and Mom want a demonstration.”
“Oh, do you mean the new moves that Anda and I developed, or the one’s you and Giff mashed together?”
I know I was being petty, but I was angry with her for interfering in my life and getting Dad to issue his decree. The exasperated look on her face was worth a little pettiness.
When she’d regained control of her emotions, Sureea crossed her arms and continued in a taunting tone. “You and your flight are scheduled to go head-to-head against Anda’s team in thirty minutes.”
My breath caught, I’d get to talk to Anda. We’d have to brief the mission and set the safety parameters. Sometime during the meeting, I was sure I would get a chance to tell him what was happening.
Sureea’s face twisted into a nasty replica of a smile as if she knew what I was thinking. “To make the engagement as realistic as possible, an independent referee will brief the mission to each flight separately. Just to make sure you can’t choreograph the battle, there won’t be any contact between the two teams.”
“I wonder whose idea that was?”
The look on Sureea’s face shifted to one of triumphant satisfaction. “I wanted to make sure you didn’t cheat like you did on our last field exercise with Grinder.”
“Too bad your memory is failing. Grinder didn’t have a problem with my tactics or declaring my Army the winner.”
I gave her a little shoulder check as I shoved past on my way to Air Command. My parents wanted me to perform on demand like one of Grinder’s trained nanga loopers. I’d perform and give them the Greatest Show on Verdera.
Two hours later, we returned to base. The exercise ended in a draw with all craft on both sides destroyed. Anda and I had been the final two remaining, and we’d eliminated each other after a prolonged struggle.
Dad made a point of keeping me separated from Anda after the exercise. He’d flown with me as an observer while Commander Hadrass had flown with Anda. We debriefed separately, and I was escorted back to my quarters just before lunch.
After getting cleaned up, I closed my door, settled on my bed and told my guard I was going to take a nap until the commencement ceremony later in the afternoon. I pretended to sleep for over an hour before he got bored and wandered up the stairs to the arena.
I packed up Twi and thought about taking my harness and matched swords, but decided to leave them. All I needed was my pulsonic.
 A quick scamper up a delivery chute got me out of the building and away from the two royal guardsmen assigned to watch me. I stopped at the music building and collected the flyer I’d read earlier about the cruise ship audition.
I had to cross the open expanse of laid stone around the Soaring Victory sculpture to get off campus. That was the only way to get to the Magmod station. I stepped around a bush and did a quick one eighty. Mom and Dad stood by the sculpture talking to the Regent of RAMS and MoA Grinder.
I needed to get off campus now. My prison wardens would soon discover I was missing and lock this place down so tight a stingsect wouldn’t be able to escape.
I paced on the walkway shielded by a hedge of leafy bushes trying to figure out how to get past the group by the sculpture. As I turned to do another loop, I stumbled to a stop as a large group of first-term students flowed out of the dorms carrying traveling cases; heading home for term break. They would need to use the Magmod to get there. I matched my pace with those in the center of the crowd and pulled in my eyestalks, trying to keep as many bodies between me and my parents as I could.
I claimed a seat in common class and kept my head down in case anyone else from RAMS who might know me was on the Magmod. The ride to the spaceport took an hour, and about a quarter of the firsties got off the module with me. I hadn’t realized so many RAMS students lived on planets other than the home world.
As they rushed to board outbound flights, I realize I had another problem. Each of the students pulled out a handheld ID medallion that contained their personal and ticket information. I’d never legally been off world without Mom and Dad, and didn’t have a medallion.
A sign pointed the way to the auditions. The notice had a flashing note at the bottom to have our ID and performance materials ready.
I slipped into a quiet corner and opened Twi’s case. “Twi, can you analyze the signals from one of the ID medallions and emulate them?”
She hummed to herself for a few seconds. “Got it. I can’t duplicate the ticket information, but the basic ID stuff is easy.”
“When we get close to the next check point, transmit an ID for me. I’ll find something that’s the same color as the medallions.” That turned out to be a foil wrapper from the trash. I folded it over a piece of crumpled paper and palmed it.
When the person in front of me stepped away from the attendant guarding the boarding ramp to the cruise ship I whispered, “Transmit the ID now.”
“Welcome to the auditions. ID?”
I waved my fake medallion at his data pad.
“Thank you Twonderful,” that caused him to pause for a second and stare at his screen. “Ahhh—Good luck on your audition.”
When we were on the ship I whispered, “Twonderful. Where did that come from?”
“You said to transmit an ID, you didn’t say what it had to be, and I didn’t think you wanted me to use Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera. You come up with something better, little miss-spur-of-the-moment ID expert. And you better hurry. It looks like they are asking for names again at the registration table.”
I leaned out of line and looked at the table Twi had pointed out. Each performer gave their act name, and the bipedal off-worlder sitting behind the table would write it on a placard in large block letters.
This was the first time I’d seen an alien species in the flesh. My biology of CSS species class didn’t prepare me for the sheer size of the beast. If the next six windalfluffs in line climbed on the shoulders of the one in front of them, the top one could look the creature in the eye.
In deference to our size, a pedestal with a climbing ramp sat before the table, so we could at least see the top. I climbed the pedestal and got my first close-up look at the biped. A tuft of brown fur crowned the top of an ugly head covered in naked pinkish skin. Elongated ears grew from the side of its head. They weren’t normal ears with soft fur that came to a point, but ridged and rounded. The beings eyes were sunken into its face and limited to looking forward. That must be a terrible restriction. I was beginning to feel sorry for the poor creature. Even its teeth were hideous. They were large blunt things that would be useless in a fight.
“What’s your stage name or name of your act?” The thing asked in Confederation Universal, the standard language of all the space faring species of the CSS.
“Dust,” I said in a tiny squeaky voice, and then cleared my throat and repeated a little louder, “Dust ’N Twilight.”
“Who’s Twilight? There’s only one of you.”
“Twilight’s my pulsonic. I call her Twi.”
“Sorry, I can’t put down named instruments. I’ll just put Dusk on the placard. You can introduce yourself anyway you want once on stage.”
He handed me the card, glanced over my shoulder, and yelled, “Next.”
I didn’t notice until we’d gotten to the stage that he’d written Dusk rather than Dust on it. I walked out to the center of the stage and opened Twi. The bright lights made it impossible to see who I was auditioning for. I didn’t know if they were Verderans, more humanoids, or something even more exotic. All I could do was perform the material I’d composed and hope they liked it.
I completed four songs, one instrumental and three vocal with instrumental back up before getting a signal from another humanoid at the side of the stage that I was finished. Fickum, but those humanoid suckers were tall. I didn’t know if I could get used to looking that far up to talk to them. This one had a voice with a higher pitch and large lumpy mounds just below the shoulders. I remembered from my Bio class that they were some kind of enlarged gland and indicated that this was a female. The one at the registration table must have been a male.
I was pointed to a lounge area where those who had auditioned before me awaited the results. In total, there were thirty-two of us waiting for word. Most were Verderan, but a few were other species. Three uniformed applicants, were crewmembers trying to move to new positions as entertainers.
After the last audition, the male humanoid, the one from the registration table, came in and introduced himself as Josh Waterman. He had the job of operating the sound equipment in the large auditorium.
He held a data pad in one hand and a small vocal transmitter in the other. “The Merix Cruise line would like to thank you all for giving us the opportunity to enjoy your performances this afternoon. We only have openings for three acts, so unfortunately, we cannot offer everyone a position.”
He taped a new page to his screen before he continued. “I know most of you are here because of the flyers distributed on planet several months ago. You were asked to arrive for your audition with your farewells complete and carrying everything you needed for an extend job assignment. The ship will be lifting off within the hour, so if you do not meet that requirement, I again thank you for coming, and ask you to follow the crewmember at the door. She will escort you to the exit ramp.”
Almost half the performers followed the guide from the room.
“For those of you remaining; this liner is on an extended tour of the CSS worlds. We will not complete the cycle and return to this star system for almost four years. The lucky people offered employment will have to sign contracts to remain with the ship for that period. If you cannot commit to the terms of the contract, please follow the crewmember at the door to the exit ramp.”
Ten more gathered their belongings and left. I counted six contenders still in the room, and that included the three who were already part of the crew. I held my breath waiting for the giant creature, Josh, to say something that would eliminate me.
Josh studied his data screen for a second then focused on the six of us. He singled out two of the three ship’s crewmembers who had auditioned. “Jima, Terraf, you didn’t make it this time. You can return to your assigned duties.”
We were down to four. I had Twi open by my side, so she could listen.
“Radda, you made it. Congratulations. Speak with the entertainment director, he’ll assign you new quarters and give you your performance schedule.”
The remaining ship’s crewmember left the room.
“I have two slots left. All three of you are on the list as qualified candidates. You will be performing in front of a mixed audience that could include members of every air-breathing species in the CSS and maybe even a few in environment tanks. If you have difficulty working with another species, now is the time to tell me the problem.”
One of the others, a black domid windalfluff, stood up and asked, “Will we be performing with other species or just entertaining them.”
His act was a variation of sword dancing integrated with acrobatics. He wouldn’t have made it in Grinder’s class.
“On occasion you may be asked to fill in for an injured or sick performer. That could include working with other species.”
“Then I’m out of here. My abilities are too precise to take a chance on being injured because some untrained boob missed a catch.”
And then there were two, myself and a Fenrealian. She did vocal impersonations in just about every native language in the CSS. Fenrealians are very similar in looks to an Earth dog species, the pug. She didn’t have the black face, her tail looked more like a milweed puff, but the overall shape and size was very close. Her fur was a light blonde, almost white, and she had large arrestingly blue eyes. Her name was Junith.
Josh smiled, at least I think the up curved mouth and squinted eye movement was a smile. “We are a little limited for crew space, so do you think you two would mind sharing a cabin? The arrangements wouldn’t have to be permanent. As you get to know others and make friends, you can apply for a change of quarters.”
I figured if I could live with Sureea and three brothers for forty-two days; one fenrealian shouldn’t be a problem. “Works for me.”
Twi said, “I’m for it.”
Junith nodded. “Okay by me, but what’s with the talking traveling case?”
“That’s Twilight or Twi. She’s my pulsonic.”
“Hey, watch the possessives. Maybe you’re my windalfluff since I’m the brains of this outfit.”
“She’s an MI with visions of independence,” I told Josh and Junith. “Josh if you ever need spare parts for your equipment, I could offer you some of Twilight’s circuits.”
“Watch it fur ball or you’ll be singing so far off key the portholes will shatter.”
Junith interrupted our banter with a delighted chuckle. “This will be fun. I think the three of us will suit just fine.”
We got our performance schedules and cabin assignment from the entertainment director, and then took our luggage to our quarters.
I was scheduled to do a performance in the bow lounge area in four hours. Before that I had orientation and safety training. Junith’s schedule was similar with the exception that she would do a warm up routine before the main production on the big stage.
I was glad my schedule was full. That way I didn’t dwell on my decision to leave Anda and Verdera. What I was doing wasn’t exactly a crime, though my parents might feel different, and I knew Sureea would scream the burrow down about how my not following Dad’s ultimatum was treason.
I’d made my choice and now I had to live with it. The intergalactic cruise liner Wave Front, my new home, was leaving the Verderan Federation behind and would not return for years. I staggered to my bunk and pulled a pillow over my face so Junith would not hear me cry. Anda was out of reach, not only because of Verderian law, but now because of my decision to run from my royal responsibilities. I tossed the pillow aside ready to run to the Captain and tell him I’d made a mistake and couldn’t leave. But that wouldn’t change my situation. I made my choice now I had to make the best of it.
My first performance in front of a mixed audience was an eyestalk twister. I soon realized I didn’t know anything about the musical tastes of other species. Some, like the Ragothie, had no concept of musical instruments. Nature and the quirks of the wind provided the entertainment on their home planet. They grew a plant that had hollow stems with open tops. When it rained, and the wind blew the stems became tuned pipes much like a flute. They loved unstructured harmonious tones. When a stalk became detuned, they’d cut it out of the growth to continue the concert.
Ragothie look something like a very large Earth tree frog with three-toed hands and feet that have sticky pads on the tips of the toes. Their skin is a deep emerald green with red and yellow bands running the length of their bodies. A tympanic membrane centered between the nostrils and eyes vibrates to generate sound for communication. Their musicians study the mathematics of sound for years before being permitted to add their voices to a natural wind concert.
Much of this information came from Junith. Her knowledge of languages and by default, some familiarity with various species musical tastes, advanced my musical debut far beyond what it would have been if I’d had to discover everything by trial and error.
Windalfluff’s build open spacious buildings with plenty of leg and elbow room and it took several weeks for me to get comfortable living in the confines of the space liner. I didn’t feel hemmed in. My emotions were more along the lines of needing to see open sky and feel the press of wind through my fur. The diversity of species aboard actually helped me adjust. My need to learn about each race and modify my material to satisfy as many cultures as possible took an incredible amount of time.
I asked Junith to help me meet and interact with as many musical representatives of each species as I could identify. I learned that almost none of them exported songs or compositions outside of their home cultures. In fact most species had stopped creating new compositions generations ago. Almost all agreed that trying to come up with something unique when viewed and performed from the confines of their home civilization was pointless. The only planet with a thriving export market for entertainment was a little back water world that wasn’t even a member of the CSS. It circles a nondescript star the aborigines call Sol. Earth, as the natives refer to their single planet, is home to a bipedal species that calls itself Man or human.
My search of the on board data storage turned up an astounding amount of musical material created by current and past Earth humans. After watching a few recorded performances, I was amazed that Josh Waterman and many of the other bipedal species aboard could pass as humans.



Chapter 19 – Dust is in the Building
Between Junith, Twi, Josh Waterman, and my own knowledge of composition, my performances moved up the schedule from lounge act to prime-time opener, and finally to headliner. Junith worked with Twi to train her on timing, structure, and punch lines for jokes specific to each species—material she’d collected during her extensive travels through the galaxy that didn’t fit with her act.
Josh helped me with room acoustics, sound emitter placement, and audience assessment. By that, I mean, evaluating the mood and makeup of the crowd so my act appealed to the maximum number.
The first time my act billed as the headliner in the main auditorium, I found out how competitive the performing arts could be. The previous headliner, Enuu Trong, a combined tumbling and comedy troupe, took exception to their demotion. The troupe members were from the heavy gravity planet, Naroo. They are tripeds that top out around three feet tall and have three of everything, arms, eyes, ears, and ugly. The five members of the troupe cornered me back stage before my performance, to quietly explain that taking the stage might require collecting the various parts of my wonderful little body from distant and disconnected parts of the ship.
I know that five against one little windalfluff is not fair odds, but I was willing to help by only using one hand to fight them. Of course that hand was filled with a handy foot long piece of wood doweling. I had the first one on the floor and was doing the Rain Mountain tap dance on his head as I bitch-slapped two others with my make shift weapon. The remaining two spun in circles trying to decide if they wanted to join the fun or head for cover. Josh came to the rescue and saved their sorry tri-asses. He spouted some dannga-crap company rule that frowned on making fellow employees into Narooian sushi.
I think I detected a note of surprised awe in his attitude as the five scrambled out of sight. I spun the round of wood from hand to hand before kicking it back to where it was stored by the stage set. “Why’d you stop me? That was the most fun I’ve had since leaving school.” He scooped me into his arms and stroked my fur checking to see if anything hurt.
“What school would that be?”
“RAMS.” I must have still been high on the battle rush because I answered without thinking.
“What’s RAMS?”
“Ah—the Royal Academy of Military Science.”
“You mean the Verderan elite military training school known throughout the galaxy for developing the finest peace keeping forces ever seen—that kind of RAMS?”
I focused my eyes on his shoelaces and mumbled, “Maybe.”
“Why’d you leave school?”
“The term was over.”
“So you thought you’d just take a little multi-year jaunt around the galaxy between school terms?”
“I’ve got to get ready for my show.” I tried to climb out of his arms, but he latched on to a hunk of my fur to keep me in place.
“We still have a few minutes. How come you were attending RAMS? I thought that was only for future military personnel and royal nits.”
Damn, Josh knew way too much about Verdera. “Okay. My parents sent me there for training. I didn’t care for the plans they were making for my future and decided to see some of the wider universe before settling down.”
I liked the big guy and considered him a friend, but if he didn’t stop with the questions and let me go he was going to find out what a handful of pissed off windalfluff would do to free herself.
“So, you ran away from home because you didn’t like the direction your parents were pushing you?”
“Josh, let go of my fur. I have a show to do; besides, my private life is none of your business.”
He released my fur but still held me.
“Dust, I like you as a person, and as a friend and coworker. I wouldn’t be asking these questions if I didn’t care. You prance around here with a chip on your shoulder and an attitude that keeps most people at arm’s length. But deep down I think I see a—vulnerable little fluffy poo who needs a hug and tickle.”
If I hadn’t been laughing so hard my eyes watered, I’d have bitten his tickling fingers off. By the time I caught my breath and made it to the stage, the MC had already started over on my entrance cue.
I have to admit, as degrading as being tickled and hugged by a furless two leg was, I felt better and my anger at the five Narooians was gone. The performance that night was the beginning of my climb to stardom.
With Junith and Josh’s help, my act filled the largest auditorium on the Wave Front to over flowing. We worked, ate, and played together for eight months, building a friendship that bordered on family.
Junith ran into our cabin bubbling over with the news that our updated itinerary included a planet called Earth, a Type Three world that was on the verge of attaining space travel. Type three systems are not part of the CSS; rather, they are being monitored as potential candidates, if they ever get their cultural, political, and social acts together. The Wave Front’s schedule listed a two-day port call. Being a Type Three planet, the liner could not land. The native species did not know about the CSS and the other sapient races in the galaxy. The ship would go into a parking orbit with full physical and electronic masking. Small shuttle craft that could hold twenty-five people of Josh’s size, would transport those wishing to visit the planet’s surface. Tour guides and ground transport was available at a nominal charge.
The passengers and crew, at least the humanoids like Josh, who could pass as members of the native species and knew a local dialect, could travel and interact with the indigenous population as long as they did not talk about the CSS or their non-Earth origin.
This was the first time that Josh and I were scheduled to go planet-side together. Since windalfluffs didn’t match any of the local animals, my visit would be limited to the CSS operated facility near a place called Cabo San Lucas. This was my first experience with a backward, primitive world and the savages that inhabited it. Unfortunately, I would not get to interact with said world and inhabitants. Many of the passengers on the Wave Front had the same problem, no local analog to use as cover. Some of those passengers still wanted to spend time on the warm sand beaches and swim in the blue waters of the ocean. We would be restricted to the CSS facility and its secluded beach. The entertainment director scheduled me to provide background music while the paying passengers splashed and sun bathed. As a reward for playing music in the hot sun for six hours, I had that night and the following day off to do as I wanted.
After stepping off the shuttle, the smell of fresh air and the feel of wind through my fur sent shivers of delight down my spine. A multi-story building backed up to a steep hill covered in lush interwoven jungle. Between the building and sand beach, a shaded, paved patio with gazebo and ornate fountains offered relief from the sun. Tables sporting large multi-colored umbrellas were scattered around the streaming fountains. Rows of chairs, some with beach umbrellas, lined the sand near the rolling surf.
Josh hoisted me up to his shoulder; sometimes being small and unnoticed, as when one is in a crowd of stampeding giants, can be detrimental to a one’s health. You’d think the others on our shuttle had never seen sand or ocean before.
We moved with the flow and edged toward a steward who was directing passengers to various activities and tour groups.
“Afternoon musical entertainment,” Josh told the steward.
“Set up in the gazebo. Thirty-minute sets with a ten-minute break between sets. You’re free after six tonight. Enjoy your time on Earth.” The steward looked up from his data pad. “Ah—Dust N Twilight. I’ve heard you give a wonderful performance. I’m looking forward to hearing it.”
My eyelashes fluttered and a grin split my face. What can I say, a gravin likes to have her ego stroked. And yes, I was beginning to think of myself as a gravin not a nit. After all, I was a headliner with a reputation that was apparently not limited to the confines of the Wave Front. I was mature and famous.
“Come on, Fluffmop, let’s get you set up before your ego gets too heavy for me to carry.”
“Guard your mouth, Big Foot, or I might forget I knew you back in the day before fame elevated me to these lofty heights.”
“I hate to pop your delusion, but it’s my lowly body and its strong shoulder that’s elevated you to where you are today.”
The steward just shook his head and shifted his attention to the next in line.
Josh dumped me at the gazebo to set up, as he went in search of refreshments and female companionship, or as he put it beer and babes. Oh well, I had to entertain my adoring public. After all, someone had to lift the heavy load and do the work or society would descend into meaningless apathy.
Once I had Twi set up and playing a few canned compositions, I went exploring. The trees shading the patio were massive old live oaks with long spreading branches that taunted me to run from limb to limb and climb to the top. I had to watch where I was going because every ragothie from the ship had come down and perched in the trees. As the temperature climbed they would drop off a limb that hung over the fresh water swimming pool and frolic in the water to cool off, and then climb back into the trees. I stopped to talk to a few of them and let them know that Twi and I would include a set of ragothie random windpipe pieces if they wanted to do an impromptu concert with us.
From my vantage point at the top of one of the tallest trees, I could see the entire compound, from the jumbled forest covered hills to the east all the way to a rock promontory jutting out into the ocean swells to the north. I watched as Josh hooked an arm around a dalluthan female of epic proportions and snagged an ice-bucket of bottles, with green fruit wedges in the neck, with his free hand. They wandered off to a secluded section of the beach where clothing seemed to be optional.
Anda would love this place. A planet so different from Verdera, and yet it feels inviting, almost as if the warm breeze and roll of waves are a soothing lullaby forcing my problems to fade.
To the south, a break water and stone pier limit access to our isolated resort. A large yacht, almost a small ship, has just docked and a large party of loud humans and assorted other species are headed toward the patio. I heard whispers of, “It’s him. I can’t believe he’s here. I’ve got to meet him. I heard that he’s the highest paid actor in Hollywood,” and, “Don’t you just love his movies?”
Whoever this person is, he has all the female humanoids fluffing their hair and pushing out the glandular mounds that made them look top heavy.
I returned to the gazebo and started my first vocal set, as I eyed the tall human dressed in a white linen suit and shimmering deep red shirt.
The wait staff and resort management practically stumbled over each other to greet the new arrivals and make sure they had drinks and food. Captain Nossat, the master of the Wave Front even made his way to the man leading the new comers and introduced himself.
During my first break I cornered on of the waiters. “Who is the man the Captain’s talking to?”
“Don’t you recognize him? He’s the biggest movie star in Hollywood. That’s Rip Dorn. He’s the drendian that infiltrated the movie industry here on Earth. The locals love him.”
“But this is a Type Three world. We’re not supposed to mix with the natives.”
“He’s not mixing with them, he’s studying their culture and entertainment industry. He’s gotten more of us into the local entertainment business than anyone thought would be possible.”
“I can understand how the species that look human can fit it, but what about all the other non-humans who are with him?”
“That’s the best part. You’ve seen some of the video productions that have the most realistic non-human creatures in them, haven’t you?”
“A few.”
“Well, Mr. Dorn formed several companies that provide the ‘CGI or computer-generated imagery’ for them, but in reality it’s a recording of real people and places. It’s a way for non-earth humans and non-humanoid species to—dare I say it—get-in-on-the-act.”
“You mean…”
“Yeah. The Men in Black movies—all those aliens—all real people.” He winked and gave me a little nod as if he’d just conveyed the best-kept secret of the universe. “And the Alien movies; the star was a Lothian. I hear she was a real bitch to work with. She developed a taste for fresh glazed donuts and dill pickle juice while they were shooting. She drove the director nuts when they ran out of either one.”
“Thanks for the information. I have to go start my next set.” I scratched behind my left ear and wondered what the quantum rip glazed donuts and dill pickle juice were? The food must be a local delicacy.
This next set of songs included several wind pipe compositions for the ragothie. Twi produced the random tones of a tuned wind pipe forest while I interpreted the feeling of the composition into soft murmurs of description. The ragothie in the trees added their own humming variation of each theme. I was surprised by the response from the non-ragothie species, a large number of them clapped and asked for an encore.
The afternoon faded toward sunset as I finished my last set. Josh leaned against the gazebo looking tired, sunburned, and satisfied. The afternoon of relaxation and female companionship must have been good for him. I folded Twi, snapped her case shut and climbed to Josh’s shoulder. A little above-ground transportation, especially through the soft sand, after a long day was just what I needed. We headed for the resort to arrange rooms, but Captain Nossat stood and waved us over to the table with Rip Dorn and his party.
After introductions, another chair was pulled to the table for Josh. He set Twi on the patio next to his chair and I stayed on his shoulder.
“Dust, Mr. Dorn has asked if you would accompany him and his group to L.A. tonight to provide music for a party. He promises to have you back to the resort before we leave tomorrow. As a favor to me and the cruise line, would you consider taking the engagement?” Captain Nossat said.
This was going to be a tough decision. Stay at the resort for the night and tomorrow and explore the same two-hundred yards of beach, or jump on a luxury yacht, play some tunes, meet new people and see new places.
Josh turned his head to whisper in my ear, “Say yes, but only if I get to go too. After all, a star needs someone to carry her and her instrument.”
I noticed he was staring at a bikini-clad female with startlingly bright turquoise eyes.
“I agree, as long as my assistant here,” patting the top of Josh’s head, “can accompany me.”
Dorn finally spoke. I instantly understood why he was so successful in the movie industry. His handsome, for a hairless biped, face was host to a deep resonant voice that grabbed a person’s attention and demanded notice.
“That’s fine. Bring your assistant. There is plenty of room. I’m sure we can find a corner where he won’t be noticed.”
Josh didn’t seem to appreciate the snub. He stiffened, but settled back in his chair when he got a little flirty wave and wink from turquoise eyes. These human types have a sex drive that takes total control of every other aspect of their lives. A person has to lug around a bucket of cold water just to get their attention. Why don’t they take that stuff into a burrow like any other civilized species?
Dorn waved toward his yacht. “Go set up your equipment. We’ll board shortly.”
Captain Nossat turned away from Dorn, gave me a little smile and nodded toward the boat. “I’ll expect you back aboard the Wave Front by six local time tomorrow afternoon. And remember this is a Type Three planet, so don’t expose yourself to the locals.”
I rode Josh’s shoulder to the yacht. Once I was aboard, I realized it was a Verderian built metamorph. Metamorph technology is proprietary to Verderian manufactures. The technology was invented by one of my ancestors about six generations back. The system uses an MI brain to control a body composed of organometallic cells. In one state, the cells are organic and can rapidly grow to any desired shape. Once the necessary form is achieved, the MI converts the cells to a dormant metallic state that does not require energy to hold the form.
“May I help you?” A very formal sounding voice asked.
I looked around, but no one was visible. So it had to be the MI talking.
“I’m Dust and this is my assistant Josh. Mr. Dorn asked me to perform for his guests. Where should I set up my instrument?”
“Please proceed to the stern deck. There you will find a stage area. If you need to refresh yourselves or require food just ask. My name is Durall.”
“Could we have a look around? This is the first time I’ve been on a metamorph that was built to human specifications.”
“That would be impossible. Mr. Dorn does not allow transient entertainers free run of his vessel. Please confine your movements to the stern deck.”
We made our way to the aft-deck area and Josh placed Twi on the raised stage. I opened Twi and expanded her screens and keyboard.
Two hours later, Dorn and his guests boarded the yacht and we headed north.
I took a few requests and mixed them with my own material as the party got louder and sloppier. Whatever these humanoids were drinking made some laugh and move in loose-jointed jerks and fits. Others got quiet, and a few became aggressive.
Sometime in the middle of the night I folded Twi and asked Durall for a place to get some sleep. I’d been playing and singing for over ten hours and I was bushed. Josh had disappeared with his companion of the night, the one with the big—turquoise eyes. The last I’d seen of them, she was pulling Josh toward a hatchway using her bikini top as a leash around his head. One of the cups made it look like he was wearing a skullcap.
Before I went to the tiny cabin Durall had formed for me at the back of the stage, I shifted through the feet of the stumbling humans and leaned against the bottom bar of the aft railing. I watched our wake foam out behind leaving a glowing phosphorescent trail. The moon backlit a bank of clouds that contrasted with the deep black of the star filled night. Watching all the passengers going through their mating rituals, had me wondering what Anda was doing. Had he forgotten me and moved on to a more accessible gravin? Maybe he was even mated and living in a freshly constructed burrow under a zanta bush by now.
My life had certainly taken some strange twists. Here I was watching waves curl behind a yacht on an alien planet many light-years from Verdera, a yacht, custom build in a Verderian factory for another species not even native to this world. A world whose people don’t know we exist and would probably react violently if they found out about us. Oh well, I guess there’s no going back, the only thing I can do is aim for the next star in the galaxy and press on.
Late the next morning, we docked at an island the locals called Catalina. Mr. Dorn owned a secluded compound on the island that encompassed his mansion and many of the clandestine studios where his company filmed the non-Earth species sequences for movies.
Durall slid into an enclosed boathouse connected to the compound. The enclosure was necessary to block the view of the many small aircraft flying around the area, and the pretend fishing boats bobbing off shore with their hoards of camera wielding locals trying to capture the latest images of the star and his guests. Durall had warned all non-humans to go inside when the first boat appeared with its load of passengers with cameras and their huge telephoto lenses.
I needed to find Josh and talk to Mr. Dorn about taking us back to the resort. I watched the majority of passengers leave Durall without seeing either man.
“Durall, I need to speak to Mr. Dorn. Is he aboard?”
“I’m sorry, Miss Dust, he departed the minute we docked.”
“Where can I find Josh Waterman?”
“He is no longer aboard.”
“I’ve been watching and didn’t see him leave.”
“He departed early this morning before we docked. Mr. Dorn insisted he depart at once when he discovered Mr. Waterman in Miss Taroin’s cabin. Mr. Dorn can be a little territorial and possessive when it comes to women he’s invited on one of these excursions for the pleasure of their company.”
“How do I get in touch with Mr. Dorn? I need to get back to the Wave Front before it leaves.”
The stiff, formal voice of the multi-craft Durall became almost mechanical sounding. “I regret to inform you that the Wave Front has already departed Earth’s planetary system. A massive solar flare during the night caused an early departure to protect its passengers and crew from the cosmic radiation. By the time the problem reached me, it was already too late to convey you back to catch the last shuttle from the resort. I explained the circumstance to Mr. Dorn, and he decided to let you sleep, since nothing would change by awakening you. He asked that you wait aboard until he returns.”
“You mean I’m stranded on a Type Three world with no way to leave and rejoin my ship and friends?”
“I believe you understand the situation correctly.”
I think the universe has a vendetta against me. I don’t know if I can start over again, no friends, no family, no job and no way to make a living on this alien world.



Chapter 20 – Lady Luck is No One’s Lover
I roamed Durall’s decks for a while, trying to imagine a life on a planet where I could not show myself to the dominant species. Durall continued to keep me from going below until he got Mr. Dorn’s permission. I think I may have something of an attention disorder, forced inactivity drives me up the wall, or hull, in Durall’s case.
I was perched on the slowly revolving flattened-dome mounted at the top of Durall’s mast watching the world slide by when I noticed a large number of non-humans going into one of the large studio buildings. Not being one to follow commands blindly, I decided to ignore Dorn’s order to stay on Durall and go do a little investigating. Maybe they needed a diva to add class to their production.
I learned they were working on a sequel to a movie called Avatar. The set was closed, and a guard at the door turned away everyone not on his cast and crew list. Sometimes there are advantages to being windalfluff size and having eighteen climbing claws. A row of vent windows three stories up had flashing arrows beckoning me to enter here.
This movie’s plot had the Earth humans expelled from Pandora and the natives adapting the abandoned human machines to Na’vi use, and beginning their own exploration of the universe. The only thing missing from the plot was a super intelligent species to guide them in their first steps beyond their own star system—someone like a stranded windalfluff princess needing a ride home.
I found the script writers making revisions in a small office separated from the sound stage. I still don’t understand why they got so agitated about my suggestion to make a few little modifications to the script to include me in the lead female role. After all, I was a famous vocal headliner. Even the steward at the resort had heard of me.
If I run into any of those set security guards again, I’ll be ready for them next time. You can imagine how humiliating being carried out in a net and dumped in a ditch, especially with the producer screaming about disrupting production and blackball lists, can be. I never did figure out what a ball had to do with making a movie and why it would be black.
I was mad, pissed to the nth degree, ready to rip and shred, as I floundered in six inches of muddy water and tall weeds. My beautiful fur was matted, and I had stinking slime running out my ears. The worst part was I couldn’t get enough traction to attack. All I could do was squirm my way to the bank and crawl up to the paved lot.
“Ouch!” Something bit me, something from the muck they’d tossed me in. Great that’s all I needed, to die from a poisonous insect bite on an alien planet while smelling like blood foad guts.
I marched stiff legged back to Durall, refusing to make eye contact with anyone, and scrubbed my body for two hours. I still smelled like the butt end of a swamp rat. I was clean and had gotten rid of the vicious little fleas, at least, that’s what Durall called them when I asked how to kill the tiny bloodsuckers. I get the itchy scratches just thinking about the feel of their bites.
Dorn didn’t return to Durall until sunset. By that time, I was ready to come unglued. My shoulder and neck muscles had turned to stone, and there was a permanent worn track in the carpet. Why hadn’t I remained at the resort? I’d be on the Wave Front right now, doing a job I enjoyed and laughing with Junith and my other friends.
Durall’s voice emanated from the blank wall. “Miss Dust, Mr. Dorn will see you now.”
“It’s about time. Tell him I’ll see him as soon as I can clear my schedule.” Two could play his I’m-so-important-and-in-control game.
“He doesn’t have much time. We are scheduled to be in Long Beach to host a poker game at eight tonight.”
“Oh—all right. I’ll see him now.”
Durall directed me to the Captain’s cabin and announced me.
“Come in.” Dorn adjusted his suit coat and centered his neck tie. “Dust, I wanted to thank you again for providing the entertainment last night. Sorry you missed your ship, but it was gone before we could have returned you to the resort, and I had a crucial meeting here in Catalina this morning.”
“I’m glad you made it to your meeting, but my situation is a bit higher on my view screen. When I agreed to do you and Captain Nossat a favor, it did not include being stranded on a Type Three planet without resources other than my voice and my pulsonic. I need options. Some way to survive that does not involve using the native population for a food source.”
“You could work for me.”
“I tried that, and I still smell like a ramgort fart after your security people dumped me in the swamp. I know. We could make a movie. We’ll call it The Swamp Creature.”
“It’s been done. Not a big hit.”
“So what were you offering as a job?”
“You could work on Durall. Kind of an all-around crewmember and entertainer. You would fill in to help with whatever needs doing.”
I think he just offered me back my old job as the drudge. Nice to know I wouldn’t have to change anything on my resume.
“What are the terms?”
“You work for me on Durall, and I’ll provide room, board and protection.”
“Protection from what?”
“Protection from the Determinist of Earth learning that there is an unauthorized Verderian on planet.”
“Who is this Determinist of Earth?”
“His name is Nicolas Blade. He runs a company called the Cutting Edge. The company is a front, of course, for the work he does for the CSS. He’s young and somewhat of a playboy. His father was appointed by the CSS as Determinist years ago. When old man Blade had to return to his home planet, he got approval to transfer the position to his eldest son.”
“I’ve heard of the position, but what exactly does he do, and what kind of authority does he have?”
“He is the individual who will determine if Earth is ready to join the CSS or will need to be reclassified as a problem planet and isolated. He has the power to arrest you and send you to a CSS holding facility for illegal immigration. Anyone staying on planet beyond the scheduled temporary visit must apply for an extension within twelve hours, or they are in violation of CSS regulations and can be deported.”
“You’re telling me that not only am I stranded here, but since you didn’t inform me of the CSS regulations, I am now a fugitive and you hold a sword over my head? My only real option is to work as your slave?”
“I wouldn’t put it in those harsh terms.”
His poorly disguised smirk told me they were exactly the terms he meant.
“Why don’t we just say you will be a valued member of Durall’s crew. I have a little something special I want you to do for me tonight during the poker game.”
Whatever a poker game was, the look on Dorn’s face indicated it would not go well for his guests.
“Durall, take us to Long Beach. We need to collect our passengers. Now for your part in tonight’s entertainment, Dust. You will…”
***
Four hours of serving drinks, refilling bowls with snacks, and emptying smelly ashtrays proved that my talents as a singer were not why Rip Dorn had maneuvered me into this position.
I learned that poker is a game of chance played with a deck of printed cards. The six humans, arrayed around the felt covered table, had paid for stacks of plastic chips that they used to signal their confidence that the cards in their hand would beat the ones the others held.
I’m not sure where all the belching and farting fit into the game, but I can tell you the blue haze floating at windalfluff eye level was enough to make a ramgort run for cover. Durall had provided ramped pedestals between each pair of chairs so I could access the players to deliver drinks, and bowls of snacks. At least climbing to the top of a pedestal for a delivery got me out of the miasma of human off gas and smelly feet. 
The stacks of poker chips grew and diminished as the luck or skill of the players changed. Two of the players, Dorn and the infamous Nick Blade, seemed to have a slight advantage over the other four. Their stacks of chips slowly increased over time.
Around midnight, the gamblers took a break from their game. Dorn ordered me to serve fresh drinks, all but his made with double the amount of alcohol used previously. As the group lounged in comfortable chairs provided by Durall, Dorn pulled me aside and whispered, “When the game resumes, and I rub my eyes, I want you to observe Blade’s cards and then signal me with what he’s holding. Make sure he can’t see you.”
“Is this part of the game? Do the others have a way of determining your cards?”
Dorn looked at me as if I had turned into a pile of blood foad slime. I didn’t know, I’d never heard of poker before tonight.
“Just do what I tell you, or you’re going to be leaving this planet in a CSS prison cage.”
Before play resumed, two of the losing players cashed in their remaining chips and took their leave. An hour later, two more players departed, leaving Dorn and Blade across the table. Their stacks of chips were about even except for the four golden chips Nick Blade had stacked off to the side. Dorn had two of the same gold-colored chips that he kept buried beneath his pile.
I knew nothing about the local currency nor the amount each chip color represented, but it must have been substantial. One of the departed guests had muttered something about having to sell his private island to cover tonight’s loss.
Toward morning, I’d dozed in a corner when Dorn’s angry curse interrupted my troubled sleep. Blade was raking in a healthy pile of chips.
Rising, Blade said, “It’s been fun Rip, but I have a planet to monitor, and the sun’s about to come over the yardarm.”
“Oh, come on Blade. It’s not that late. Just one more hand to give me a chance to win back a little of what I’ve lost to you.”
“I’m really tired, Rip. Let’s just call it a night.”
“My table, my game. Just one more hand.” Dorn glanced at me and vigorously rubbed his eyes.
Blade settled back to his chair. “Okay, one more hand, and then I’m out of here. My brother’s getting married in eight hours and my family expects me to be there.”
“That’s right. He’s marrying a local girl. How is that going to work?”
“I’m not sure, but they’re crazy about each other, and the CSS rules don’t cover the situation other than to stipulate she can’t be told about our presence on Earth.” While he was talking, Blade shuffled the deck.
Before Nick could deal, Dorn locked eyes with Nick. “What do you say we make this last hand a little more interesting and raise the ante?” Dorn tossed both of his gold chips to the center of the green felt.
Nick’s eyes went round, and he hitched a quick swallow. “Crap, Dorn. That’s more CSS credits than most young member species generate in a year.”
“What’s the matter, boy—you must have a pair, suck it up and use them. Deal.”
Nick cut the deck and dealt the cards.
I had Durall modify the pedestal behind and to the right of Nick so I had a perch to observe the game. I watched as he peeked at his cards—he held two ‘2s’ and an ‘8,9,10’. Dorn hadn’t told me how to signal the various cards, so I held up fingers to indicate the numbers on the cards.
The betting went back and forth several times until Nick said, “How many?”
Dorn took one card, and Nick took two. I don’t know what card Dorn got, but it must have been good. He pushed his entire stack of remaining chips to the center without waiting for me to signal him with Nick’s new cards.
Nick leaned back in his chair and stared at Dorn’s face.
I signaled Dorn that Nick had drawn a ‘7’ and a ‘6’.
Nick looked down and studied his hand for a few seconds, and then moved the rest of his chips except the two remaining gold ones to the pile in the center. He then took one of the gold chips and carefully laid it on top of the pile and said, “I’ll see your bet and raise you a golden nova.”
Apparently Dorn had to match the bet, or he would lose the hand.
“How about this, Nick? You bet that last golden nova, too—and I’ll add Durall’s ownership papers to the pot. Winner takes all.”
Nick picked up his last golden chip and made it walk back and forth on top of the fingers of his right hand as he studied Dorn and the mound of chips in the center of the table.
I wanted to tell him not to do it, that Dorn knew what Nick’s cards were and knew he would win. I rocked from side to side, vibrating in my anguish. I knew what was happening was wrong, but I didn’t want to end up in a CSS prison cell either. “Don—”
“I accept your bet.” The last golden nova landed in the pile of chips with a plastic click. “What have you got?”
Dorn’s smile split his face from ear to ear. The gloating in his eyes was enough to turn my stomach. He tossed two cards out face up. “A pair of jacks.” Dorn held up his hand to stop Nick when he reached for his cards, “and a second pair of jacks. Four of a kind.”
Dorn picked a golden nova from the mound of chips and flipped it in the air with a gloating laugh.
Nick caught the spinning round and slammed it back onto the pile. “I haven’t shown you my hand, Dorn.” Nick flipped over his ‘8’, followed slowly by the ‘9’ and ‘10’. The last two cards were flipped as a set to expose the ‘6’ and ‘7’. This was the first time I’d noticed that each of the cards had a small design below the number or letter. Dorn’s four cards each had a different design below the ‘J’. Nick’s cards were all the same, all red diamonds. 
The diamonds must have meant something special because the leering smile on Dorn’s face morphed into an angry snarl. “No! I had this hand. I was sure I’d won. There’s no way I’ll let you take Durall. I’ve had him on order for almost three years. He was delivered less than a week ago.”
“I’d be careful about what I said right now if I were you. If word gets out that you don’t pay your gambling debts, it might destroy your career and your future on this planet.”
Dorn slammed his chair back and jumped to his feet, planting his fists on the table he leaned toward Nick. “This isn’t over. I want a chance to win back my yacht.”
“Sure. If I ever decide to put Durall up as collateral for a game in the future, I’ll invite you to sit in, provided you can come up with the entry fee. Now I really must get some sleep if I’m going to make it to that wedding. Just let Durall know where to send your personal items.”
Dorn stormed out of the room trying to grab me off the pedestal as he passed.
I ducked under his hand and said, “I think I’ll stay on Durall. Losing two ships in less than two days is too much.”
“You ungrateful little shit. I take you in, give you a job and this is how you repay me?”
“I didn’t see much give in accepting this job to crew on Durall.”
“You crossed the wrong person, fluff ball. I’ll make your life a living hell.”
I jumped to Nick’s shoulder to put some distance between my gorgeous fur and Dorn’s grasping fingers. “What are your orders, Captain?” I snapped off a Verderian military salute MoA Grinder would have been proud of and waited for Nick to acknowledge me.
“Durall, ensure Mr. Dorn makes it ashore, and then cast off and head for San Diego. I need to be at the church by one o’clock. As for you, my windalfluff crewmember—you can tell me your story.”
Nick Blade, Determinist of Earth, already knew I was on planet. The Wave Front’s Captain had reported that Josh Waterman and I were left behind when they made their emergency departure and requested we be given extended work permits until we could make arrangements to leave Earth. I never was an illegal immigrant as Dorn had implied to get me to work for him.
I told Nick about my conversation with Rip Dorn and thinking I had no choice but to accept his offer of employment and follow his orders. I even confessed to Dorn’s plot to win the poker hand by cheating and my part in helping him.
I rode Nick’s shoulder to Durall’s bow where he settled into a luxurious lounge chair.
“Okay, now tell me the story behind the story.”
There was something about this human, something that made me feel I could trust him. I told him about my life on Verdera and about my parents and their demands. I confess I even told him about being in love with Anda, and how I felt that settling for a royal mate just to stay within Verderan law and social expectations was too much.
“Do you think your parents will come looking for you?”
“I don’t honestly know. I’m sure they’ve filed reports on my disappearance and have issued bulletins listing me as a missing person. The most pressure will come from my siblings. By Verderan law, they can’t mate until I do. I would imagine they are keeping Mom and Dad in a constant state of agitation trying to get me declared dead, so they can get on with their lives.”
“Don’t you feel you are being a little hard on your brothers and sister, forcing them to put their lives on hold?”
“Yes and no. Yes, I want them to be happy, and no, because they didn’t care when it came to my happiness. They would have sacrificed my future in a femto second to get what they wanted.”
“That’s an honest answer. How would you feel about becoming my partner? I could use an assistant, and you need the work. Your experience on the cruise liner and knowledge of other languages would be invaluable to me. There is a group of cobasters arriving tomorrow. Have you had dealings with that species?”
“No, never seen one. Where did they get a name like cobaster?”
“Since humans can’t produce the clicks and snaps made by arthropod chitin, cobaster is the identification the air-breathing species gave them. The name is short for cobble masters. They live under water, so their language consists of clicks and tail thumping. They look like large Earth lobsters. They’re about four feet long, dark blue, with red and green stripes on their thorax, and are the premier underwater engineers in the known universe. This group has asked to come to Earth to study the effects of the nuclear waste dumped in the planet’s oceans. With Durall’s help, we can transport the team directly to their study site without having to use local shipping resources.”
“I’ll ask Twi if she has data on their language in her memory. If she does, she can download it to Durall.”
The cloud bank floating in from the west turned to fire as the rising sun lit the cloud tops with streaks of red and gold. Laying in Nick’s lap with him scratching behind my ear, the warm ocean breeze riffling my fur made this place feel like home. A place where I could be accepted for myself and discover what I was meant to become. The ache of Anda’s loss blurred my vision and caused a hitch in my breathing. I blinked the tears away and forced my thoughts toward the future and what life on Earth with Nick as a friend would mean.
“You know, Dustmopier, First Prinas of Verdera, I think this could be the start of a beautiful partnership. What do you say? Partners?”
“Partners.” We shook hands to seal the deal the way Earthlings do.
Nick leaned back and closed his eyes. “The way I see the universe, all intelligent beings are special. The fact that we have the gift of rational thought, emotions to stimulate and guide us, and compassion to temper the powerful genetic programming to survival at all costs, opens a macrocosm of endless variation and possibilities. It’s incumbent on us to give the population of Earth the opportunity to grow into a mature society, ready to take the next step. A play date with the rest of the galaxy.”
I lifted my head from its comfortable position in Nick’s lap. “You mean we have to house break this pack of hairless apes.”
“We can’t train them to not foul their own nest. That they have to do for themselves. But, we can make sure the litter box has clean sand in it.”
That was one of the things I liked about Nick Blade, great metaphors. Now if he’d move his scratching a little to the right, life would be just about perfect.
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Chapter-1
Colony ship Universe Explorer: 126.8 years ago:
 
Saigg Garuu shifted his balance and sent his thrustboard looping up the curved wall of the growth chamber. His momentum slowed as board and rider reached their apogee and began the almost frictionless slide toward the deck below. His speed built to a gut-curling blur from the combination of his thrustboard’s propulsion and the increasing gravity.
The other four members of his gang followed his lead through the acrobatic course they had constructed in the unused growth chamber. Some of the jumps and transitions were spectacular this close to the centerline of the spinning ship. The centrifugal-force induced gravity in the outer levels was close to home planet normal, but here it ranged from one-half normal to near zero gee at the center bulkhead. Saigg nudged the thrust exhaust port a few degrees to the right and headed for the exit door.
Jerr cut him off with a driving skid that almost knocked the thrustboard board from beneath Saigg’s feet.
“Jerr! What the Petuua shit is wrong with you. Watch where you’re going.” Saigg’s facial colors darkened to deep gray, and his dorsal spines snapped open as he squared off with Jerr. “You’ve been busting my thrust vector all night. You want to prove something? Bring it on.”
Hey, guys. Let’s make one more run and then call it a night. We’ve been in here for hours. My folks are going to molt if I don’t get back to the family cabin soon,” Kaas called, as he came to a stop between the two posturing Luzzon males.
Saigg rattled his extended dorsal spines and sent flashes of hot color through the translucent membrane connecting them. “I need to get out of here. Mom’s been ragging me about cleaning up my room. I’m going to head home and crash for a few hours. Once I get up, I’ll toss a few things I don’t want, and stuff the rest in the closet. Maybe that’ll satisfy her, so she gets off my case. I wish I could figure out a way to get her to focus on Karonna and Davvie instead of me.”
One of his gang yelled, “I volunteer to focus on Karonna. Why don’t you go home and send her back to ride with us?”
Saigg’s blood heated at the thought of his sister getting involved with his friends. Granted she was from the same clutch as him, and at fifteen, they were of an age where bodily changes and surging hormones brought on thoughts of mating, but zagit, she was his sister. Why would they be interested in her? She was just Karonna, the biggest pain in the ass in his family. That is, after Davvie the dork.
“You guys nuts? She’s like your sister. We all grew up together. Go chase some other tail that’s not family.”
“Have you taken a look at her lately? She’s got some of the finest tail on the entire ship,” Jerr, his main competition for group leadership said.
Kaas shoved past Jerr and headed back to the start of the course. “Come on guys, I want to get back to skating before someone finds us in here and tosses us out!”
Jerr looked like he wanted to continue baiting Saigg, but the other two kicked their boards to full thrust and followed Kaas. Saigg knew Jerr could not let the implied challenge from Kaas go unanswered.
Saigg opened the entry hatch and took a quick look in both directions to make sure the passageway was clear. The enormous growth bays were off limits to him and his friends since they were not considered official members of the ship’s crew. With a final wave to the remaining four, he pushed off down the hall.
Halfway back to his cabin, his thrustboard began losing power. Saigg pulled a small cube of aluminum from his pouch and dropped it in the refuel hatch in the nose of the unit. A quick stop at a food dispenser to refill the water tank and his ride was back to full thrust.
The trip had been boring until he’d discovered a supply of cargo lifters and figured out how to modify them into personnel transportation units or thrustboards as he had christened them. With a few ounces of aluminum for catalyst and a splash of water to convert to steam for lift and propulsion, he had made the perfect ride to zip around the ship. Removing the wired controls and mounting switches for foot operation was simple enough.
When he got to the family cabin, the lights were already dimmed for the sleep cycle. Watching his step and moving slowly he made it to his room without waking his parents. He hung his thrustboard on the line he’d stretched across the ceiling of his room and climbed into the rumpled covers on his bed. It took a few minutes of squirming and twisting to get comfortable and position the loose bedclothes around his body the way he liked. It took less time to fall into exhausted oblivion.



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



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