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    Prelude  
 
      
 
      
 
    Scientists of all species debated the origin of the universe. A few races claimed ancestry from well before the Great Galactic War—but none could claim to have been there at the very start. If so, they would have seen an incredible expansion of plasma, primordial matter, and then protons, electrons, and eventually neutrons. Those bits eventually coalesced into atoms and molecules, and from there into great masses of…stuff. The protons—alone or in combination with neutrons—coalesced into stars and began to fuse, forming clumps of protons and neutrons in their core, and shells of electrons orbiting these new atoms. As heat, pressure, and their own gravity increased, those atoms became more complex. 
 
    The initial phase, though, was mostly protons…the elusive element that would come to be known as hydrogen. As stars continued to burn, the 2-proton, 2-neutron molecules called helium became more plentiful. In time, those stars aged, exploded, and caused the formation and spread of heavier elements: lithium, beryllium, boron, carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and fluorine. The process repeated itself, with the new mixture of elements coalescing, igniting fusion, aging, dying in explosive glory, and starting yet again. Each time, the rare heavy elements became heavier, until they formed elements that wouldn’t fuse, such as silicon, iron, and lead, not to mention elements that were so heavy, they tended to split in two, like radium and uranium. 
 
    As each cycle continued, the universe of plasma and protons gave way to stars and dust. Gravitational eddies formed and began to spin. The lighter elements coalesced into new stars, while the heavier elements gathered into large masses that became planets. One such system formed a star, five small, rocky worlds, four gas giants, and a host of asteroids, comets, dwarf planets…and more dust. It would eventually give rise to an intelligent species that would threaten the status quo in its galaxy. Another such eddy formed a similar-sized star, but with two inner, rocky worlds, a single gas giant, and an outlying rocky world that collected the larger debris of the outer system.  
 
    Mostly. 
 
    The rocky worlds were still quite hot, just cooling from the heat of condensation, when the outer world caught an interstellar wanderer and knocked it into the inner system. As with any comet, this one collected dust and ices from the interstellar medium. Unlike many, this one never had a chance to show off a spectacular tail of evaporated gases and vapors. 
 
    There was a world in the way. 
 
    The comet struck the second world, breaking the surface on the side of impact, and plunging a large disk of crust deep into the molten interior. The incredibly hot liquid rock recoiled, pushing the crust back, leaving it wedged higher than the rest of the surface, and opening up huge vents and fissures that sprayed their contents everywhere, building the edges of the broken zone even higher. The comet’s ices—water, carbon dioxide, methane, ammonia—boiled off, leaving the wounded planet with a new atmosphere. Complex carbon molecules gained extra energy from the cataclysm and began to grow. 
 
    Eventually the world cooled, and the vapors condensed. Biological life took hold, and the carbon dioxide, methane, and ammonia were used to make more complex carbohydrate chains, leaving oxygen…and water. The result was a world of mostly water, except for a broken ring of solid land around a shallow sea—and the volcanic reminder of a tortured past.  
 
    When early astronauts first viewed Earth from space, they marveled at the color of the oceans and coined the term ‘Big Blue Marble.’ Like most toy marbles, however, Earth was swirled with many colors. Oceans covered two-thirds of the globe, but the land varied in color from green to brown. Clouds and ice caps showed white, and the overall effect was more like the mineral marble, with its complexity of colors, shapes, and patterns. 
 
    No such mineral comparison came to mind when the first colonists arrived at Azure. The water world was nearly all blue, with the tiniest of brown and red specks denoting islands. The oceans varied from dark to light, as the sun reflected off depths and shallows. There were larger landmasses, but at the time, those were on the back side of the planet, and all the crew of Kamahele could see was blue. 
 
    The navigator, or kilo hoku, of their predominantly Polynesian crew wanted to name the planet Wehe ka pe’a, Hawaiian for “close the sail.” He was overruled by the Captain. “The world is blue. Everyone knows it’s blue. We will call it by its name, Bl—” 
 
    “Azure.” The interruption came from Makeo Johnston, the colony administrator, who would later become mayor and then governor of the nascent colony. 
 
    “—ue…okay, Azure it is.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Part One: Azure 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Ninety Years Before the Omega War 
 
    The planet was eighty-percent ocean, with a few large island-continents midway between Greenland and Australia in size. The continents, numerous islands, and archipelagos were arranged in a circle in one hemisphere, the result of some cataclysm in the distant past. The result was some truly spectacular mountain ranges and seamounts, and considerable tectonic activity surrounding a sea that was largely protected from extremes of weather by the blocking effects of the islands. As a result, most of the population of Azure settled in the “Eastern” Hemisphere, where dry land was abundant, and the seas were well-suited to mariculture and sea-farming. The “Western” Hemisphere was stormy, with few safe anchors, but some truly spectacular forms of aquatic life. 
 
    Azure was a tropical dream, but rather than becoming a vacation paradise, it was a simple colony of land and sea farming. Earth’s sea-life adapted easily to the shallow Lepo Sea, with its low salinity—about two-thirds that of Earth oceans—and Earth plants grew well in the coastal plains. The continental interiors were hot and dry, and the windward, outward-facing coasts were stormy and difficult to navigate, but within the protective circle of islands, Humans could live, and even thrive. There was no need to venture far from Landing City or the islands to either side of the main continent of Ho’opa’a. 
 
    Until a wrecked alien ship was found in the system, and the amnesic survivor needed a specific set of minerals. Ice samples from the wrecked spaceship revealed a species that lived in water with low salinity—about one percent—half of the already low salinity of Azure’s Lepo Sea. The creatures apparently also needed sulfur, selenium, and other trace minerals. Fortunately, those minerals could be found in volcanic runoff, and the low salinity was common in the brackish waters where the Styx River delta met the sea.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Earth plants thrived in the new farms, and there was a resurgence in crops that had become scarce or severely limited on their home planet. On Azure, pineapple, macadamia nuts, coffee, chocolate, and sugar cane were no longer considered “luxury goods,” even if they remained rare on Earth, and non-existent in the rest of the Human-occupied galaxy.  
 
    The growing food industry on Azure was second only to a burgeoning biotechnology industry. The volcanic soils of the Styx valley and the cool elevations of the Kali Heights gave rise to flowering plants that were typically found only in tropical climes on Earth. In fact, the entire livable area of Azure might as well have been the Pacific Ocean, with its generally temperate climate, and geological and geographical similarities to the islands and continental coasts. Like those same areas, Azure hosted rain forests and cloud forests brimming with biodiversity. Earth life adapted to Azure’s biosphere so readily, it was as if the planet had terraformed itself.  
 
    Where once Earth-based pharmaceutical companies would send expeditions to the heart of South America or Southeast Asia scouting for potential medicinals, now the colonists need only grow those same biologicals from seeds and cuttings, cryofrozen and shipped from the home planet. More remarkably, it wasn’t always necessary to import the biologicals, as many seemed to “hitchhike” along with each influx of colonists. Azure was the new “Pacific Rim,” as its namesake became less productive due to urbanization and political policies that reverted so many lands to “hereditary native control.”  
 
    A few farsighted Humans, and one amnesic Wrogul, built a new industry for Azure, one based on medicine and medical services. Not long after his arrival, Todd discovered that he had an ability he called fiilash—the ability to vibrate two specialized sensory tendrils at a frequency allowing them to phase effortlessly through tissue and bone. Todd used the fiilash to save the life of the pilot of a crashed shuttle, even though he didn’t know how he knew what to do. The same crash incidentally cost the life of the colony’s best surgeon, and Todd stepped in to fill the role. Fortunately, he would also pass the ability on to his offspring, who budded with the full set of their progenitor’s memory. Unfortunately, none of his buds remembered any more of their shared past than Todd did, but they were able to apply rediscovered skills in medicine, biology, chemistry, and genetics to expand the medical and biotechnological resources of the colony. 
 
    Both Humans and Wrogul capitalized on the unique surgical capabilities to build a clinic to treat their own colonists, as well as others passing through their system. When Todd recovered a device from his crashed ship that produced nanocellular automata—commonly known as nanites—he realized that Azure now had the key to several of the Galactic Union’s most advanced technologies. One of those technologies was the pinplant, a brain-to-computer interface used by several other species, particularly Wrogul. Todd’s first bud, Nemo, along with a Human scientist, Sato, developed the first pinplants for Humans. Word quickly passed through the informal communications network of Earth’s mercenary companies that injured mercs could be treated for—even healed of—serious injuries at the Cerulean Clinic, and Azure’s reputation began to grow, quietly and slowly. Even so, the colony remained relatively unknown to the rest of the galaxy. 
 
    The Wrogul colony on Azure also grew, and like its reputation, that growth was slow and quiet. Being surrounded by Humans, and given Todd’s natural affinity for and friendship with several important people in the Styx Delta community, the Wrogul began to adopt Human habits and mannerisms. Mostly. Todd and his offspring budded every ten years, and the asexual Wrogul tended to use terms like “grandfather,” for the progenitor of one’s own immediate progenitor, or “cousin” for buds formed in the same year or budding cycle. After several cycles of doubling their numbers, Todd noted that he and several of his and Nemo’s offspring stopped budding. They weren’t sure if this was due to environmental factors, or age, for none of them knew how long a Wrogul lived. After all, Todd had been on Azure for almost seventy-five years, and nearly one hundred Wrogul had been budded there.  
 
    These aliens growing up among Humans took on some startlingly Human traits. That was not without its problems.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Sixty-Five Years Before the Omega War 
 
    Todd the Wrogul was the only one of his kind on Azure. In the short time since his arrival, he discovered that his Human rescuers were sophonts he liked, despite not knowing exactly how that opinion had formed. It was as if he knew a lot about this strange, two-legged species, without being aware of the knowledge. For example, when the orbital shuttle from Wandrey Station crashed, he instinctively knew how to save its pilot, Kalena Elick, from a life-threatening head injury. Before that, he’d reported seeing information appear across his vision with instructions for preventing an accident with the shuttle’s fusion reactor. With no memory of his former life or any experience of his own species, he developed very Human attitudes toward the rest of the galactic species…distrust. 
 
    Among many unique features, one that set Todd well in advance of his Human companions, was the fact that he’d apparently been implanted with a very sophisticated brain-to-computer interface. He’d surmised that it was this “pinplant” that had been the source of his flashes of knowledge but expressed frustration that the device seemed to offer no clue to his past.  
 
    Eventually Todd—and the community that grew up near the Styx Delta—discovered another unique feature of the Wrogul, when Todd’s first bud, Nemo, was “born.” Each bud held all the memories of his progenitor. When Todd and Nemo budded ten years later, those buds also contained all their progenitors’ memories. For Todd’s bud, Jacques, those memories contained all of Todd’s experiences since waking up on Azure; for Nemo’s bud, Wells, the memories consisted of Nemo’s, plus Todd’s memory that Nemo inherited. 
 
    Despite piecing together clues from Todd’s knowledge flashes and the wreckage of his ship, they never learned more than that the Wrogul were capable of near-miraculous surgical techniques, designed sophisticated bio-electronic devices, and had a natural affinity for science. Todd put those skills to good use at his new home, contributing to a burgeoning biotech research and development industry, as well as filling in at the clinic.  
 
    Todd liked Humans. They rescued him, after all, and he rescued them right back, at the shuttle crash and in the clinic. Besides, he didn’t have any other experiences to compare with his life on Azure.  
 
    The lack of memory was a bit of a hindrance when it came to raising the first bud of his admittedly short experience. Nemo had Todd’s memories of his interactions with his three closest Human friends: Derek Bailey, the oceanographer and biologist who figured out Todd’s physical needs; Neill Cavanaugh, the roughneck who was the first to find Todd’s survival pod and open it once it had been transported to the surface of Azure; and Hiro Kazimatsu, the orbital construction supervisor who identified Todd’s species, courtesy of his time as a crewmember on Earth’s first ship of exploration after First Contact with the Galactic Union.  
 
    Despite a complete memory copy, each bud very quickly developed its own personality and behavior. Todd simply didn’t know how to care for an immature member of his own species and relied heavily on advice from Bailey and other biologists. The thing was, Wrogul might look like octopuses, but they bore little resemblance to Earth’s cephalopods. While those creatures were long known to show intelligence, the natural bias was either to treat them as predominantly alien or nearly Human.  
 
    Todd seemed to fall into the category of “nearly Human,” while Nemo tended toward “predominately alien.” That all changed when Todd budded for the second time, and at the same time, Nemo budded for his first time. 
 
    “I have to do things differently with Jacques and Wells,” Todd told Bailey and Cavanaugh as the three of them watched the two new buds swimming in the tank set up for Todd and Nemo’s use on the banks of the Styx River. “I don’t think it’s wise to give them their computer interfaces until they reach at least a year.”  
 
    “I’m certain that I wouldn’t want my kids to have unlimited computer access at a young age,” Neill agreed. 
 
    “Cynnie and I aren’t going to let Juli have a phone, let alone a slate, until school absolutely requires it.” Bailey nodded his agreement with the others. “Socialization is important, and there’s no better way than telling the kids to go out and play, even if they do end up plugged into multiplayer games at the arcade. They at least have to try.” 
 
    “Socialization. Hmm.” Todd’s skin rippled with flashes of color and light, the Wrogul equivalent of spoken language. “Yes, I can see how that would be important. I will do what I can to ensure Jacques and Wells, and even Nemo, get more social contact.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fifty-Five Years Before the Omega War 
 
    “Hey, Todd!” Derek Bailey was Todd’s oldest friend on Azure, and the years were starting to show. “I’ve got news from Cynnie.” 
 
    “And how is the governor this morning?” Although it was rare for a Human to directly interpret the photoglyphs that served as a Wrogul’s native language, Derek learned not only to recognize several of the brief light and color flashes for overall meaning, but also with respect to the underlying emotional content. 
 
    “Don’t tease, Todd. You know she’s not entirely comfortable that Astra Polynesia’s financial woes have turned us into an independent colony. She liked being administrator; she detests being governor.” 
 
    “My apologies, Derek.” Todd flashed a glyph of contrition. “I know she dislikes it, but she is so good at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, that’s part of why she dislikes it. She can’t do a halfway job, and it’s starting to wear on her. She’ll have to refuse reelection in a few years.” 
 
    “Perhaps Julietta will take her place.” 
 
    “Oh, puh-lease. It’s bad enough with one politician in the family. Do not encourage Juli. She’s still got a few years of law school left, anyway.” 
 
    “She is smart; she will do well.” Todd flashed contrition again. “My apologies; I interrupted you. You had a message from Cynthia?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well, this fits the conversation so far. There’s a delegation coming, and this time they’re your problem! Cynnie tells me it’s pretty unusual to have a planet naturally inhabited by many sentient species. The Cartography Guild is sending someone to interview you. There’s supposed to be representatives from the Trade and Merchant Guilds accompanying them.” 
 
    “I am surprised the Mercenary Guild is not included.” 
 
    “The official word is, this interview is outside their purview. Cynnie says they consider it beneath them to have anything to do with a Human world.” 
 
    “Then why are the other guilds sending representatives? They already know everything about the Human lease on Azure.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s just it. Supposedly Azure is no longer just a Human world.” Bailey pointed to a bump to one side of Todd’s fleshy mantle, just above the point where the two sensory tentacles met two of the eight muscular arms. “You’re about to bud again. So are Jacques and Wells; Nemo’s already budded. That makes four generations.” 
 
    “That would be three cycles, Derek, not four.” 
 
    “Four generations, Todd. They include you in the count. Four generations on a planet makes you a native.” 
 
    “Ah.” Todd paused a moment. It was barely detectable, but Bailey knew the signs of his friend consulting the GalNet through his pinplants. “Oh. I see. That makes this a mixed species planet, by their definition.” 
 
    “It should, but the Cartography Guild isn’t so certain. That’s why the interview. They want to know how fast you’ll reproduce, and whether there’s a risk you will displace us Humans. Cynnie says they want to know if you intend to stay here.” 
 
    “I do not know any other place, Derek.” 
 
    “I know. Frankly, Cynnie is hoping a declaration as a mixed-species world will bring better trade and financial opportunities. Buying out Astra Polynesia depleted the planetary treasury a bit.” 
 
    “Trade and access to GalNet? I know it bothers you that I can access it, while you are limited to the filtered information on your AetherNet.” 
 
    “That too, but Cynnie said the Information Guild isn’t coming this time.” 
 
    Todd’s translator rendered a sigh. “When do I have to meet with them?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Cynnie said they’re on their way down from the stargate. They met with the gate master a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “Today?” Bailey goggled at the fact that the translator managed to turn the flurry of panicked photoglyphs into a flustered squeak. 
 
    “Yeah. By the way, Cynnie said to tell you ‘have a nice meeting…Co-Governor Todd!’” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd considered himself fortunate that he wasn’t stuck with the duties of governor, or even administrator, but the guild representatives made a few demands in exchange for a classification of the now Human-Wrogul colony. Todd would represent his species in any dealings with official government functions. The government, in return, agreed to provide equal access to all government and community services. 
 
    It was a compromise acceptable to both Todd, as representative of the Wrogul, and Governor Bailey, as representative of the Humans. The governor declared that she would act as chief executive of the colony for all species, and in turn the Cartography Guild certified Azure as a multi-species world. This brought with it a relaxation of certain trade restrictions placed on purely Human worlds and opened up additional opportunities within the Merchant Guild.  
 
    Unfortunately, Human access to the GalNet was still restricted since the Information Guild did not participate in the agreement. Todd told Cynthia and Derek that ultimately it would not matter, as Nemo was already at work developing the means to circumvent the limits, and even adapt pinplant technology to Humans. 
 
    Meanwhile, the new Human-Wrogul community at the Styx River continued to grow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Forty-Five Years Before the Omega War 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re taking his side in this.” Cynthia Bailey looked accusingly at her husband Derek. “You want me to authorize a school for the Human and Wrogul here in Styx?” 
 
    “Well, yes. I’m petitioning the governor of Azure Colony to authorize a second school facility to serve Styx Town.” Derek Bailey calmly looked back at his wife, the aforementioned colony governor. 
 
    “Why do Wrogul need to go to school, anyway? They’re born with all the knowledge of their progenitors. They have no need to acquire knowledge.” Now she turned her glare on the nonhuman member of the conversation. 
 
    Todd did not have to be physically out of the water to communicate with his Human companions. His communicator picked up the light flashes that were a Wrogul’s normal communication, translated it, and broadcast the translation through speakers surrounding the seating and viewing area around the pool. Just because the alien cephalopod didn’t need to be out of the water, didn’t mean he wouldn’t observe the conventions of Human conversation. He lifted himself up on the edge of the water tank, held himself in place with four of his eight arms, and stared back at his Human companions through unblinking green eyes with rectangular pupils. 
 
    “My offspring do not need school for education, Governor Bailey. They need it for socialization.” 
 
    “And you’ve just now decided they need to go to school for that?” she asked. 
 
    Todd gave a brief flash of light before answering. Someone who knew him well—such as the Baileys—would recognize the display as the equivalent of a Human clearing their throat. “Well, not exactly. The young buds requested it.” 
 
    The look on his wife’s face was priceless, but Derek just chuckled. “Yeah, we were getting ready for the movie last week, and all four of the young ones approached us and asked for a chance to ‘go to class’ with the Human students.” 
 
    “O—kay, but the kids are all either homeschooled or go into Landing City for classes.” 
 
    “Which is why Todd is requesting a school in Styx Town.” 
 
    “And just how much is that going to cost the Governor’s Office? I don’t have an unlimited budget, and no one is going to tolerate a tax levy to pay for it!” 
 
    “Governor, please look around.” Todd’s translator may have been a computerized reproduction of a Human voice, but it wasn’t machine-flat—there was an earnestness in his tone as he spoke. “The Styx delta is what I believe was called a ‘boomtown’ on Earth. We have Roeder Pharma, B-and-K Biotech, Cephalon Labs, and Cavanaugh Brewing. There is a foundry, manufactory, hospital, housing, support for the Styx Valley farms, and even a farmers’ market. There are over one-hundred families living and working closer to where we are currently sitting than they are to your office in Landing. Even the starport is closer to Styx than to Landing.” 
 
    “That’s because we put all of the dangerous stuff over here. Now you want to put in a school—and you still haven’t told me why we need to include the Wrogul!” Cynthia’s protests had been losing steam, but with the latter point, her face regained some of its former sternness.  
 
    Derek sighed. “It’s Nemo, for the most part. Jacques, too, but his issue is a bit different.” 
 
    “Nemo? You told me he’s been doing a great job in the clinic and in the lab.” 
 
    Todd flashed the equivalent to Derek’s sigh. “He is very good with science. Not so good with people. Most of the people who work with him call him…odd.” 
 
    “And Jacques?” 
 
    “Jacques wants to go off on his own. He has little interest in Humans and is exploring ways to improve our physiology so that we are not dependent on the precise mix of saline and sulfur in the brackish waters of the delta. He longs to explore the coastal waters, and even the Deeps.” 
 
    “So, you think putting Wrogul and Human kids together will help? How old are they going to be?” 
 
    “Kazimatsu’s sister has an education doctorate,” Derek answered. “She was a school administrator on Earth and has helped set up the homeschooling curriculum here. She thinks we should concentrate on ages thirteen to eighteen for the Human kids. Basically, Junior and Senior High School.” 
 
    “And the Wrogul?”  
 
    “Wrogul are considered grown enough at one year to receive pinplants, but they are far from mature. Much like you two-legs, we have a prolonged adolescence. Ages five to ten would be equivalent.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s why.” Cynthia sat back and looked at the two best friends, Human and Wrogul. “You still haven’t told me how my office will pay for this.” 
 
    Todd flashed a sign of chagrin and resignation. “I will pay for it. They are my offspring, after all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this here?” Neill Cavanaugh, despite owning the largest brewing and distillation company on Azure, was still a construction specialist at heart. Todd and Neill first met when the latter led the team to salvage the wrecked spaceship that brought the Wrogul to Azure. Of course, Todd was not conscious at the time. In fact, Cavanaugh felt the Wrogul ship ‘had it in’ for him when he was knocked unconscious by the security protocols, activated when an unconscious Todd was extracted from his survival pod. They later bonded over poker and beer as the amnesic Wrogul learned the culture of his rescuers. Neill taught Todd about the vast popular culture of American ‘B-movies,’ and Todd taught Neill mathematics and biochemistry, to improve both his poker game and his homebrew.  
 
    ‘Here’ was the covered, but not fully enclosed, pavilion that encompassed approximately one hundred square meters and included a portion of Todd’s home ‘pond’ and adjacent sand beach. Fully one-half the pavilion was dedicated to Human use, with a viewing area next to the pond, a recessed conversation area with a central kleerplas aquarium wall that allowed Humans and Wrogul to interact at eye-level, and a seating area with view screen and projection facilities for movie nights. Next to the covered beach was an eating area where locals often met for midday meals. A network of overhead grab-bars and trapezes allowed the Wrogul a chance to leave the water and spend time with their Human neighbors.  
 
    “This is as good a place as any, Neill. It has become the de facto community center, and it is adjacent to the pond.” Todd gestured to the construction diagrams stuck to the wall of the conversation pit. “The channel will allow the students to swim directly from home to class.” 
 
    “Seeing as your canal out to the Styx passes through the primary residential area, I would bet some of the Human students try swimming to class as well.” Neill reached into the built-in refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of beer. 
 
    Todd reached a couple of arms out of the water and did the same. He removed the cap, raised the bottle, and touched it to Neill’s. “I’m counting on it, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kiddo, how was your first week in the new school?” 
 
    “Pretty cool, Dad. There’s swimming pools in each of the classrooms, or, at the very least, a small open tank. Most of the classrooms are open to the outside, and it’s kind of nice to get the breezes and smell the flowers.” 
 
    “It’s not too distracting, is it?” 
 
    “Not really. I kind of like the teachers a lot better. We have a couple classes that are taught by remote, but for the most part, we’re being taught by people here in Styx. It’s an odd schedule, though. Quite a few of them are taking time off from their jobs to teach us. Doctor Roeder comes in with frizzled hair and a stained gray lab coat, and he’s always pulling some chemical out of a pocket to show us. One of them even exploded!” 
 
    “‘Exploded?’ That doesn’t sound safe!” 
 
    “Naw, just a little pop. He said it was hydrogen from the new power plant. Usually, they just smell or glow or change colors. He’s the best chemistry teacher ever!” 
 
    “O-kay, if you say so, April. How about the new students?” 
 
    “The Wrogul? They’re kind of cool, too. Some of them, anyway. The little one, Verne, asks lots of questions in chemistry and math classes. The big one is mostly interested in our history class.” 
 
    “The big one? I thought they were supposed to be young? Obviously, they’re not the same age in years, but aren’t they supposed to be about the same as you in development?” 
 
    “Da-ad, geez. Have you met Makoto Kazimatsu? He’s already two meters, and he’s a freshman, Dad! Anyway, the Wrogul are supposed to be fully grown after a year or two, and these guys are around ten. Still, there’s different sizes, and they have different eye colors.” 
 
    “Really? I thought they were all supposed to be green-eyed.” 
 
    “Dad, have you even talked with a Wrogul?” 
 
    “Not personally, no, April. I’ve seen Todd; after all, he’s around the community center all the time, mostly talking with my boss, Cavanaugh.” 
 
    “Well, Todd has green eyes, but Nemo and Wells have blue eyes, and the one no one ever seems to see, Jacques, is supposed to have a weird gray-gold. The kids in my class have a mixture of eye colors. Harryhausen is the biggest, and he has blue eyes. He says it shows that Nemo was a progenitor. By the way, he wants us to call him ‘Ray.’” 
 
    “Ray? As in manta ray?” 
 
    “No, silly, as in Ray Harryhausen, the old Earth Du-Vee director. They showed a bunch of his films at the rec center last month. Ray gave some narration about how the special effects were done. Not particularly special, if you ask me, and of course it’s flat and not Tri-V, but he says it was revolutionary for its time.” April sighed and rolled her eyes. “Of course, it was more interesting than hearing Molina go on about anime.” 
 
    “So these Wrogul have blue eyes? But you can somehow tell them apart?” 
 
    “Are you even listening, Dad? Ray has blue eyes, Perseus has green, because he budded from Todd. Verne’s eyes are that grayish gold from his father Jacques, and Molina…well, Molina’s weird anyway. His eyes are kind of a blue-green mixed with yellow. There’s a name for it, but I forget.” 
 
    “Oh. In a Human, we call that ‘hazel.’” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Dad. Hazel. Anyway, Ray’s the biggest; Molina is the smallest. It’s not much, but that and the eye color, and they’re easy to tell apart.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so, April. Any problems with them?” 
 
    “Not with the Wrogul, but Davey Weber’s been picking on anyone who hangs out with the Wrogul during lunch. He calls them names.” 
 
    “You might want to tell the principal about that, April. It’s not a good idea to let that go on.” 
 
    “Oh, the principal knows. She came out when Davey was picking on my friend Scott and was calling him ‘cephalopod scum.’ He was swimming with Ray at the time. Ray just lifted up one of his arms and slapped Davey. He looked so funny with those little round sucker marks on his cheek. The principal didn’t even scold Ray or Scott, just sent Davey home for the day. He’s been better behaved since then; stopped the name-calling at least.” 
 
    “Oh, well good. It sounds like you are all getting along, then.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are.” April dug into her backpack and pulled out a folded, waterproof bag. “Oh, yeah, they gave me this. It’s a waterproof bag for my backpack, clothes, and slate.” There was a big grin on her face. “Just in case we want to go swimming!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Thirty Years Before the Omega War 
 
    Bailey and Cavanaugh watched the two Wrogul flashing at each other. “What do you suppose that’s about?” Neill asked.  
 
    “No idea,” Bailey answered. “I guess we wait until they’re over or someone else comes up.” 
 
    It wasn’t like the Wrogul to have private discussions in a public place like this. The community center had multiple places for the aquatic species to interact with the terrestrial one—places where recessed Human seating areas looked upon kleerplas-sided sandy “bays” in the main tank. The original pool was built to house Todd and his survival pod, filled with brackish water from the nearby Styx delta. Where the river water mixed with tide- and wave-driven water from the Lepo Sea, the mixture contained just the right level of salt, minerals, and sulfur for Todd and his eventual offspring. 
 
    Originally filled by carrying the water from the delta in tanks, the pool was now refreshed daily via a canal. Bays, inlets, and even a few underwater caves off the canal provided access for Wrogul to many of the structures of the growing Styx Town. The community center was the largest, and not only open to the outside, but also shaded from the sun. It was a popular place with all the townspeople and provided both interaction and recreation for both species. 
 
    While Todd originally lived solely in the tank, as the town and Wrogul population grew, it was recognized that there needed to be individual dwellings for the individual Wrogul. They were a technologically advanced race, and desired computers and instrumentation for communicating, as well as working the various jobs they’d set for themselves. Verne, for instance, built a cave directly adjacent to ‘Ye Olde Blacksmithe Shoppe,’ where he worked most days on his mechanical inventions. Wells actually chose a surface dwelling between the canal and the clinical offices, where he provided the occasional medical treatment for Humans and Wrogul alike. 
 
    Todd stayed near the community center. The pool was his original home, and he liked it there, where he could see his Human friends at will. He had a small, enclosed space to himself at one end of the pool but could usually be found either in one of the conversation bays or hanging from one of the overhead trapezes that allowed him to exit the water and take advantage of the drier features of the center.  
 
    Jacques, on the other hand, was seldom seen at the center these days. It had been several years since he’d set up his own residence at the far edge of town. As Styx grew, Jacques moved further away. To see him here, in an apparently intense conversation with Todd, was unusual, to say the least. 
 
    “I can’t read all those flashes, guys, but Todd is reflecting dismay, and Jacques’ coloration seems to be one of anger.” The new voice belonged to Roeder, who joined the others at the conversation nook. 
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Neill. Bailey just laughed at his friend’s consternation. 
 
    “How can you not? You’ve known Todd for over forty years and not figured him out yet?” Roeder cocked an eyebrow at Cavanaugh. 
 
    “It’s easy. Jacques’ chromophores are turning red,” Bailey interjected. “That’s agitation, upset, or anger. The speed of flashing suggests anger. Todd’s sitting with his mantle down and arms humped up around him. He keeps twisting his sensory tentacles together. That’s a good sign he’s upset.” 
 
    “Yup. So what are they arguing about? I need to get Todd to sign off on setting up a clinic in Wandrey Station. It’s safer than transporting injured spacers down to the surface.”  
 
    “We can’t tell. They’re blocking the local transmitters. I can probably record this on slate and let you run it through a translator over at the lab…” 
 
    “No, Neill; I suspect this is a private conversation. I don’t think they’d appreciate us eavesdropping.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, Derek, but I’d sure like to know what has them so worked up.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Bailey, if I might have a moment of your time?” One of the Wrogul “tanks,” consisting of an aquarium on tank treads, occupied the doorway to the oceanographer’s formal office in the Capitol.  
 
    “Jacques, right? I’m a little surprised to see you here in Landing. How may I help you?” Derek Bailey welcomed the interruption. This office used to hold so many good memories, but with Cynnie’s passing, he would just as soon be done with it. 
 
    “I need your help in a small matter—it is partly professional, and partly of a more…personal nature.” 
 
    “Personal…from a Wrogul? That’s a little surprising. I know quite a few of the young spend a lot of time with the kids and younger adults, but aside from Todd, I don’t really see much of the rest of your community. Okay, how can I help you?” 
 
    “This is indeed about our young Wrogul. I have requests from two of our youngest, Olivier and Ballard. They wish to work on the mariculture rafts.” 
 
    “Aren’t they supposed to be in school?” 
 
    “Todd has made that optional, and these two are the first to reject the combined Human and Wrogul educational unit. They say they can get everything they need to learn from the GalNet; besides, each of them possesses the memories of their progenitors, myself, and Perseus. We did not attend the Styx school. I would prefer they have the opportunity to work the rafts and explore the oceans.” 
 
    “Ocean water has too much salt for you.” 
 
    “Not entirely, it is just extremely uncomfortable for us.” 
 
    “And the mineral content?” 
 
    “There is fresh water available as well as treatment chemicals, is there not? We just need concentrated sulfur to make liquid for resting and restoring our electrolyte balance. “  
 
    “I suppose that would work. I can talk to the various crews and see who wants the additional help.” 
 
    “Ah, actually, that is the personal part of the request. We would prefer that they work a raft on their own, no one else.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s a lot of work. Each raft is usually run by six people.” 
 
    Jacques held up six of his eight arms, plus both sensory tentacles. “Eight arms can do four times the work. Our kind can swim better and can spend more time under the rafts—much longer than a Human with a breathing apparatus.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Derek thought for quite a few moments, then turned to the computer link on his desk. “Raft 44 is due for a full shift replacement. I suppose I can hold off the repple crew and use them to fill in at other sites. I hate to break up crew that’s used to working together, though. I’d better hold them for a few months to make sure this works.” 
 
    “Ballard and Olivier assure me that they will make it work. I assure you that they will do everything required and still have enough time left over to explore the region. Where is Raft 44?” 
 
    “It’s an experimental one near the Uturoa Seamount, so production volume won’t be an issue. That’s pretty far away, though. Maybe we should wait a month or two. There’s a raft down the coast at Ualapue that will have a shift change in seven weeks.” 
 
    “No, thank you. Uturoa is fine. The distance will not be a problem. We thank you for your assistance. Let us know when they may depart for Raft 44.”  
 
    Jacques abruptly ended the discussion and rotated his tank to exit the office. Bailey went back to packing up his personal effects and was left wondering what that was all about. It was okay, though; he was retiring, and it would soon be someone else’s problem.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fifteen Years Before the Omega War 
 
    “Governor Kazimatsu?” 
 
    “Yes, Andrew. Do you have the census for me?” 
 
    “Uh, no ma’am. I mean, I do ma’am, but not the way you asked for it.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Andrew?” 
 
    “I, uh, I don’t have a list. I have them.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you have them?” 
 
    “I mean they’re here. The Wrogul.” 
 
    “Who’s here? Todd? Wells?” 
 
    “No. They. Them. All of them.” 
 
    “Wait—you’re saying all of the Wrogul are here?” 
 
    “Well, not all, but Mister Todd says all of the Styx Delta clan have presented themselves for counting. He said he read that it was traditional.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, crap. Well, they are not all going to fit into this office, where are they?” 
 
    “In the Assembly Hall downstairs. Mister Todd said it was perfect for their needs.” 
 
    “I bet he did. Very well, Andrew. You are dismissed. Go home.” 
 
    “Actually, ma’am, I was going to talk to you about that. I received an offer on that job I applied for from TL group. I was planning on taking it.” 
 
    Julietta Bailey-Kazimatsu sighed. This would be the fourth assistant she’d lost to Roeder in the last two years. “Okay, Andrew. Go home, drop by HR tomorrow, and fill out the paperwork. You might as well take your two seven-days vacation as paid leave. I won’t need you, and I don’t dare let Roeder think he has a mole in my office.” 
 
    “But, ma’am, I wouldn’t…”  
 
    “I know, Andrew. But he would.” 
 
    After the young man left the office, the governor rose from behind her desk, grabbed the carved indigo-wood cane, and carefully walked to the elevator. The Assembly Hall downstairs was meant to accommodate all members of the governing body—as well as anticipated growth for decades to come. As such, it was huge, with desks and chairs arranged in tiers on the right side of the room, and a similarly tiered set of water tanks on the left. The citizens of Azure, both Human and Wrogul, seemed to delight in the public wrangling and arguing that served as governance on their otherwise quiet world.  
 
    Jules hoped it stayed that way. She’d heard rumors of Human mercenary units disappearing after taking contracts. The mercenary trade was expected to be dangerous, but Humans had gotten really good at the trade over the past ninety years. One passing unit sent a sealed communique to her office with the cryptic message: “Hunker down.” 
 
    She had to look up the phrase. The definition that seemed to apply was to take shelter or build fortification.  
 
    On the other hand, it sounded like the perfect job to saddle Roeder with. Maybe she should tell HR to have Andrew act as her courier for the next two weeks. Perhaps she could leak just enough information to make Roeder think it was his idea. 
 
    Jules entered the Assembly Hall through the door normally reserved for the planetary governor. The room was filled with the favored Wrogul mobile water tanks, similar to an aquarium, but on tank treads. The water enclosures for Assembly delegates were also full. She hadn’t seen that many Wrogul in one place since…well, never. It had only been sixty-five years since her father and father-in-law discovered the first one on a wrecked spaceship.  
 
    One tank was larger and older than the rest. She knew that was Todd, the first Wrogul. His life-support pod was brought down to the planet by her father-in-law, Hiro Kazimatsu, and opened by “Uncle Neill” Cavanaugh, revealing the amnesic alien. Despite the best efforts of her father, Derek Bailey, Todd never regained the memory of his personal past. Nevertheless, it turned out he had a natural talent for medicine—to include his species’ uncanny ability to reach through flesh and bone. What knowledge he had regained extended to biology, chemistry, pharmacy, and bioengineering.  
 
    Todd also “fathered”—if that was the appropriate term for a species that reproduced by budding—a community of Wrogul that fully integrated itself with the Human colony on Azure. What had been a quiet aquacultural colony founded by descendants of Earth’s Pacific Islanders and seafarers had become known for medicine and biotech. While the clinic and the science brought much-needed galactic credits, it also risked bringing unwanted attention. There were many species that simply did not like Humans. One rock from space, and everything they’d built on Azure could be destroyed. 
 
    Of course, the danger did not have to come from orbit. There was little to no security in the system other than that at the stargate. The gate masters strictly enforced no-fly and no-weapon zones around the gate, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen elsewhere. Moreover, with only the Wandrey Station, the new station the clinic had built, and the He3 processing plant around Ruby, the system’s lone gas giant, there was no infrastructure to prevent ships from landing on Azure.  
 
    Recently, the Assembly discussed complaints of sabotage from some of the sea platforms, and even a few landside farms. There were worries that perhaps mercs had been hired to infiltrate Azure and soften the place up for invasion. The ruling body decided a census of all sophonts was in order. 
 
    As Jules entered the Assembly Hall, Todd’s tank rolled forward to meet her. The translator attachment spoke as the Wrogul-generated flashes of light from the photophores on the tips of his arms. “‘In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken…Everyone went to their own town to register.’ Madam Governor, I have come to register, and brought those of our community who would come.”  
 
    Jules bowed deeply, as her Japanese husband and father-in-law taught her. Todd was not only an elder, but the leader of his…people. Being elected governor simply did not compare. “Honored Elder, it was not necessary for your people to present themselves. We simply asked for an address list.” 
 
    Todd flashed a complicated photoglyph that went untranslated. “You honor me, Julietta, but that is not necessary. I felt it was necessary, however, to gather all of my kin as would come. The reason will become obvious.” 
 
    “All that would come?” 
 
    “Yes, that is the reason. My second bud, Jacques, and several others have decided to stay out at mariculture raft Complex #44.” 
 
    So the rumors were true. There was some sort of disagreement in the Wrogul ranks. Jules tried not to let it show, but it certainly confirmed some of the issues raised by the Assembly. She nodded in acknowledgement. “How many?” 
 
    “We know of twenty-five individuals who have joined him. Jacques, of course, and two of the third-generation buds joined him. They adopted the names ‘Ballard’ and ‘Olivier.’ We know of seven of the fifth-generation buds and estimate fifteen of the sixth generation. Many of our number have started to bud, so that number will probably double, soon.” 
 
    Jules looked thoughtful. “So, fifty of your offspring are at the raft complex. Where is Raft 44? “ 
 
    “It is near the Uturoa Seamount. We have heard that they call the area Hau’ula.” 
 
    “I thought Wrogul didn’t tolerate the salt levels of the open ocean and needed minerals from the volcano runoff.” 
 
    “Jacques and Ballard helped the oceanography crews before they decided to leave. They chose their names for notable Earth ocean explorers, and like those explorers, found deep volcanic vents that provided the needed minerals. They are close to the freshwater outlets of Uturoa. I have been there. It is…tolerable, but lonely.” 
 
    “Why did they leave, then, if it’s just ‘tolerable?’”  
 
    “They expressed a desire to develop their own culture, something different from Humans.” 
 
    “And you disagree?” 
 
    “I like Humans, Governor. I do not try to be one, but I would not give up my friends and move away.” 
 
    Jules grunted. She knew it sounded crude, but it was the type of response her mother, Cynthia Bailey, would have given. More importantly, it was one that Dad would have given to his best friend, Todd. “So, who have you brought today, and how should we count your census?” 
 
    “So, Todd also went up from the town of Styx in Kali to Ho’opa’a, to Landing, the town of Bailey, because he belonged to the house and lineage of Bailey.” Todd lifted himself partway out of the tank and began flashing photoglyphs to the assembled Wrogul. “You know of my first bud, Nemo, I am sure. This is his first bud, Wells, he is my deputy and right arm assistant.” 
 
    Jules smiled at the attempt at the Human metaphor. Doesn’t try to be one, indeed, she thought. “Nemo is with a merc unit, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Father is with the Winged Hussars, one of the Four Horsemen,” the Wrogul in the tank next to Todd flashed.  
 
    The Four Horsemen were the most famous of the Earth mercenary units. They were the only four units to survive even partially intact during the disastrous Alpha Contracts nearly one hundred years ago. These days, those units were not only the most famous, but the most influential of the merc units. For Nemo to have gone to the Hussars was considered an honor, even if Nemo himself had been considered ‘a bit odd’ by both Human and Wrogul standards. 
 
    Wells continued, “My deputies, Perseus, Bruckheimer, and Cameron.” As each name was called, the corresponding Wrogul held up an arm and flashed a brief photoglyph. 
 
    “Perseus is my third bud. He was preceded by Jacques; of whom I spoke earlier. The remainder of the Third Budding are in space. Molina is on To’Os, Harryhausen is with the Peacemakers, and Verne is with the Copperheads merc unit. Bruckheimer and Cameron are of the Fourth Budding, as are the two who joined Jacques, Ballard and Olivier. Clarke and Ridley—” two more Wrogul flashed in acknowledgement, “—run the Cerulean Clinic, and are here for a business meeting. Two have gone offworld with the Science Guild—those are Ward and Arronax. Our most famous son from the Fifth Budding is Marinara.”  
 
    “The cook? I saw a holo about him challenging the Iron Chef.” 
 
    “My bud would be most disappointed in being called a mere cook.” The flashes came from the one introduced as Ridley, although the voice came from the common interpreter speakers. 
 
    “Apologies to your bud, then, my good sophont.” Jules bowed slightly in apology. “I was most impressed with what I saw.” 
 
    “So is he. Impressed with himself, that is.” Ridley flashed the glyph that she learned represented amusement.  
 
     Todd resumed the roll call, with responses from the front row of water enclosures on the Wrogul side of the Assembly Hall. “Irwin, Crane, and Walt are here. Ned is on Earth, running a clinic partnered with—and keeping an eye on—Marinara. Nelson has gone off to the Peacemaker science labs, and Jack Sparrow is currently unavailable.” 
 
    “Offworld?” 
 
    “No, he is just in the heartland testing a new mech of Verne’s design. He is calling it a ‘VASPer’ just like the Human combat suits, but eight armed like a Wrogul. Jack also wants to be a merc, so Verne designed him a mech.”  
 
    “Oh, I see.” The heartland of the subcontinent-sized Ho’opa’a was dry and hot. Jules knew it was not the sort of place a Wrogul would be comfortable. On the other hand, it would be a good place to test a combination battle and survival mech.  
 
    Todd continued naming the Wrogul and receiving acknowledgement from the remainder of the tanks. Fifteen additional Wrogul were present, and two more were attributed to a clinic on Karma, the regional headquarters of the Mercenary Guild, and a good location for a merc clinic. 
 
    “So that’s thirty-eight, with eight of those actually offworld,” Jules concluded. “Your schismatic group outnumber you.” 
 
    “The Free Colonists only number twenty-five, we outnumber them, Governor. Of course, you speak of the likely twenty-five buds, which will bring their number to around fifty. It is budding season, but the Styx Delta family number twenty-eight who are likely to bud this year. Some are already showing.” 
 
    “That’s…” It was clear that Jules was doing the math in her head. “Fifty or so free colonists and fifty-eight at Styx. The way you double each generation, you will soon outnumber us ‘two-legs.’” 
 
    “Unlikely, Julietta. Your father and I studied my genetics, and budding seems to proceed only to fill the capacity of the local environment. I did not bud last cycle. Wells and I, as well as most of the Third and Fourth budding, show no sign of budding this cycle. You will retain your majority. On the other hand, we are honored to share this planet with you.” 
 
    Jules had the feeling all of this was leading up to something. Todd wanted something, but was biding his time. Best to conclude this, then. She bowed again, as deeply as the first time. “Thank you again Honored Elder—Todd. I will record the Wrogul census, and pass along the information regarding those of your species who have taken themselves to this Free Colony. The Assembly and the People of Azure thank you for this decennial census.” 
 
    Todd turned, and flashed at the other Wrogul. They dispersed, all except for Wells.  
 
    Todd turned back to the governor. “And if you have a moment, Julietta, we have a proposal for you…” 
 
    Here it comes, Jules thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Ten Years Before the Omega War 
 
    “Mister Todd? The Board of Directors is ready for you now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Andy, but it’s just Todd.” 
 
    “Sure, Mis—, er, Todd. They said for you and the others to just go right in.” 
 
    “Again, thank you.” 
 
    Todd commanded his travel tank to enter the meeting room. For all of his seemingly flighty nature, Doctor Brent Roeder was something of a traditionalist when it came to his companies. He insisted that each company be responsible to a board of trustees even though the chief executive of each company was mainly responsible only to the majority shareholder. In most cases, that meant Roeder himself. 
 
    The Tea Light Group arose from one of Roeder’s first companies, and embodied one of his favorite puns. All too many companies and products originating from or on Azure had names that were associated with the color blue. The original name for the collection of molecular biology, genetics, biochemistry and pharmaceutical companies was “Teal Investments Technology Enterprise” or “Teal-ite” for short. The founder and majority owner, Roeder, was rather fond of the name, but his investors were not. Derek Bailey suggested RBCT group, for the initials of the founders, in order of descending ownership. Neill Cavanaugh who appreciated a pun almost as well as Roeder, suggested “Tea Light,” to be abbreviated as TL, or Teal as needed. Todd acquiesced. Human humor was often the result of allowing free rein to the basest of instincts, and Roeder and Cavanaugh certainly represented the base. Bailey remained unconvinced, but was outvoted. 
 
    Today’s presentation to TL was not that of a supplicant, but rather as a meeting of equals. They were here to present the detailed version of the idea Todd communicated to the governor earlier. 
 
    Cerulean Clinic in orbit above Azure began as a simple med bay for treating injured work crews at the system’s primary orbital, Wandrey Station. After Molina started the practice of treating Human mercenaries, business grew to the point that it now occupied Cerulean Station—a purpose-built clinic and microgravity rehabilitation center in geosynchronous orbit above the Styx Delta. The higher orbit meant longer shuttle and supply flights, but shortened the transmission times so that Cerulean’s medical experts could consult and teleoperate from orbit or ground. 
 
    It was this latter issue that brought Todd and several of his fellow Wrogul to the TL Group board meeting. It must have been quite the spectacle to watch four Wrogul enter the room in their various conveyances. Todd traveled in his customary water tank on treads. It was his primary mode of travel since Neill Cavanaugh built the first one seventy-five years ago.  
 
    Clarke, the current head of clinical care for Cerulean, adopted the “doctor chair” variant that had first been used by Cerulean’s pioneering—and infamous—Molina, aka Squiddy. The chair consisted of a wheeled base, a four-foot vertical stem, and a cup-shaped seat partly filled with water. It was equipped with several articulated arms that could be remotely operated by pinplants, or used directly as perches and trapezes. 
 
    Ridley, much as his forebear Harryhausen, adopted a means of locomotion more familiar to the “two-legs” as he called the bipedal citizens of Azure. The conveyance consisted of a two-legged exoskeleton, with a complicated armature at the approximate height of Human hips. Atop the armature was a high-backed seat, and four of Ridley’s arms hung down to directly “walk” the legs of the exo as if he were simply a short Human. The exo included a mechanical right arm, operated by two more of the Wrogul’s eight appendages, while the left side was left open for him to freely move his remaining arms and fiilash tentacles.  
 
    In a rather pointed reference to today’s topic, Walt was riding an armored VASPer—invented by Azure’s other most infamous son. Verne wanted desperately to become a merc, even to the point of arguing that he was as Human as the other students taking their VOWs, and, in fact, had the advantage of eight limbs instead of two. The first VASPer had been two legged, and despite inventing it, Verne never entirely mastered it. The second (and third and fourth) generation VASPer was eight-legged, with fully dexterous arms capable of locomotion, grasping objects, supporting its own weight, and most importantly, fighting. 
 
    The presence of the VASPer today was meant to send a message on multiple levels. 
 
    “Todd, you seem to have brought quite the delegation,” Roeder remarked when the four entered. The director and majority owner of TL Group was one of three board members attending via hologram. Laura Lavrenti was chief operating officer of Wandrey Station and acted as Azure’s primary liaison with the Sumatozou gate master. The board meeting was not worth the shuttle time to attend in person, although her holo sometimes reacted a bit slowly if her signal passed through several relays while the station was over the backside of the planet. The other virtual attendee was also the only alien—or at least non-Human, non-Wrogul—in the room. To’olo’osa was a Sphen-Eudy, a race that looked like one-meter-tall rock-hopper penguins. They were highly intelligent—even devious—and were considered to have a highly flexible moral code. That’s if one was being polite. Her home world of To’Os, where Molina had once run his mercenary pinplant clinic, was a hotbed of organized and disorganized crime. The Sphen-Eudy, or “Tossers” were very good at organizing crime. Roeder hired her as “the enemy you know” to test and find weaknesses in their security. “Toozie” was currently doing so on Cerulean and generally making herself a pain in the…pinfeathers. 
 
    There were four Wrogul, and five Humans physically present in a room designed for twenty mixed-race occupants. It was not crowded at all with Todd’s team. There was one familiar face, Neill Cavanaugh. Neill was confined to a powered chair, but unlike Roeder, insisted on attending in person. The two near-centenarians couldn’t have been more different, despite their shared interest in puns, pranks, and the female of the species. Whereas Molina’s treatments somehow rolled back the years for the biochemist, Todd’s oldest friend was showing his age.  
 
    That was one of the reasons Todd was here. 
 
    “Please start your presentation.” That was Nicholas Matfey, current chairman of the board. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlesophonts. I will let Cerulean Clinic’s Chief Medical Officer take over.” 
 
    Clarke gave a command via pinplant, and one of the articulated arms of his perch moved to acknowledge Todd’s comment and draw the board’s attention. He moved the perch to the head of the conference table, dimmed the lights, and triggered a Tri-V image to form above the center of the table. It showed the ring-shaped Cerulean Station and then an animated sequence as a second ring was constructed. 
 
    “As I am certain you all know, the growing attention we have been receiving from mercenary companies has drastically increased business for Cerulean Clinic. The need for secure medical facilities to treat injured mercs is greater now than ever. Two years ago, we contracted the Golden Horde to assess our security, not only for the Clinic, but for the entire system. They tell us we’re vulnerable as long as most of the mercenaries in the system are the ones undergoing medical treatment.” There were several nods around the table. Toozie’s eyes were particularly bright with attention. 
 
    “The Cerulean board, in consultation with some of our own more…ah, mercenary…elements, has come up with a partial solution. In particular, we want mercs to stick around. Molina—” several of the Human faces grimaced, but Roeder hid a smile, “—well, he convinced the merc leaders that we could treat his troops, but that rehabilitation was optional. We want to change that.” 
 
    The Tri-V now showed an overhead view of Styx Valley, forty kilometers upriver from their current location. “The Upper Styx collects runoff from Mount Sparky and several other volcanic vents. Right here—” a bright green symbol appeared on the map near a bend in the river, “—is a hot spring. TL Group currently has a research farm there studying the extremophile plants that grow near the vents. 
 
    “We propose to build a rehabilitation facility at the hot spring. Recuperating mercs would be treated at either the orbital or groundside clinic, and then move to the rehab colony. It would also provide skilled nursing, assisted living, and more, ah, lucrative options.” 
 
     “So you want to build Cerulean Clinic and Spa?” Roeder asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” Clarke responded. 
 
    “So how does this affect the security situation?” Toozie’s holo asked. 
 
    “Ridley? Do you want to take this one?” Clarke suggested. 
 
    The bipedal Wrogul walked stiffly to the side of the table. “This idea actually came from the report that Doctor Roeder brought back from his visit with Molina.” 
 
    “You mean Squiddy.” Roeder had a faint smile on his face and nodded toward Toozie’s holo. 
 
    “Well, yes, some here may know him as Squiddy, but in Human terms, the Wrogul in question is my grandfather’s brother. We regard him as “Uncle” Molina despite his…um, unfortunate record.” Ridley looked up at Toozie, whose presence was entirely due to Molina/Squiddy’s actions on To’Os. 
 
    Ridley continued, “Once mercs are well into rehabilitation, they tend to be more mobile and rather restless. They are also impatient and eager to resume their merc duties because they aren’t earning money while on convalescent leave. Rehab can be quite costly, which we can use as an incentive. We offer an alternate form of payment for the rehabilitation by forming the capable patients into a reserve unit for system defense. After completion of their rehab, they serve one-to-six months in the reserve unit, depending on cost of their care and how much has already been paid. A commander can buy their mercs off reserve duty, but at a price that will allow us to employ other mercs who may wish to stay longer.” 
 
    The Tri-V zoomed in to an animation of a community being constructed between the river and the flashing indicator. “This site will not only house the rehabilitation facility and spa, but will also serve as the hub of a retirement community. Mercs who prefer to end their service can retire to Azure as “consultants” and assist with the security. Once this plan is in place, a portion of the proceeds can be used to hire contractors and cadre to form a dedicated security unit.” 
 
    “We’re calling it ‘Cobalt Company.’” Walt’s voice boomed through the speakers of his VASPer. “Oops, sorry,” he broadcast at lower volume when everyone in the room, Wrogul included, winced. 
 
    “So, what do you want from Teal?” Matfey’s quiet voice broke the prolonged silence after Walt’s outburst.  
 
    Todd took control of the display and zoomed back out to the overhead display. Two rectangular plots were outlined. “Upper Styx is largely unclaimed, and Governor Bee-Kay will allow a quick-claim and development under the homesteading provisions. However, these two sites are registered to Cyan Biologue. That is your research group at the Loihi vent. 
 
    “Most of the land nearest the river is dominated by pahoi’hoi lava, crumbly and unstable. At the river bend is an outcropping of basalt overlaid by pahoehoe lava, smooth and hard. It’s the best foundation for the community. You own it, but are not really using it. We propose either a swap or outright purchase.” 
 
    “And if we don’t want to sell?” Roeder looked at Todd meaningfully. 
 
    “Yeah, what if we want in?” Neill said, and many of the others nodded. 
 
    “Even better.” Todd rubbed the tips of his arms together in a habit he’d learned from his Human friends.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Five Years Before the Omega War 
 
    The wingship was modeled after an old Earth ground effect vehicle called an “ekranoplan,” and it looked like an aircraft mounted atop a boat. The fuselage hull had a V-shaped keel, like a single-hulled boat. Two short, square wings were mounted just above the waterline, with outriggers at the end of the airfoils. Two large ducted fans were mounted atop the wings. A large “T” shaped tail plus gimbals at the base of the ducted fans provided steering and maneuverability. As the engines propelled the craft across the water, air passing under the low wings lifted the entire craft out of the water, utilizing ground effect to allow the craft to fly without the friction of conventional hovercraft or hydrofoils. It was a craft for shallow seas and calm water, and it was well suited to Azure’s Lepo Sea. 
 
    Wingships were faster and more efficient, but still maintained the cargo capacity of surface ships. They were also easier to maintain with the reduced wear and tear from the water, yet without many of the complexities of air transport. The weekly wingship to each of the raft complexes took food, crew, and supplies to the mariculture stations, and returned laden with fish and raw foodstuff. Except for the complex #44 route. 
 
    In past years, the outbound “flights” to #44 were usually empty except for a dwindling volume of essential nutrients and medical supplies. No Human crew was needed since Ballard and Olivier demonstrated the Wrogul were perfectly capable of operating the facility. Very little in the way of food supplies were needed, since the complex produced perfectly acceptable Wrogul food in quantities that far exceeded what they consumed. For the first few years, the outbound trips carried additional Wrogul to the complex, but that, too, tapered off. The return shipments were usually ready and waiting for the wingship crew and were transferred by automated equipment. The pilots and cargo master hadn’t seen any of 44’s crew for at least three years.  
 
    “Base, this is LUN-180. We’re onsite at Complex 44.” 
 
    “Roger, LUN-180. We read you at five klicks off Uturoa Seamount. Hold position off Prime Raft while we confirm your arrival with them.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Base. Be advised, we don’t see any surface activity or waiting cargo.” 
 
    “That’s not unusual, LUN, the Wrogul usually stay below surface and let the automated systems handle cargo transfer.” 
 
    “Negative, Base, there’s no activity and no cargo.” 
 
    “No cargo? The containers aren’t stacked on the receiving dock?” 
 
    “Negatory. The raft appears deserted. The cranes are all at neutral horizontal, there’s no rigging, no nets in the water, we’ve circled several times and the kelp beds appear to be overgrown.” 
 
    “They’re probably hunkered down for a storm.” 
 
    “Um.” 
 
    “Well, the only reason for docking a crane at zero elevation is to protect it from high winds or high seas.” 
 
    “Base, we’re three days into our circuit and it’s perfectly clear out here. Besides, it’s Sixmonth; we haven’t had storms on northern Lepo since Threemonth.” 
 
    “Okay, then hold at the complex until we can raise them.” 
 
    Christina Conrad looked over at her daughter in the cpilot seat of the wingship. “Okay, I’ll let you handle this one. Take up a racetrack pattern ten klicks south of 44-Prime. The rest of the complex is north between Prime and Seamount, so that will be well clear of the subsidiary rafts.” 
 
    “Ooh, can I make it a figure-eight pattern?” Victoria asked her mother. She had been flying second-seat for a year now, and was ready to solo and take over the new LUN-190 that would soon be ready for service on the southern hemisphere route. Figure-eights were on the qualifying exam. 
 
    “On one condition—we make it just like an exam, five klicks major axis, two klick minor, one-hundred-twenty-degree turns and no dragging a wingtip in the water!” 
 
    “I’ll need some height to keep the airfoils dry on those tight turns. That means speed,” Victoria countered.  
 
    “Yes, I suppose it does,” Christina sighed. “Do try to keep us in the ground effect, though. I’d hate to have to explain to Intertidal Rescue why we’re floating upside down in the Lepo.” She paused a moment, and then a wicked smile crossed her face. “You get to tell Mister Anderson!” 
 
    Victoria’s face fell. “Ok, if you insist.” She toggled the comm and spoke again, “Mister Anderson, we’re going to be doing a regulation figure-eight while we wait for orders. We will be gaining altitude and may lose ground effect. It could get rough, so make sure everything is tied down back there.” She clicked off before the engineer could answer. 
 
    Back in the cargo compartment, the look on Jesse Lee Anderson’s face was a pretty good indication why Victoria declined to stay on the comm. Aside from his constant muttering, Lee Anderson was working up to a pretty good head of steam. “Tied down? Tied down? Do they think I’m a cargo monkey? I’m a Navy man, dammit. An engineer. I work ships, not wannabe airplanes. ‘Come to Azure’ they said. ‘We have a nice big ocean’ they said. Ships. Ships, I tell you!” 
 
    Christina kept the line open and smiled, listening to the old sailor grumble. The LUN-180 may have been more airplane than ocean vessel, but Lee was a propulsion engineer, and his purpose on board was not all that different from the one he’d served in the old United States Navy on Earth.  
 
    Late in the twentieth century, shipbuilders started to design new classes of fast ships with hydrofoils and hovercraft skirts. To power those ships and provide the air pressure needed, they carried gas-turbine power generators. A gas turbine was essentially a jet engine with the exhaust directed to spin an electrical generator. They didn’t need to run as hot, since they weren’t (usually) responsible for the forward propulsion of those ships, so they were highly efficient, much more so than a coal, oil or diesel engine. Moreover, a gas turbine could run using just about any liquid that could be burned, making them ideal for other ship designs as well. In the late twenty-first century, the same ship designers fitted gas-turbines with the same magneto-plasma-dynamic energy extraction systems used to provide electricity from a starship’s fusion engines. The new designs were compact, powerful, and practically sipped fuel. They even replaced fission plants for almost all ocean vessels.  
 
    Lee Anderson trained on GT-MPD power plants in the navy, but soon suborbital flight replaced all but luxury ocean transport. The military services had plenty of power engineers to choose from, so Lee found himself looking at adverts for off-planet jobs. Engineer on a GT-MPD-powered wingship seemed like an answer to prayer. The fact that the job was on far-off Azure made no difference to the cranky old loner who was never happy unless he was grumbling over a crotchety engine.  
 
    Lee checked the restraints on the containers they’d picked up from raft complexes #42 and #43. There was no cargo for #45, although they were due to pick up three containers of high-grade spirulina, chlorella, and porphyra from #44. There was a pallet of vitamin supplements and high-quality carbohydrate base for the brand-new raft #46. There was plenty of protein to be harvested from the rafts, even one that had only been in operation since Threemonth, but they needed carbohydrates. This week it was pasta and cereal grains.  
 
    Confident the cargo was as secure as he could make it, Lee looked over at the only other person aboard, Amnon Walker, and decided that two (or three—he knew Christina Conrad was in on it) could play at the “examination exercise” game. “Hey Walker,” he shouted. “Want to work on your wingship SAR quals?” 
 
    Walker’s face lit up. He’d been working Search and Rescue off complex #42 for the past three months. Before the end of storm season, he’d been stationed on one of the surface rescue ships, then he’d moved to a fixed base before going to Landing to start school for airborne ops.  
 
    At Walker’s nod, Lee toggled the comm. “Engineer to Bridge. Opening the ramp for SAR simulation.”  
 
    Another part of the wingship pilot exam was ensuring that the pilot could maintain maneuvers with the rear cargo hatch open and ramp lowered for Search and Rescue operations. The open doors and extended ramp faced backward, and were well behind the airfoils, so they didn’t interfere with lift. They did increase drag and would negate some of the increased speed and altitude, making it just that much harder for Victoria to keep the wingtip pontoons out of the water during turns. 
 
    The comm clicked twice in acknowledgement. Vic was telling him that she was irritated at his addition to the plan.  
 
    “Ha ha. Too bad for you, Vic,” Lee muttered. He and Walker grabbed safety leads and attached to the overhead slider. Walker was already wearing his safety helmet, but Lee’s was back by the engine monitors. Once they were both secure, he opened the rear hatch and lowered the loading ramp. The water flashed by a couple meters below the edge of the ramp. They were on the straightaway and LUN-180 was picking up speed to increase lift and altitude before making the first turn. 
 
    “Bridge to Engineer, be advised Copilot Conrad will be doing clock face turns. Don’t stare too long into the sun, Lee.” Christina referred to a pattern where the figure-eights were offset on each repetition so that the whole pattern rotated to cover a circular area five klicks in diameter. It, too, was a standard SAR maneuver. 
 
    “Engineer to Bridge. Giving her the full workout, eh Chrissy?” Lee knew Christina hated the nickname, just like Victoria hated when he called her Vic. He was a grumpy old man. He was too old for this crap and wasn’t about to change now. 
 
    The comm clicked twice. Christina was irritated, too. 
 
    Lee and Walker both moved up to look out the open ramp as Victoria started the first one-hundred-twenty-degree turn. Walker gave the thumbs’ up and stood at the very edge of the ramp, braced for the turn. He appeared to be taking the practice search seriously, as he was turning his head back and forth scanning the water below. The wingship gained altitude for the turn; they were still just about half the length of a wing above the water, so technically still in ground effect, but the ride had gotten rougher, a clear indicator that they were about to lose their lift advantage.  
 
    Just off to the side, in the direction they were turning, Lee saw a strange blue light. He would lose sight of it as they turned, so he quickly flipped down the visor on his helmet and dialed up the magnification. The object was solid blue, an ellipse with fuzzy edges. That could be distance, atmospheric disturbance, rotor wash from the ducted fans or even the slight heat from the GT-MPD power plant.  
 
    During SAR operations, the engineer also doubled as spotter, so his helmet was able to tap into camera feeds from nose, wingtips, tail, and several other locations. Lee clicked over to a nose camera and unconsciously leaned into the bank as Vic turned the wingship toward the object. Head on, rotor wash and exhaust wouldn’t disrupt the image, but it still looked fuzzy over the view from the nose camera.  
 
    “What is that?” Lee heard Victoria ask her mother as the object came into view.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Christina responded. “Lee, do you see this?” 
 
    “A-yup, saw it out the back. Not much different magnified off the SAR cameras.” 
 
    “Look at that!” Victoria exclaimed as the ellipsoid rose straight up, instantly shifted to horizontal motion and came toward them at high rate of speed. 
 
    “Evade, evade.” Christina yelled, but the object stopped as quickly as it started.  
 
    It was now off of the right side as Victoria finished the turn to the left. Lee was actually impressed that the trainee managed to keep the wingship steady.  
 
    As they continued down the long-axis of their pattern, the blue ellipse came into view again from the open ramp. It was now on the opposite side, and was falling behind. It traveled the length of their straightaway in just a few seconds.  
 
    “That’s orbital speed!” Lee heard over the comm. The high pitch of stress made mother and daughter voices indistinguishable.  
 
    “It’s descending!” Walker warned as he pointed out the open hatch. The object appeared to be hovering about one hundred meters above the water, but now it was dropping, as quickly as it moved before.  
 
    “Wave!” Christina shouted. A wingship rode over normal waves the same way a surface ship would, but the wave coming at them was clearly not normal. It was taller than their total wingspan. And would require actual flight altitude to clear it.  
 
    “Gun it, Vic.” Lee knew the engines could provide the extra power, but he could also give them a slight advantage by bypassing the heat-exchanger on the MPD, venting the all-but-jet engine exhaust directly to add thrust.  
 
    The engine noises increased, both the forward-mounted turbine and the ducted fans, as Victoria attempted to lift the craft completely out of ground effect. She might have made it if the wave moved at a normal speed, but just as it was unusually high for the Lepo, it was also unusually fast for open water. 
 
     
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Base to LUN-180, we haven’t been able to get a response from raft complex #44. Director Riley says to just move on to raft #45.” 
 
    … 
 
    “LUN-180. Come in, we’re not seeing your transponder.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Lun-180. Come in. Christina? Victoria?” 
 
    … 
 
    “Hey boss, we’ve got a problem. First complex #44, now LUN-180. Both silent.” 
 
    “What’s the transponder say?” 
 
    “Transponder’s offline for both units.” 
 
    Riley sighed. “Call it in, Mickey. Tell Governor Arif we’re tagging this as a SAR mission.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Two Years Before the Omega War 
 
    “Amnon Walker Extension for Search and Rescue, how may I direct your call?” 
 
    “Hello, you need to help me, my daughter and her friends went sea kayaking off of Nanakuli Point. They were supposed to be back two hours ago, and they’re not here.” 
 
    “Calm down, Ma’am, I’ll connect you with the Nanakuli station. Someone there can take your report.” 
 
    “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “Thank you for calling Awe-SAR. Stay on the line, please.” 
 
    “Hey, Juan, you go ahead and follow up on that last call and get it directed to the ‘Point guard shack. I’ll take this next one. Call ident says this one’s coming from Styx Town and is an all-digital. That usually means a big-wig.” 
 
    “Thanks, Maria. I’m not sure I’m ready for directing rescue of a CEO or a government official.” 
 
    “Or a Wrogul?” 
 
    “Really? You think it’s Himself?” 
 
    “It’s reading as a synth voice—translator-generated.” The headset clicked, and Maria spoke again. “It’s an awesome day on Azure. You’ve reached Awe-SAR, how may I help you, Mister Todd?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Maria. This is just the usual monthly check-in. Oh—and it is just Todd. No need to call me ‘Mister.’” 
 
    “Yes sir, it’s just protocol, Todd. I’ve got the sensor buoy reports right here for the month. There’s been no activity at raft #44 Prime, or the A through J rafts in the complex. There’s active crop tending at the K raft, and subsurface activity at L through N. Hydrophones indicate all other movement is limited to within fifty meters of the seabed about five klicks off the base of Uturoa. That’s essentially a fifty-meter vertical and five-hundred-meter horizontal bubble around the geothermal vents.” 
 
    “What about the photosensors?” 
 
    “The only operational set is at #44 Prime; the others have gone offline. We have no detections in that area.” 
 
    “Damn, they sabotaged them, then.” 
 
    “It seems that way, sir. We do have the seafloor photo emitter set up directly under #44 Prime. The photosensors are detecting the message loop just fine, but we haven’t seen trace of Ballard, Olivier, or any of the other Wrogul since LUN-180 went down.” 
 
    “Thank you, Maria. I appreciate it. I know that searching for runaway Wrogul is not in SAR jurisdiction, but you have the best monitoring system for the purpose.” 
 
    “No problem, sir; after all, your endowment paid for these facilities.” 
 
    “It was only fair. SAR-trainee Walker saved all three of the other crew of LUN-180 at the cost of his own life. It is a fitting tribute.” 
 
    “As you say, sir. Until next month?” 
 
    “Yes, until next month, Maria. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Neill Cavanaugh could tell his friend was distracted and yet agitated at the same time. When he arrived at Todd’s usual conversation nook, he found the Wrogul swimming in circles, eyes closed, barely flashing his photophores. His chromophores turned his skin a uniform gray, and, although there was an active link light at the translator station built into the nook, it was registering only as a one-way link. 
 
    Neill stuck his hand in the water and swished it around.  
 
    Todd opened his eyes, looked up, raised a sensory tentacle out of the water, and began flashing at the translator receiver.  
 
    “Oh, my apologies, Neill. I didn’t hear you. How long have you been here?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear this damned motorized chair? It might as well be a steam locomotive with the amount of noise it makes! I need to get Jack to look at it again.” 
 
    “I am sure he would be happy too. He loves machines even more than Verne did…does.” 
 
    “And there it is. You’re worried.” 
 
    “When am I not worried, my friend?” 
 
    “What is it this time? Verne, Marinara…Molina?” 
 
    “No, I do not worry about them very much. A little, perhaps, but Harryhausen keeps an eye on them.” 
 
    “Yes, well, having a Peacemaker in the family is a comfort, I suppose. But you avoided my question, and you made a slow flash when I said Verne’s name. Is this something to do with…Oho! It’s Jacques!” 
 
    “Yes, Neill. It is Jacques and his ‘Azure Free Colony.’” 
 
    “Ah. So you’ve been on the comm.” 
 
    “Just checking all of the sensor emplacements. There has been no contact at all in three years, and very little for five years before that.” 
 
    “You think the mysterious blue lights have something to do with that?” 
 
    “There has only been one sighting that was actually confirmed with physical evidence.” 
 
    “Unless the wingship just encountered a rogue wave.” 
 
    “The Conrads said they recorded the incident.” 
 
    “Yes, and the black box was never recovered. We were damned lucky that kid Walker got the raft inflated and everyone into it. He was gone by the time any of them regained consciousness.” Neil leaned forward and looked through the kleerplas tank wall at his friend. “Look, far be it from me to doubt you, but you know that Christina and Victoria’s accounts couldn’t be verified. Anderson was too sick to be questioned.” 
 
    Todd flashed a photoglyph that the interpreter rendered as a sigh. “I know, Neill. It is just that the alternative is that Jacques and his colony caused it.” 
 
    “Governor Becke’s office has been calling the site ‘Hau’ula.’” 
 
    “A fitting name. More noble than ‘Azure Free Colony.’ I just cannot believe ill of Jacques, even if he never forgave me for Verne leaving.”  
 
    “Water down the canal, Todd. It’s been twenty years. Ballard and Olivier left well before then.” 
 
    “True, and the sightings of the blue lights over the water have only been for a few years now.” 
 
    “Could be someone else, some other galactic race. Maybe your own people.” 
 
    “Considering how the rest of the Galactics feel about Humans, that is no comfort, Neill.” Todd flashed a glyph of extreme agitation, and his photophores turned his mantle a deep red. “Especially if it is my people.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 The Year of the Omega War 
 
    It was hard to call the location an “office” when the same water tank that served as Todd’s habitat also served as his work environment as well. Except for surgical rotation at the clinic, Todd could do his work anywhere, courtesy of his pinplants. Human pinplants were still relatively new, and still mostly used by mercenaries. The primary location for a Human to get “pinned” was at Molina’s clinic on To’Os, and those pins needed to be physically connected to any devices being controlled, thus when actively interfaced it was common to see Human users with data cables or a bulky wireless link connected to the one centimeter “pins” mounted above and just forward or behind the ear. Internal functions such as reviewing data, storing information or replaying events could be done without connection, and a Human consulting a pinplant often devoted full attention to the implanted co-processor. As more Humans got pinned, the state of inattention to one’s surroundings became known as a “pinplant stare.”  
 
    Fortunately, the Wrogul brain was complex enough to multi-task, much like the pinplants themselves. Human pinplants were produced by injecting pre-programmed nanites into the brain. Over the course of a day, those nanites would build connections to an adult’s fully-developed sensory, motor, and memory centers, and then deactivate. The nanites comprising Wrogul pinplants were donated by another—usually the progenitor—at six-to-twelve months of age. Instead of deactivating, the nanites developed with the bud and continued to refine and improve the pinplants throughout the individual’s lifespan. Thus, Wrogul interfaces were by far the most advanced in the Union, capable of fully wireless and even highly remote interfacing, subject only to speed-of-light restrictions.  
 
    Todd and any of his offspring could perform any pinplant-aided function anywhere they could tolerate the transmission lag, and most onlookers never knew they were online. The only real tell-tale was an individual’s reaction to limitations of speed and timing—one reason the clinic at Cerulean Station maintained geosynchronous orbit above the Styx Delta, to minimize the lag necessary to relay signals back to the ground. Yet even among Wrogul, Todd’s pinplants were unique, having been implanted by others of his kind well before the limits of his memory. For all he knew, his memories might still be stored, and he had simply forgotten how to access them. 
 
    Since it was never really possible to tell if Todd was working or relaxing, Brent Roeder called ahead to make an “appointment” even though he was already on his way to the “apartment” Todd maintained for the comfort of Human visitors. He would simply have commed, but this was too important. It was good that the treatments he and Molina worked out on To’Os had restored his youth and his mobility. 
 
    “Have you seen this?” Roeder asked immediately, upon entering Todd’s apartment. 
 
    “Yes, Brent. It came to my feed at the same time you commed. This is not good.” 
 
    “Not good? The damned Mercenary Guild has basically decided Humans are to be kept as slaves!” 
 
    “Calm down, Brent, this is no good for your blood pressure no matter what you and Molina cooked up in his mad-science lair. Humanity will survive. Azure is not in their sights. Sit.” Todd gestured to a chair as he reached two arms up to a trapeze bar and lifted himself out of his water tank. He swung over to a cup-shaped water-proof perch near the seat he’d indicated for his old friend and rival and reached down into a refrigerator between the two seats. “I know this probably is not good for your blood pressure either, but I am your doctor. Have a Cavanaugh Pale Ale?”  
 
    “Actually, I’m not that fond of CPAs. Got any porter?” The distraction seemed to calm the Human, and he sat in the indicated chair. 
 
    Todd pulled out two black ceramic bottles and offered one to Roeder. He raised his body slightly and poured his own drink into the slight depression of the seat, then sat back to absorb the mildly alcoholic brew. “You need to look at the time-stamp on that news release. Apparently, they embargoed Earth and the news just now got out onto the AetherNet. They have censored the GalNet, too, because I have not seen this before.” 
 
    “Sure, rub it in that you can access the Galactics’ pet network, and we mere Humans can’t. It’s just one more way they treat us as second-class citizens.” Roeder took a sip of his beer and sighed. “Good stuff, not like the ‘Matsu rice beer Emmy likes.” 
 
    “‘There are many ways to ferment rice. Beer is not one of them.’” 
 
    “Hah! Bailey was right, too.” Roeder sat back and looked at Todd. “So, what are we going to do? We’re Human, even you Wrogul are bound to be tainted by association. If the Guild deactivated all the merc units, the clinic sure won’t have any business, and an embargo is going to kill our markets.” 
 
    “Wait…” Todd blinked, and a wall screen lit up. “I just received this. Let me send it to your ‘plants as well.” 
 
    “Siege? Master missing? Where did this come from?” 
 
    “It is enveloped as a private message. It came in as we were speaking, just now.” 
 
    “Is…is it reliable? It doesn’t have a GalNet or AetherNet stamp on it.” 
 
    “A moment while I decode it. There is a message embedded in the image encoding.” Two more wall screens lit up and Roeder’s pinplants registered incoming text. “This is from Harryhausen. He sent it through the Peacemaker courier system. It is still a month old, but it is dated from at least six months after that news release. He found the one he was hunting, even with Earth under siege. There were injuries, some serious. He got his Besquith partner, Marinara, and some others off Earth. Marinara is unharmed, but the partner and some Humans received serious injuries. He has stabilized them, but they are headed here for the clinic and to figure out their mission. He wanted to alert the clinic of incoming patients, but says they cannot come directly here. It will be another two months…or longer.” 
 
    “Longer, probably. They’re doing a multi-gate jump to throw off pursuit. I had to do that when I left To’Os and Toozie still managed to track me down.” 
 
    “Well, at least they are mostly safe and headed home.” 
 
    “But Earth is under siege? That’s still a problem.”  
 
    “Actually, he says they were already underway for two months when he was able to get this into Peacemaker channels. The clear text about the siege says it was lifted when General Peepo went missing. It is likely still a mess, and with the censorship, we probably will not know more until they either get here or get another message through the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “So now what? We wait?” 
 
    Todd flashed a photoglyph of resignation, his first of the evening. “Yes, my friend, we wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd scanned his Tri-V scans for more messages from Harryhausen then flashed contentment at his Wrogul aide, Wells. He’d had two more messages through Peacemaker channels. He’d learned more about the ship they were in, as well as how they got it, but Harryhausen was still being tight with information about the mysterious being he’d fought on Earth. This latest message had been relayed by a ship that was exiting a system one gate jump away just as the “Nautilus” was arriving in that system. Harryhausen was transferring to a fast courier and would arrive a couple days before the ship carrying the rest of the people from Earth. 
 
    Nautilus—it was a fitting name, considering his offspring’s fascination with Earth cinema and popular culture. Neill gave Todd’s first bud, Nemo, a carving of a fantasy submarine from one of those entertainments. It influenced Nemo’s choice of name, as well as several more of their collective offspring.  
 
    With this message, it was now certain that Nautilus would be arriving in-system in four days—the emergence-to-gate transit time of the previous system, and soon after would be docking at Cerulean Station. Not only were his offspring returning to their home world of Azure, where he knew they would be safe from harm, but they were bringing friends and adopted family with them.  
 
    Wells replied with flashes of his photophores. “I agree it will be good to have most of them back on Azure. Do you reminisce about those days when they found your pod and rescued you, not knowing what or who you were? And now we have generations of Azure Wrogul here, in space, and on other planets.” 
 
    Todd pondered his reply. “I have been able to use my talents and intelligence to achieve and improve life here on Azure. My buds have spread throughout the galaxy using their talents to help other species, particularly with their medical skills. But I am concerned about what Harryhausen has discovered and need more details.” 
 
    Wells flashed a glyph of concern with his photophores and waved an arm. “We are also researching the Free Colony that has isolated itself in the seas. Why do they choose to never return to the continent?” 
 
    Todd blinked his eyes. “The appeal of isolating oneself in the seas concerns me. I wished us to be one unified colony, but while the younger ones have left for galactic Guilds, for Earth, and for mercenary groups, more are seeking isolation in the seas. I wanted us to be a united front of Azure Wrogul.” 
 
    Wells contemplated his grandfather’s comments. His own father, Nemo, was a scientist with the Winged Hussars. Several Wrogul were off-world, like Nemo, working for one of the famous Four Horsemen mercenary companies or one of the Guilds. They were typically too busy with their own scientific advances and medical demands to concern themselves with Azure. In addition, the war with General Peepo and the galactic guilds complicated travel to and from their star systems, making it difficult for them to return even if they wanted to. Fortunately, Azure was isolated enough that the Veetanho head of the Mercenary Guild had not turned her attention to the planet, and the Human colonists hoped to keep it that way. 
 
    Todd flashed regret and issued a sigh through his translator. “Jacque blames me for Verne leaving and joining the mercs. He believes I did not exert enough persuasion to convince Verne it was the wrong move. I know it is not the only reason he founded the ocean colony and has no contact with us, but I am sure that it is a major part.” 
 
    “We have a lot of issues to work on,” Wells said, flashing concern. “Much work to do before the Nautilus gets here. I must return to my office and meet with our new data analyst. Amy Roeder starts today, and her father is coming down from Cerulean to make sure she is set up properly.” 
 
    As Wells wheeled his tank to leave Todd’s office, the Wrogul equivalent of a laugh burst from Todd’s translator. “And I see that our business partner Brent Roeder is looking younger and younger! It must be all the younglings he is responsible for.” 
 
    “That or juggling all the Emilys, Emilees, and Emma Lees demanding spousal support rejuvenates him, not ages him,” Wells retorted. “No wonder Amy is a superb data analyst. She keeps the records on all her father’s wives, mistresses, children, and grandchildren updated for him. Just about 30 years old and her father is what? 90? 110?” 
 
    “I have lost track,” Todd said regretfully. “He arrived on Azure shortly after I did. What is age to a Wrogul when we can live a thousand years.” 
 
    “True. Although Harryhausen reports that the ancient Wrogul he met on Earth was centuries older than that.” 
 
    “We have much to learn and analyze, Wells. When the Nautilus docks we will be busy.” Todd dismissed his deputy and turned his attention to the Tri-V lining his office wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Um, hey Boss? Barry? Is it true we’re getting a new analyst?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jimmy. Amy Roeder. I saw her evaluation jacket when she was assigned to me. High test scores, wizard with a search engine. The HR stuff was all marked out, but it looks like she has double pins, and that’s why she’s so good with the interface.” 
 
    “Double pins? Wow. I know they do pinplants at the Clinic, but I don’t know anyone that has even a single pinplant.” 
 
    “Well, the Big Boss does.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s a Wrogul, Barry; they all have ‘plants. Super-secret squirrel ones, too. Way beyond what you can get at Cerulean.” 
 
    “Get used to it, Jimmy; when Nautilus gets here, we’re going to have a major influx of mercs and new people. The mercs will all be pinned, and I’d bet that anyone associated with that Wrogul Peacemaker will, too.” 
 
    “Wow. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Yeah, so, Jimmy, this is an official order. Stay clear of Miss Roeder until she’s been here a month or so. I don’t want you hitting on her from Day One. I mean, she is Old Man Roeder’s daughter.”  
 
    “Yes, I know, Barry. I hear you. I’ve been meaning to ask, though, what is it with Roeder and all of the wives, mistresses, children, and grandchildren? Is it just that he’s a womanizer?” 
 
    “Well, it’s said that he’s a horny bastard, but that’s not all of it.” 
 
    “Then it’s because he’s rich, right, Barry? He’s certainly not handsome.” 
 
    “Well, in his defense, he’s over ninety. My friends said he was considered attractive in his youth.” 
 
     “I heard he was a ‘hippie’ in his youth, although I’m not sure what pelvic ridges have to do with attraction.” 
 
    “No, Jimmy, that’s supposed to mean that he had a very carefree and hedonistic view of life. The truth was, he was actually kind of shy. He was a smart kid; what they called a ‘nerd.’ The attraction to women came later.” 
 
    “So what caused it?” 
 
    “It was the genetic survey they did in the early days of the colony. Just in case we had a population restriction event and needed to set up a controlled breeding plan. It turns out, that Roeder has genetics that are compatible with every single female who was on planet at the time. A clean gene chart can be a powerful aphrodisiac.” 
 
    “Wait…Barry…you mean he’s not trying to bed every woman on the planet?” 
 
    “Nope, well, not unless they’re named Emily. The truth is, the women all throw themselves at him. Poor guy. Dad knew him many years ago. Said he was shy at the time. So easy to embarrass…why, Dad was with him when the gene survey results were published. The propositions he received that night! Including from Mom! You do know my sister is “adopted” right? More like a surrogate. To hear Mom tell it, the poor guy was completely flustered. He wasn’t all that smooth with women.” 
 
    “That sure changed.” 
 
    “Well, sure. He discovered he liked it, and he’s a nerd, so he read up and studied technique until he was good at it. After all, when half of the colony begs to have your children, you get over shyness in a big damn hurry.” 
 
    “Huh. Wow, I never realized.” 
 
    “Neither did he, although he does now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Again. Wow. Wait, Barry, did you say ‘Emilys,’ plural?” 
 
    “Yeah, something about the number one genetic match is from an ethnic subgroup with a high incidence of that name for female children. I guess he just took a liking to it.” 
 
    “So, how many kids does he have?” 
 
    “Last count? He had three wives, and eight kids with them. There are at least two girlfriends he had five kids with. I also know of at least two mistresses his wives knew about, and they have one child each. Those were officially surrogacy arrangements. So that’s fifteen ‘official’ Roeder juniors. Colony records show at least twenty-two more children whose father was recorded as ‘Certified Gene Donor X,’ including my sister. According to the gene charts, that’s thirty-seven kids, total, but Mom and Dad say there’s got to be way more than that. Anyway, those fifteen official children now have thirty-two grandkids with a few more on the way, and the last Roeder family reunion counted over one hundred great-grandchildren.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. He’s an Azure legend, Jimmy. Roeder is more than just a name; it’s a name-brand.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two: Amy  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eighteen-year-old Amy Roeder snagged the bowl of kale chips from the cupboard and settled onto the floor cushions to watch her favorite Tri-V mystery. Her mother settled into the end of the couch and reached for the bowl of chips. 
 
    “Don’t you get tired of mysteries, Amy? How about a rom-com for a change?” 
 
    Amy glared at her mom with flashing blue eyes and pushed her dark bangs away from her forehead. “Really, Mother. Thomas Moffett is solving another whodunnit, and you want to switch to a comedy?” 
 
    Emily Roeder sighed and laughed. “You and your puzzles! You always solve the mystery before the show ends. You loved puzzles as a child. How many screens of “Can you find the hidden pictures” did you go through? And you’ve always tried to figure out how things work and why.” 
 
    “You mean like the time I took the comm unit apart and put it back together again?” 
 
    “That. Your pages and pages of details, hints, and clues. The mystery of the missing sporks at camp—” 
 
    “Caleb Comers was throwing them in the trash because he hated sporks.” 
 
    “The missing cantaloupe—” 
 
    “Now that was tragic. I cheered that little melon on, in the garden, and the damned raccs snatched it before I could pick it.” 
 
    Emily laughed and drank from her bottle of Cavanaugh Amber Ale. 
 
    “So now that school is done, you’re serious about college and getting the business degree?” 
 
    “I am, Mom. I think I can help solve problems in production and risk management. I can go to work for one of the biotech firms or the mariculture companies. We can increase production and begin to sell off world.” 
 
    “You’ve always been ambitious, dear. Even as a kid, you were looking for ways to improve life and make things better.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, U’ilana. We can be number one in this contest. Let me try this grease on the axles. It will make it go faster.” 
 
    U’ilana looked at eight-year-old Amy with a skeptical side-eye and shook her head. “No. I’m happy with what we have. I don’t need one of your concoctions to make my car go faster. The Heritage Angels say the best part of this race is the pride in making your own car, not winning a trophy.” 
 
    Amy scoffed. “U’ilana, who doesn’t want to take home a trophy for their shelf? I guarantee we’ll win the biggest one in the contest. Look, I’ve analyzed the winners of the past five races. I know how fast your car needs to go.” 
 
    “No, Amy.” 
 
    “But U’ilana, I got on the AetherNet and found some neat information. This one scientist had lots of pages on how to make things go faster. This here—” Amy held up a small tin, “—is Mister Rex Mason’s guaranteed ‘Speed of Light Axel and Wheel Grease.’ Guaranteed not to explode or cause a fire. I followed his directions exactly.” 
 
    U’ilana looked at Amy with exasperation. “And how were you able to get on the AetherNet, Amy Roeder? Does your Mom know? Amy, put your grease away. Let’s just be happy we got our car finished in time for the race.” 
 
    Amy shrugged, tucked her little container of oil in her pocket, and picked up the paintbrush. “Well, at least let me get the flames painted on the sides…” 
 
    The day of the contest, Amy and U’ilana presented their carved and painted car for inspection. Amy handed over their registration papers and turned to look for her mom and U’ilana’s mom. The school bully, Yvette Gamez, stepped into view and sneered at Amy. 
 
    “Ooh, look, it’s the Pua Maile twins. Where’s your dads? Oh, that’s right, you don’t have any. So sorry! Not!” 
 
    Amy glared at her nemesis. “Yvette, you are so stupid. You know we’re not twins!” 
 
    “And you’re not designers, either. That’s the stupidest looking car I’ve ever seen. You’ll be lucky if it finishes a race. I expect the wheels will fall off before you get it on the track.” 
 
    U’ilana turned to look at Amy with tears in her eyes. The sight of her tearful friend enraged Amy, and she whirled on the snickering bully. “Yvette Gamez, you—” 
 
    A hand came down on Amy’s shoulder, and she looked into her mother’s frowning face. “Come on, Amy, U’ilana. Let’s take your car over to the table with the others.” 
 
    Yvette sneered. “Oh, Missus Roeder, it’s so nice to see you here with Amy! Did you help Amy and U’ilana design their car? My dad says you’re a busy woman up at the research lab. However did you find time to help them?” 
 
    Amy’s mother stared at the ten-year-old and seemed to consider her response. Finally, she spoke. “Yvette, isn’t your car the one called ‘Blue Lightning?’ I saw a little boy take that car off the table and run it along the sand pit.” 
 
    Yvette turned—with an enraged shriek—toward the car table and ran off screaming for her father. 
 
    The young man manning the registration table laughed and handed over the registration badges to the girls. “Good one, Missus Roeder. Glad you could make it to the race.” 
 
    Emily took the badges and handed them to the girls. “Thank you, Chandler. Let’s see if the girls can win anything.” 
 
    Chandler smiled at the two girls. “Good luck, ladies. Hope you win something.” 
 
    The heats didn’t go well, and U’ilana sat on the floor, despondent. 
 
    “U’ilana, let me grease the wheels again. I’ve brought my tub of oil. I can grease the axles as well.” 
 
    U’ilana looked hopefully at Amy. “Do you think it might help? Yvette has won all the heats. She says she’s taking home the Grand Prize trophy this year.” 
 
    “It’s a special oil. I chose it after reading all the stats on the previous races. It couldn’t hurt to see how fast your car can go.” 
 
    Together, the girls bent over the homemade car and put drops of oil on the axles and wheels. The final races would start shortly, and they hoped they had a chance to win something, even Honorable Mention. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eighteen-year-old Amy smiled fondly. “Yeah, Mom, that race was cool. U’ilana and I were happy with second place. All the dads studied the car and couldn’t find anything illegal about it. Next year we got first. If U’ilana and her mom hadn’t moved away from Styx Valley, maybe we would have eventually gotten the Grand Prize.” 
 
    “The message, dear, is that you studied the races and stats and figured out how to get more speed out of the little car. Your special oil did the trick.” 
 
    Amy smiled as she reminisced. “The great thing was seeing Yvette Gamez’s face when she lost to U’ilana. That was worth it.” 
 
    Emily chuckled. “That Gamez girl. She never has gotten over that, has she? She was a brat and a snobby little bitch then, and she still is today.” 
 
    “Mom!” Amy looked at her mom and threw her head back in laughter. “Yeah, like the time she told everyone in school you made up the Roeder last name to hide that I had no father.” 
 
    Emily’s smile faltered. “The sad thing is, Amy, kids often hear their parents say such things and then repeat them. I’m sorry you had to go through that. But, mark my words, Yvette Gamez won’t be happy in anything she does. She’ll always be a schemer, sneaking around and framing others for her mistakes, and trying to build a power base out of deceptiveness. She’s a conniver. Hopefully, you can stay out of her way in college, and maybe she’ll move off planet.” 
 
    Amy snickered and set the empty chip bowl aside. “We can only hope, Mom; we can only hope.” 
 
    “At least Mary Ellen moved in about the time U’ilana moved away. I’m glad you were able to fill your empty spot with another friend…even if you had your share of trouble with that girl, too!” 
 
    “Adventures, Mom, adventures! M’Ell and I never got into trouble; we had adventures!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten-year-old Amy Roeder straddled her board and watched the blonde-haired girl skating down the sidewalk. The skater slowed down as she approached Amy. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Hey, back atcha!” 
 
    “You’re the girl who moved in down the street, right? The one with three brothers? My name is Amy.” 
 
    “Mary Ellen Cantor. We moved here from Landing City. My mom’s going to work at the clinic.” 
 
    “I live in that cottage over there. The one with the front yard vegetable garden. Do you like to swim?” 
 
    “I’m going to learn. My mom said that since we’re close to the sea, we need to learn. My brothers and I are going to start lessons pretty soon. Do you swim?” 
 
    “I love it. I’d go to the beach every day if my mom would let me. But I don’t know how to skate like you do.” 
 
    “Really? I could teach you. It’s not hard, and it’s lots of fun. You can go fast. You can probably borrow a pair of my brothers’ skates to learn.” 
 
    “Yeah? Maybe you could go even faster if you tried.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You saw me skating up the street. That’s about as fast as I can go.” 
 
    “Actually, I have a special oil I can put on those wheels…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary Ellen Cantor was Amy’s best friend from fourth grade through her various college classes. Whereas Amy was short and dark-haired, with sparkling blue eyes, Mary Ellen—or M’Ell as her friends called her—was tall and blond, with brown eyes. 
 
    Both girls had single, working moms, and they bonded by hanging out after school and doing homework together. M’Ell was the first to come up with the idea of a camping trip to Nanakuli Point. Both girls knew their mothers would veto the solo camping trip, so Amy concocted the story that they would meet the Heritage Angels for a weekend camping expo. Amy got the details of the expo from a classmate and laid out the plan to her mom, Emily. 
 
    “Honestly, Mom, this will be so educational. We’ll be with other girls and learn all the tricks of camping and survival. We’ll use a tent M’Ell’s brother is lending us. We’ll ride our bikes out to the Point and meet up with the other Angels.” 
 
    Amy’s mother looked at her doubtfully. “You told me the Angels were losers and you wanted nothing to do with them.” 
 
    “Not fair, Mom!” Amy protested. “You know I love their cookies. I have the utmost respect for the Heritage Angels.” 
 
    Emily bit her lip as she stared at her daughter. “Let me talk to Mary Ellen’s mother and make sure she’s on board with this.” 
 
    “Oh absolutely, Mom. M’Ell has told her mom all about the trip, and we’ve got a little trailer we can pull with our bikes to carry our tent and stuff.” 
 
    The camping trip would have been a successful expedition if Amy hadn’t pushed their luck a little too far. After they set up their tent—not too far from the Angels’ authorized camp site—and ate their evening meal, Amy decided it was time to have a little fun with the younger girls at the camp site.  
 
    She and M’Ell waited until the camp was dark and quiet, then snuck over to one of the semi-permanent cabins. They growled, barked, and scratched at the canvas siding. Amy pulled her hair over her face, stuck a pair of sunglasses over her hair-covered eyes, and held a flashlight under her chin. When one of the girls looked through the tent opening, Amy gibbered and growled, shining the light on her hairy face. The sound of a half dozen screaming girls roused the rest of the camp, while M’Ell and Amy turned off their lights and fled back to their own tent outside the compound. 
 
    The next morning, one of the troop leaders stopped by the girls’ camp to ask if they saw or heard anything unusual the prior night. Amy admitted they’d heard some screaming or crying but just thought it was one of the littles who was homesick. M’Ell and Amy collapsed in laughter after the leader left and spent the rest of the day exploring the Point and swimming in the shallows at the beach. That evening, relishing the success of the night before, Amy knew they had to revisit the camp and frighten the girls again. 
 
    They would have pulled it off successfully, except they failed to notice a couple of sleeping bags near the center of camp. As they began their routine of growling and barking, one of the adults stepped around the cabin and grabbed Amy by her ponytail and the collar of her shirt. M’Ell gave a gasp as she, too, was grabbed and held by an adult. 
 
    Amy and Mary Ellen sat in disgrace in the camp headquarters as their families were called. To add insult to injury, several of the Heritage Angels peeked in the headquarters windows until troop leaders shooed them back to cabins. Several of their school friends were in the group. Yvette Gamez stuck her tongue out at Amy and drew her flat hand across her throat. Amy realized, sadly, that school life—and home life—was going to be hell for the next few weeks. 
 
    Of course, both Amy and M’Ell were grounded for weeks. Ms. Cantor paid her oldest son to escort Mary Ellen to and from classes, not allowing the girls to walk home together.  
 
    Amy’s mother spent quite a bit of time in communication with what Amy presumed was a counselor. She frequently talked about Amy’s quick wits and her tendency to get into trouble. She spent quite a bit of time detailing Amy’s outlandish and experimental projects. Amy knew it was only a matter of time before her mother enrolled her in some type of counseling program. 
 
    But a surprise awaited Amy a few seven-days later. A stranger came to their home and greeted her mother warmly. He brought flowers, salmon steaks, and wine for her mother, who seemed somewhat reserved and flustered. He turned to Amy and handed her a slate, one of the top-of-the-line slates, like the one Yvette Gamez had. 
 
    “Amy,” her mother said distractedly, “this is Doctor Brent Roeder.” 
 
    Amy looked at her mother in surprise. The same name she had! She’d heard news reports and adults talking about Roeder the business tycoon and had occasionally wondered about the fact they both had the same last name. 
 
    The significantly older man waited for Amy to take her slate. His face was wreathed in wrinkles, but he smiled, and his blue eyes twinkled in delight. “Miss Roeder, I am so very pleased to meet you. I’ve been waiting a long time. You see, Amy Roeder, I’m your father.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy loved the relationship she had with her father and eventually forgave her mother for misleading her about his disappearance before she was born. As she learned more about the missing husband and dad, she began to realize her mother thought Doctor Brent Roeder would never return to the planet of Azure. With the number of wives, mistresses, children, and grandchildren clamoring for rights to the Roeder businesses and fortunes, her mother Emily decided to quietly resume her science research back in the Styx Valley and raise her daughter alone. 
 
    Brent Roeder frequently told Amy how precious she was to him. He described his lifelong adventures, revealing more details each year they celebrated together. Amy knew he had been paralyzed and a Wrogul surgeon had repaired his damaged spine. She learned that another “somewhat shady” scientist had treated the senior citizen with a youth potion, and that Amy was the youngest daughter in his widely flung family as a result of these medical advancements. 
 
    It was strange to go from a mom and daughter duo to a huge family of all ages. Some of the great-grandchildren were close to her in age but more of the family was significantly older than she was. Her mother told her Brent Roeder found himself attracted to women named Emily (or Emmy, Emmilee, Emma Lee, and other variants) and many of the first generation Roeders were named variants of Emily or Brent (Brant, Brennan, Bre, and more) to curry favor with the tycoon. Not all the mothers of Amy’s half-siblings had married the man, but most felt they were entitled to his wealth and business holdings. 
 
    Amy loved her father for his sense of humor and wisdom. She knew her mother and Roeder would not resume their marriage, but they had a comfortable relationship with each other. Her father shared Amy’s love of mysteries and puzzles, and she learned to appreciate his wordplay and puns. While she knew she could ask her father for anything—like the latest Tri-V technology or money for expensive clothes—Amy retained the sensible and frugal nature she’d learned from her single mother. She preferred to do as much as she could on her own, such as her college studies, but she relished the ability to talk out strategies and possibilities with her father. 
 
    Amy pictured her younger dad as a swashbuckling pirate, wearing a three-cornered hat and sailing the galaxy in a space ship instead of a sailing ship on the seas. She imagined all his adventures had shaped his values before he became Doctor Brent Roeder, the business tycoon, occurring long before his crippling space accident. She loved learning about his businesses and inventions and meeting his friends.  
 
    Her dad knew important people and elected officials. He even knew Todd! The Wrogul alien with eight arms and the strange eyes—rectangle-shaped pupils in green eyes—was a legend to many of the original colony Humans. And Neill Cavanaugh, another of the great business founders in Azure. Her father spent most of his time at the Cerulean Station because the lower gravity was easier on his aged body. But he never hesitated to take a call from her or visit her when she wanted comfort or to explode in celebration. 
 
    As a nosy pre-teen, Amy began to make lists of the women her dad had been involved with. Then she tracked the children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren he had. She listed birthdays and anniversaries and reminded him to make calls or send messages. She encouraged him to talk about his businesses and the triumphs and disasters each faced. She tracked the trusts and financials he set up for his first-generation children. 
 
    When she met Todd and his family of Wrogul cephalopods, she began to keep lists and family trees of who was who among the Azurian Wrogul. Her dad, seeing her curiosity and zeal for solving problems, gave her an open account to buy all the electronic books she wanted or could find on the AetherNet. He encouraged her friendship with the Wrogul and gave her badges to some of the research labs and business offices. As a teen, she spent as much time on Cerulean Station as she did in her mother’s home. He always talked about her college education. He wanted her to study science with the Wrogul community. But Amy knew her strengths were business management and analysis. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    While Amy was happy with her relationship with her father, learning she was a Roeder caused some issues with her school mates. Most of the kids who’d ignored her in elementary school now wanted to be her friends. Where once she was the classmate who wasn’t invited to birthday and holiday parties, now she received weekly invitations. At first her new popularity was heady.  
 
    Thankfully she had both her mother and M’Ell to keep her grounded. Her mom finally sat down with her and explained the nature of true friendship versus those “friends” looking for financial and business favors. After accepting a few invitations, Amy realized some of the children were hoping for expensive presents from her, and their parents quizzed her about Doctor Roeder’s businesses and finances. 
 
    One particularly bad weekend, she and M’Ell sat in her room while she cried to her friend. 
 
    “And then…and then…Makaio looked at my present and said ‘Really, a game? I thought you’d at least give me the latest in slate tech.’ And then Yvette rushed over and said “Here, Makaio, open my present next!’” 
 
    “And was it a slate?” M’Ell asked. 
 
    “Yes, the latest, of course. Then Yvette smiled at me and turned and whispered in Makaio’s ear.” 
 
    “She’s a snake, Amy. You’ve always known that. Don’t waste your time worrying about her…or the rest of the kids, for that matter.” 
 
    Amy looked at her friend. “You’re a good friend, Mary Ellen.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Can you loan me a few—” 
 
    Amy threw a pillow at her friend, and the two girls collapsed in laughter. 
 
    “No, seriously, M’Ell. I love that you haven’t changed toward me. It’s hard, going from the local nobody to the local somebody. But not because of who I really am or what I can do, but because they think they can get favors from my dad through me.” 
 
    “Amy, remember when we carved up that tree at the Point? Friends forever. We can go look at that tree and still see the carving. That’s us. True friends. Forever.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after meeting Brent Roeder, Amy began to learn more about the Wrogul community, as more than simply tanks of cephalopods in the school room. She was equally fascinated by their scientific and medical skills and their enthusiasm for old Earth culture. When her dad took her with him to visit Todd, she hung near the tanks of his family of young and mid-term buds, frequently watching old Earth movies and entertainment with them. 
 
    While she was friends with all the young buds, one in particular climbed the walls of the tank when Amy entered the room. The Wrogul’s name was Zenna, and she liked to share digitized old Earth books and stories with Amy. Zenna’s relative, Verne, designed a water-proof slate that Zenna used for reading science fiction and fantasy. Amy would try to keep up with Zenna’s readings so they could discuss plot, favorite scenes, and despised characters. 
 
    The Wrogul was excited to tell Amy that mobile tanks were being built for the young buds to use. As they matured, they were given pinplants to grow by the progenitor and allowed to move more freely in the Human society. “Ballard is not happy I want to mingle with the Human colony, but he is letting me visit the town square in the next seven-day.” 
 
    “Swell!” Amy exclaimed. “I’ll get my friend Mary Ellen to meet us at the square, and we’ll walk around the farmer’s market. Wait, what can you eat? We can get snacks at one of the food shops.” 
 
    “Any fish will do,” Zenna’s translator chirped, “but I really love calamari. But wait, will your friend like me? She won’t be afraid? Ballard says the Humans fear us, and we must not get lax in their presence.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Amy scoffed. “We’ve seen Wrogul before.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As Mary Ellen and Amy waited for Zenna to arrive in the square, Mary Ellen fretted over the upcoming encounter. 
 
    “Are you sure the Wrogul will like me? I’ve heard my brothers talking about how only Todd likes the Humans, and the other Wrogul think they’re going to end up as octopus soup so they hate Humans.” 
 
    Amy looked disgusted. “Who would say such a thing! Why that’s xena…xeno…you know, people who don’t like aliens. You’ve seen some of the Wrogul in class, and surely your brother Ed has seen Wrogul at the university. I just can’t believe someone would say something so nasty!” 
 
    “Well…” M’Ell trailed off and flushed. “Just sayin’ that’s what I heard.” 
 
    “Forget it,” Amy admonished her friend. “You’ll like Zenna. Talk about some of the old Earth Tri-V shows. You’ll be surprised.” 
 
    When the girls saw Zenna’s mobile tank, they rushed over to greet the Wrogul. As they walked toward the farmers’ market, the little Wrogul draped two of its arms outside the tank and the translator chattered about the weather, the outside sun, and all the strange new sights. 
 
    Amy stopped and looked at Zenna with concern. “Do you have to worry about drying out? Shouldn’t you be in the water?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Zenna chirped happily. “I just duck down into the water if I feel too dry, but I can be out of the water for parts of an hour. As we get older, we get more accustomed to being out of the water longer.” 
 
    “What kind of water do you have?” M’Ell asked. 
 
    “It’s a special blend of salt and minerals. The Styx River has the best blend. Our scientists have studied the water and are trying to synthesize the same mixture as the river so we can bottle it and take it with us on spaceships.” 
 
    “What about ocean water? There’s lots of ocean.” 
 
    “That’s actually too salty. I know some of the Wrogul talk about living in the oceans, but some are worried we wouldn’t survive the salty water.” 
 
    “Hmm. Hey, got a question.” M’Ell turned to look directly at Zenna. “A lot of Wrogul have boys’ names. Are they all boys, and how do you tell?” 
 
    “Silly bipedal!” What sounded like a giggle erupted from Zenna’s translator. “Wrogul have no gender, but a lot of Wrogul think of themselves as men. But not me! I’m a girl!” 
 
    “You are?” Amy rounded on the tank in surprise. 
 
    “Of course, silly! When I first saw you visit, I wanted to be like you. And you’re a girl!” What sounded like a sigh came from the translator, and Zenna flashed a glyph of light. 
 
    “Huh.” M’Ell leaned on the other side of the tank and looked at Amy conspiratorially. “We’ve got a list of shops you need to see. Hold on to your tank.” 
 
    The two girls laughed with glee and tugged the tank along the walkway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was one of the best summers of Amy’s life. She, Mary Ellen, and Zenna spent their weekends traipsing around the Styx Valley towns. Sometimes M’Ell’s brothers would transport them. At other times, Roeder himself would travel with them, or pay for private drivers to take them places. Amy’s favorite excursions involved the beaches, where Zenna would slip out of her tank and frolic in the tide pools with them.  
 
    The three talked about their favorite Tri-V shows and old Earth movies. Zenna preferred movies about animated princesses and an old Earth show about warrior women. They tried different foods, and Zenna told them about a cousin who loved cooking shows. Zenna taught them how to read Wrogul photophores, and Amy described in great detail the extended Roeder family. 
 
    It was an idyllic summer, spent outdoors during the day, and inside at night watching the Tri-V, but soon Amy and M’Ell began to lament the start of the new school year. They explained to Zenna that they wouldn’t be around as much, and homework would take up a lot of the evenings. But they assured the little Wrogul that their weekends could still be spent visiting towns and going to concerts and sports events. 
 
    Amy negotiated with her father to let her and M’Ell stay in his townhome the weekend before school started. They spent the day shopping for school supplies, and clothes, and enough snacks to supply a five-day of school homework. They walked Zenna back to her home tank and said their goodbyes.  
 
    “I will miss you,” Zenna’s translator emitted in a mournful wail. 
 
    “It’s only for a few days,” Amy assured the Wrogul. “We can get together next seven-day.” 
 
    Zenna responded with a glyph of happiness. 
 
    “Yeah,” M’Ell added. “I think there’s going to be a marathon showing at the Retro of the old Lord of the Rings movies. That elf actor…my gawd! We need to go see it.” 
 
    A giggle issued from Zenna’s translator. “Oh, but I prefer the king.” 
 
    “So we’ve got a plan. We’ll see you tomorrow, then plan for the marathon next seven-day,” Amy said. 
 
    “It’s a plan!” they all agreed. “Tomorrow will be our end-of-summer blast.” 
 
    The next morning, Amy woke to hear agitated voices coming from the main room of her dad’s home. 
 
    “What is it?” M’Ell poked a sleepy head out from under the covers. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Amy admitted. “Dad’s upset, and those are Wrogul translators. I’m going to check.” She pulled her clothes on and trod barefooted into the main room. 
 
    The conversation stopped when she entered the room, and her father and two Wrogul turned to face her. 
 
    “What is it, Dad?” Amy noticed the other two were Todd and his deputy Wells. 
 
    “Amy. I—” Roeder faltered. 
 
    “Miss Amy.” Todd levered himself to the edge of his mobile tank. “I’m afraid many of our Wrogul family have disappeared.” 
 
    “What?” Amy wailed. “Who?” 
 
    Her father interrupted. “It’s okay, Amy sweets. We’ll find out what happened. It’s the tribes of Jacques, Ballard, and Olivier.” 
 
    “But that’s Zenna’s family!” Amy turned a tear-stained face to her father. 
 
    “I know, sweets. We’ll ask questions, find out what happened. Maybe they’ve just gone on holiday.” At that statement, Todd and Wells flashed a glyph between themselves that Amy recognized as a negative. She dropped into the nearest chair, and began to sob. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Amy. I know you planned to spend this last day with Zenna and M’Ell. We’ll find out where the Wrogul went.” Roeder turned a worried face toward the two leaders and laid a hand on Amy’s bowed head. Todd reached an arm toward Amy as well. 
 
    “Don’t worry, little one. We will find them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In this class, we’re going to look at business trends and case studies.” Professor Roca looked over the top of her glasses at the assembled students sitting before her. “I’ll be assigning some group studies and explorations, and I expect you to present your findings at midterm. Some of the topics will include medical advancement and Azure’s role in healing and pinplants. Mariculture is another possibility with a close look at trade goods. Some of you may like to tackle whether tech companies should be in the hands of a limited few or…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy and her study group lounged around her room. Slates, food wrappers, and empty cups and bottles littered the floor. 
 
    “Why did you pick mariculture platforms, Amy? It’s a boring subject,” complained her classmate, Maurine. 
 
    “Not really, Maurine.” Ravi Kalo’i held up a handful of charts. “Amy and I are seeing a rash of production errors and declines. Azure needs these platforms for our trade in fresh produce. Did you know the Wrogul chef on Earth buys a lot of Styx Valley produce for his restaurants? He brags about it on his Iron Chef shows—that he has a source for the freshest produce to replace what they can’t get from Hawaii anymore.” 
 
    Maurine sniffed. “Well, why doesn’t he name Azure as his source if it’s such a big deal.” 
 
    “Because,” Ravi replied patiently, “our government is trying to keep Azure secure by drawing as little publicity as possible. You know that. Your uncle works in the governor’s office. The civic leaders don’t want to draw the attention of certain ‘parties’ as to what Azure has. They’re already concerned about the attention the clinic is getting. And the publicity Azure Wrogul are getting for pinplants and surgery for the mercs.” 
 
    “But look.” Amy waved her slate at the Tri-V in her apartment, and the screen filled with charts and graphs. “There are some weird drops in production. Why would an irrigation line suddenly become salt water and destroy the produce on this Styx farm?” 
 
    “And this one,” Ravi added. “A mariculture platform suddenly breaks loose from its legs and sinks to the sea floor.” 
 
    Their fourth team member silently observed the exchange.  
 
    “It gets curiouser and curiouser, to use an old Earth saying,” Steve Whipple said. “I’ve got some horrifying stories here. A farmer overcome with poisonous methane gas. His family and workers tried to save him and pull him away from the bubble of gas. They were all overcome and died as well. Another platform farmer got his shirt sleeve caught in equipment, became trapped, and died as his arm was pulled into the machinery—we think. There was no one to witness the accident.” 
 
    Maurine stared silently at Whipple. 
 
    Steve added, “And there’s more weird stories like this. Rarely any witnesses to see what really happened.” 
 
    “That’s what we find so intriguing about this class project, Maurine,” said Amy. “What is the true cost of our farming economy with all these tragedies? And why have these events seemed to have accelerated in the last few years? Why is the media not reporting on these accidents or only giving them 30 seconds of air time? That’s what we’re trying to puzzle out with the data we have.” 
 
    “I still think it’s a silly assignment. We could have done pinplant technology or Mercenary Guild business practices.” 
 
    Amy sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, your group assumes that something more than simple farming accidents are at the root of these production losses?” Professor Roca stared at the four students standing in front of her. 
 
    Ravi nodded silently for the group. 
 
    Roca laughed so hard, tears slid down her rouged cheeks. “Conspiracy theorists! I love it. That’s rich. All I asked of this project is that you study the numbers in production losses or gains and report the trends. Instead, you concoct a story that the farming communities are being systematically destroyed by saboteurs. That is so rich!” 
 
    Amy flinched with disappointment. She tried to hide the reaction. She wouldn’t have the professor gloating for eliciting the emotional response. 
 
    “I should flunk all of you. You should be wearing foil hats as you present this, but you did work on the charts and graphs like I asked. C minus is what you’re getting for the project. And keep your conspiracy theories to yourselves. We can’t have crap like that being whispered about, particularly by grad students. Be thankful I’m not contacting the disciplinary committee about your outrageous claims. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    During those college years, Mary Ellen checked in to see how her best friend was doing. She had a teaching degree from the community college in Landing while Amy pursued her business studies at the university in Styx Town. M’Ell was teaching high school math classes at Landing but was hoping a position would open somewhere in the Styx Valley. 
 
    It was time for their monthly dinner out. 
 
    “Are you glad it’s almost over, Amy?” M’Ell asked, cuddling a small puppy that was all ears and big eyes. 
 
    “Definitely. I present my thesis next week. I’ll skip the ceremony and get to work.” 
 
    “Are you going to work for your dad?” 
 
    “No, I don’t want any suggestions of nepotism. He wanted me to work for Clarke and the doctors up at Cerulean, but Todd asked me to come over to CBK. He says he’s got data he wants me to analyze, and he thinks I’ll look at it differently than others on the staff. Says he wants that different perspective.” 
 
    M’Ell gave a small laugh and looked down at the small puppy stretched out and asleep on her lap. “Kekoa is so sweet. How old is she now?” 
 
    Amy smiled fondly. “About twelve weeks now. And she’s so fierce! When I take her out to some of the ranches I visit, she barks at the horses and cows as if she’s as big as they are. She’s five pounds. Last week she shadowed one of the herding dogs and tried to nip the feet of a sheep.” 
 
    M’Ell leaned over and kissed the puppy on the top of her head. Kekoa’s ears—her antennae, Amy called them—sprang to full alert in case the word bacon would be mentioned. 
 
    “Did you and your classmates ever follow up on those fishy stories of farming disasters?” 
 
    Amy shook her head. “No,” she said in a small voice. “The others thought I was pushing the conspiracy angle too hard. That I was seeing conspiracies instead of simple mariculture accidents. Steve Whipple kind of believed me, but he got more involved in his own studies and thesis, and said it would be better if we dropped it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Amy. I know you wanted to help the farmers, but maybe they were just simple accidents.” 
 
    “I know, M’Ell, but think about it. What if something really is going on? Are we supposed to close our eyes and say everything will be fine? How much damage would have to occur before we take notice and say we have to investigate? Why can’t we nip it in the bud now, in case it is deliberate acts?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Amy. I see your viewpoint, but I also hear the respected opinions of those who say we can’t look for evil lurking in shadows…that it just doesn’t happen that way in real life.” 
 
    “I’ve heard what they say, M’Ell. ‘Life is not a Tri-V show.’ ‘Stop thinking simple accidents are conspiracies.’ They say there is no trouble and we must believe them.” 
 
    “Amy, come on. You need a distraction. We best be going if we want to make our reservation. Should I put this little bundle of fuzz in her kennel?” 
 
    Amy laughed and opened the door to Kekoa’s kennel. “Let’s go. We have a bottle of wine to demolish, along with those steaks.” 
 
    At the end of the evening, as they were saying their goodbyes, M’Ell raised the question she asked each time they got together. “Have you ever found out anything about Zenna and her Wrogul family?” 
 
    Amy shook her head and grimaced. “Nothing. I’ve looked and sent out contact messages. Total silence. I’m kind of hoping that if Todd trusts me, he’ll eventually tell me why they disappeared into thin air.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Amy, we’re so proud of you! A lot of hard work, but you’ve got your degrees and you’re going to a good job.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” Amy looked across the table at her mom as she raised her wine glass in a toast to the new graduate. Her father, sitting beside her, clapped a hand on her shoulder and raised his glass as well. 
 
    “College and good grades are great,” he intoned, “but it’s holding on to your principles as you face life’s challenges that really counts.” 
 
    Amy glanced at her father and slightly—slightly—raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Amy’s mother murmured. “How soon do you start with Todd’s company?” 
 
    Amy hesitated. “Well, I’m going up to Cerulean Station to visit with Dad, then back down to Azure. Todd said he was giving me a month to settle in as ‘an adult,’ as he put it. So next month I start in the stats and analysis department.” 
 
    “But you’re not spending the month at Cerulean, are you?” Amy’s mother looked worried.  
 
    “No, I don’t want to leave the apartment empty that long. M’Ell is keeping Kekoa for me, and she’s going to come stay in Styx Town for two weekends so she can go to the beach.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I’m glad M’Ell is keeping Kekoa, but I would have been glad to take care of my grand-puppy.” 
 
    Roeder laughed. “She’ll be okay with me, Emily. She knows a lot of the people on Cerulean and at the clinic. We might take a quick trip to Wandrey Station to look around.” 
 
    “Well…” Emily’s smile faltered. “I know she’ll be okay. I’ll just miss her.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t tell your mom about the pinplants, did you?” Brent Roeder quizzed his daughter as they headed for the shuttle. 
 
    “Dad, I appreciate the gift, and you know how Mom worries over the smallest thing. First, she’d lecture me about the cost and taking advantage of you. After that, she’d fuss about the possible complications. She’d trot out all the reasons pinplants for Humans aren’t a good idea. Then she’d start on the mercenary angle. Does this mean I want to be a merc? Am I looking to join a guild? Or am I trying to be like the Wrogul? It was easier not to say anything.” 
 
    “You know your mother well, Amy.” Roeder chuckled. 
 
    “I can explain it to her when I get back. When she notices them. Just think, I’ll be able to scan all the science papers quickly and deflect all her arguments as she brings them up.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, entropy, my head hurts so bad!” Amy moaned. 
 
    “Stay hydrated,” the nurse told her in a soothing voice as she handed Amy a cup of cold water sporting a colorful straw. “Keep your eyes closed for a while longer. It’s going to take your brain time to adjust to the mesh. The nanites are working. Why your father insisted on double pinplants for a young girl like you…I don’t understand him!” 
 
    “Argggghhhh.” Amy drew out a cry that was half sobbing and half anguish. 
 
    “Let me get the doctor, Amy.” 
 
    In a few moments, a Wrogul physician wheeled into Amy’s room. 
 
    “My dear, I understand you are in a spot of pain?” 
 
    “Dr. Clarke, will my head ever stop hurting? It’s so—argggghhhh.” Amy ended on a sob of pain. 
 
    “My dear, the nurse will get you an analgesic. The pain and disorientation will subside soon. Your brain is adjusting to new inputs and energies. Let me turn the lights down while I check your eyes. 
 
    “Hmm. You are fine, young lady. Typical reaction to Human pinplants, and yours are double pins. The side effects will subside in a day or two.” 
 
    “Ugh, at this point I wish I was Wrogul. Zenna never described it being this bad.” 
 
    “Wrogul buds do respond differently. Just consider, though, if we operated with physical tools and surgery. Fiilash has certainly helped us with Human pinplants.” 
 
    Amy quieted down as the analgesics began to relieve her headache. 
 
    “Relax and rest, Miss Roeder. The mesh will complete itself and align with the power supply. We’ll check on you later.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy woke to her father, Brent, sitting next to her hospital bed. 
 
    “How you feeling, Amy sweets?” 
 
    “A lot better, Dad. The headache is gone. The disorientation is subsiding. I’ve been going through the ‘manual’ that downloaded into my brain, so I’m learning how to use these ‘plants.” 
 
    “We’re checking you out of the clinic today and moving you into my apartment. It’ll take about a week to get used to using the pinplants. You’ll get that thousand-yard stare, and I’ll know you’re scrolling through databases. Oh, yeah, M’Ell messaged me. She and Kekoa are having a blast. They’ve been walking—err, running—all over Landing City. She’s heading out to your place for the weekend.” 
 
    Amy smiled a gentle smile and drifted back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Dad, this is simply incredible!” 
 
    Brent Roeder looked at his daughter sitting across from him at the table. 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    He watched as a distracted Amy began a thought, then hesitated, knowing she was reviewing data through her newly implanted pinplants. 
 
    “This is so much quicker than using a slate to scroll through data. The commands are so easy and quick. No more trying to come up with the correct search terms, trying over and over again to find the correct sources.” 
 
    “Don’t overload yourself, Amy. You need to learn to balance yourself and carry on a conversation, while reviewing the data you’ve called up. Practice, and soon you’ll be a natural at the multitasking without getting that ‘inside your head’ look. It takes time.” 
 
    “I know, Dad. I’m also lucky because my hair can cover the ‘plants and they won’t be so noticeable. I may have to abandon ponytails for a few weeks until Mom and my friends get used to me having pinplants. I don’t want to make it obvious I’m ‘speshul.’” Amy gave a small giggle. 
 
    “You’ve always noticed patterns in data, Amy. I’m interested in knowing if this will help you with your data analysis and problem solving.” 
 
    “We’ll see, Daddy. I start at Todd’s headquarters in three days. I know he’s got a lot of stuff he wants me to look at.” 
 
    Roeder turned his attention back to his glass of juice. “Uh huh.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The transport pulled up to the corporate office, and Amy gathered her belongings. 
 
    Brent Roeder leaned over and kissed Amy on the cheek. “Have a fantastic first day, kiddo. Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Really, Dad! You don’t think I can negotiate this first day orientation without you hovering over me?” Amy Roeder shook her head at Brent Roeder. 
 
    “No, no, not that!” the gray-haired man backpedaled. “I’m just checking on the planet-side operations. I promised Todd I’d check in regularly.” 
 
    Amy crossed her arms and stared at her father. He looked fondly at his youngest daughter, a child he’d never expected to have after the space accident that paralyzed him. Roeder earnestly stammered his excuses a few more seconds until Amy laughed out loud. 
 
    “S’okay.” She smiled. “I like the Wrogul. I respect Todd. I’ll do okay. You know I like nothing better than organizing data and solving puzzles. I’ll be in touch weekly. Who else keeps your support creds and birthday and anniversary wishes going out each week?” 
 
    Roeder barked a laugh. “You do keep me organized, Amy sweets. I’ll stay out of your way. But catch the shuttle to Cerulean Station when you can. If Marinara, Meryll, and Michael ever return to Azure, I’ll be asking him to host a blow-out dinner for us all. And I’ll need you to organize it for me.” 
 
    Amy snorted. “An Iron Chef preparing a cozy dinner for one hundred relatives, huh? That should be fun. Will there be enough salmon in Styx Valley for such a dinner?” 
 
    Her father laughed again. “Salmon, pineapple, I’ll even ask for poi and coconut cake. That should challenge him.” 
 
    Amy smiled and glanced at her slate. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Lots more,” Roeder said seriously. “Indulge me, and check out some vacant properties when you can. I’m upset to see some of the local businesses failing with their production losses, but perhaps we can use some of those production and canning locations for biotech production.” 
 
    Amy nodded. “Hmm. I’ll ask around, see what’s happening in the valley and in town. After orientation, Todd wants me immersed in graphs, tables, and data. I’ll try to carve out some time for you. Are you thinking you’ll need production facilities with maybe VASPer capabilities?” 
 
    Roeder winked at his daughter. “Who knows?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy flung herself into her office chair and slammed her water canister on the desktop. Brandon Rice, part of her analysis team, swung his chair around to face her. “Frustrated much?” 
 
    “I feel like the answers are standing in front of me but curtained off. I keep reaching for the edge of the curtain to lift it and see what it’s hiding, and I just can’t grab the edge. It’s affecting my sleep. I know the answer’s there. Why can’t I uncover it?” 
 
    “Occam’s Razor, Amy. Maybe it really is just bad luck and incompetence. Paul found a news article. One of the platform managers was facing bankruptcy, and his wife was initiating a divorce. He trashed the platform, set fire to the onsite cottage, and killed his own family. Suffered smoke inhalation and damaged his lungs ‘trying to rescue them.’ He claimed it was sabotage. Investigators just revealed their findings, saying he did all the damage on purpose. Some unknown set up a ‘help Geoff Longhorne’ account at his bank, which netted him lots of sympathy dollars. It turns out he blackmailed his cousin into setting it up. The bank has frozen the account and is going to return the donations. Good ole Geoff was trying to blame the ocean Wrogul for the damage and thought he was going to get away with it.” 
 
    Amy threw her head back and heaved a sigh. “I wish we could actually locate those Wrogul. I’ve talked to Todd, Wells, and Perseus. The only thing they tell me is the Azure Free Colony—oh, they called it the Hau’ula Colony—decided to isolate themselves from the Humans and moved to the ocean to live ‘as Wrogul were meant to live.’ They say they don’t know where the colony is located. I’m to respect the colony’s wishes and not look for them. Perseus actually took me aside and told me—with lots of angry flashes—to give up the search for them.” 
 
    “Well, Perseus is probably sensitive about this situation. His own bud, Olivier, left for the sea and took the others with him. Do you think the colony may be responsible for some of the damage we’re seeing at the sea platforms?” 
 
    “Not that so much as…” Amy hesitated. “It’s more like worry that they’ll be blamed for stuff they didn’t do. And if they’re not responsible for the damage, who is? Is the Free Colony in danger from whoever—whatever—is attacking the sea platforms?” 
 
    “Do we know if they are even out there?” Brandon asked. “If they’ve so totally disappeared, maybe those Wrogul have died or been killed. Sharks, poisonous sea creatures, who knows what they’ve encountered?” 
 
    “It depresses me to think about that happening, Brandon, but I’m not doing any good staying here late and going over damage stats again and again. It’s time to get out of this office. Kekoa and I have a date to run around the block. You should go home, too.” 
 
    Brandon snickered. “Does Kekoa run with you, or do you drag her along on her leash?” 
 
    Amy smiled. “These days, it’s more like she drags me. She’s pretty exploratory. Maybe I should task her with finding the missing Wrogul.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A sweating Amy and an exhausted canine collapsed as soon as they passed through the door to Amy’s apartment. As Amy sank to the floor, Kekoa climbed into her lap and licked her bare arms. 
 
    “Enough, Kekoa. I’ll take a shower. You don’t need to clean me.” 
 
    The dog yipped and wagged her curly tail. Her ears swiveled forward, and she yipped again, then stood up and danced around Amy. 
 
    “‘Kay, ‘kay. Let me get up. Bacon it is.” 
 
    The dog yipped again and raced to the kitchen. Amy walked slowly to the kitchen, opened the cooler door, and pulled out a package. She shook it. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” 
 
    The dog barked, whimpered, and wagged her tail furiously. 
 
    “Okay, here you go, Kekoa.” Amy handed the pup half a slice of bacon, then slid down to the kitchen floor. Kekoa climbed into her lap and licked her cheek, thanking Amy for the bacon treat. 
 
    “Oh, wait, Kekoa, someone’s buzzing me. Let me get this message.” 
 
    Amy blinked, accessed the message center, and listened to the long message left in her slate’s message center. She repeated the access command and listened again, then furiously scrolled through news feeds with her pinplants. 
 
    Kekoa whimpered as she frequently did when Amy was distracted by her pinplants, then she reached up and licked the tears running down Amy’s cheeks. The headlines spelled trouble for the galaxy, and particularly for Earth. Humans wiped out or living as slaves to the mercenary races? Who set the Veetanho up as the new gods? Perhaps Azure could stay clear of the coming troubles…but perhaps not.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The more details Amy and her team dug up on the farming community accidents, the more stonewalling they received as they asked additional questions. Todd and Wells, her Wrogul bosses, sympathized with her team’s position, but encouraged her to the find evidence she needed for solid proof of tampering and sabotage. It just wasn’t there, and when she and her team talked to investigators and engineers, no one would admit to issues beyond clumsy accidents or confounded workers. 
 
    “But why are they ‘confounded’ workers?” she asked her team as they sat around a conference table filled with empty food containers. “Confounded means confused. Were they under the influence? Were they hypnotized? Sure, we’ve seen a lot of worker error. Is there a chemical causing some brain disorder?” 
 
    “Perhaps an evil villain is pointing a ray gun at the workers, making them do stupid stuff,” Keoni Baldwin replied. 
 
    Amy looked at Keoni and arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. “Maybe…possessed. Kahuna o milu?” 
 
    “Keoni, really.” Amy sighed. 
 
    “No, wait—” Brandon Rice interrupted. “What about—what’s that old Earth term—what about radicalized? What if something or someone has convinced the workers that destroying platforms serves a higher purpose? Have we looked for anything like that?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Amy murmured. She looked at her slate as she accessed her pinplants, then turned to her assistant, seated in his Wrogul tank chair next to her. “Paul, have we looked for any cults or religions that might be a problem for Azure production? Any groups that want to see Azure returned to a quiet, obscure planet?” 
 
    She looked around the table as her team buzzed with excitement.  
 
    Paul was silent for a few seconds, then waved his arms in the negative. His translator activated. “Do you mean a group that’s not the Free Colony? No, we have not looked at any Human possibilities.” 
 
    “Ok, let’s pair up and take a look at some local groups and societies. Everyone, send your notes to Paul, and let’s see what we get.” 
 
    As her team filed out of the conference room, Amy put a hand out to stop Paul from leaving. 
 
    “Paul, I heard about the sign language you developed.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Amy?” 
 
    “Please, just Amy. I’d like you to teach that sign language to me.” 
 
    Paul flashed a glyph of excitement. “Do you plan to travel somewhere where translators won’t work?” 
 
    “No, not necessarily, Paul, but I think being able to talk to Wrogul without using a translator is a necessary skill. Naturally, I can’t flash photophores.” 
 
    “Of course, Miss Amy, I will teach you. I thought at first you were planning to travel underwater, looking for the Hau’ula Free Colony.” 
 
    Amy hesitated and stared closely at Paul. “Can the Free Colony interpret this sign language?” 
 
    “It is based on some standard cephalopod motions. I taught it to a few buds, but older Wrogul can do a rough translation of the signals.” 
 
    Amy smiled faintly. 
 
    “It is humorous, Miss Amy?” 
 
    Amy laughed. “I just have this funny image of finally finding Zenna and signing ‘Hello, friend,’ and she tells me I just signed ‘I need a life.’” 
 
    Paul flashed a sign of amusement. “Come with me. I’ll teach you the first sign—’Hello, friend.’ Watch me and learn.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy waited until the waiter served the dessert before asking her question. “Okay, Steve. I’ve loved the dinner and drinks, but I’m curious why you invited me out.” 
 
    “You know I’m working in Mayor Jacie Ennovy’s office, right?” 
 
    Amy nodded. 
 
    “Well, remember when we did our college business project, and Roca laughed us out of the room?” 
 
    Amy flinched, but nodded again. 
 
    “Well, a few days ago, Mayor Ennovy asked my opinion on the rash of farming tragedies over the last five years. She said some of the produce companies and dealers are complaining about shortages. They’re losing money because they can’t meet offworld demand. A couple CEOs have approached us, asking if Jacie could convince Governor Arif and the Assembly to loosen some of the restrictions on offworld sales.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “Do you still believe it may be deliberate sabotage and not simply farming disasters?” 
 
    “Huh, Steve, I’ve always believed that, but I also don’t like being called a crackpot conspiracy theorist.” 
 
    “Amy, I think we should dig deeper and look at those conspiracy theories again. All Styx Town knows you’ve been trying to find the Free Colony. What if they are behind the sea platform destruction? What if the Wrogul are taking revenge on the Humans?” 
 
    “Dammit, Steve, how could you blame the Wrogul for this?” Amy threw her napkin on her plate. 
 
    “Not the land Wrogul, Amy! But we don’t know anything about the Free Colony. Mayor Jacie likes the land Wrogul, and she knows they’ve helped the business growth of Styx Town and Styx Valley, but we all figure the AFC left because they don’t like Humans. What if they’re destroying the platforms out of spite?” 
 
    “That is ridiculous, Steve, and you know it!” 
 
    “Think this through, Amy. Who has the most to gain if we can’t meet production for offworlders? We reduce the need for extensive platforms. We don’t damage the oceans with runoff from the valleys to the seas. We have to cut back on biotech, which means people will leave Azure to find new jobs. Who really benefits if Azure slows down and returns to the old ways? You have the mind for sifting through details and seeing the piece that eludes the rest of us. Think about it.” 
 
    Amy looked away from Steve and stared at the restaurant carpet.  
 
    “Okay, I will,” she said in a small voice. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, man, Amy, look at this news report.” 
 
    Brandon activated the Tri-V screens from his desk, showing a young reporter with long blonde hair standing on a sandy beach. She informed her viewers that several residents had seen lights in the night sky, a few catching images of the lights. One person interviewed said two bright lights appeared, and then a third suddenly appeared. The reporter ended her piece solemnly, telling her viewers that government leaders would hold a press conference to address the phenomena. 
 
    Brandon looked at Amy, who was deep in thought. He could tell she was reviewing data through her pinplants. 
 
    “What do you think?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Amy said distractedly. “I’m checking for reports of drone activity, ship landings at Wandrey Station, and shuttle landings at the spaceport.” 
 
    “But three lights over the ocean, Amy. What do you think they are? 
 
    “My opinion doesn’t matter, Brandon. We need facts, not opinions.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Amy, you have got to see this.” 
 
    “Again, Brandon?” 
 
    “No, it is me, Paul.” 
 
    Amy turned weary eyes to the Wrogul speeding into her office toward the Tri-V screens. He waved his waterproofed slate at the screens. 
 
    “This is different. We know the lights a few months ago turned out to be flares, but look at this one.” 
 
    Amy glanced up at the Tri-V screens, then quieted. The same blonde reporter was on screen, telling her viewers about mysterious lights in the sky. Paul raised the volume of the recorded newscast. 
 
    “…but this time the lights were seen near Ualapue, near the southern shore. We had at least a dozen citizens call in and report the lights seen along the shores of the Lepo Sea. We even have video from Makana Kalakona of Landing City, who saw the lights from her back yard. Tell us what you saw, Makana.” 
 
    The short, dark-skinned woman spoke animatedly. 
 
    “I thought it was something like blue lightning. I grabbed my slate and began recording it. It was falling from the night sky like a rod falling to the ground. It was followed by another rod of brilliant white. I called my husband to come look, and we watched these lights glide down to the far ocean. I couldn’t tell how close or far it was, but I don’t think it was gliding to the Lepo Sea. I think it was further than that.” 
 
    “You think it was falling into the deep ocean?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m pretty sure it was beyond No’opua. And it warn’t no fireworks or flares. It warn’t no shuttles gliding to the spaceport.” 
 
    “Thank you, Makana Kalakona, for that description.”  
 
    The reporter turned toward her viewers. “I’ve just been told that we recorded over one hundred calls about these lights. An anonymous source at the spaceport also told us that at the same time the lights were visible, Wandrey Station reported an anomaly over the Hi’ohi’ona Sea. As we find out more information about this anomaly, we’ll update you. Back to you, Ron.” 
 
    Paul closed out the Tri-V screens. “What do you think, Amy?” 
 
    Amy steepled her fingers and rested her chin on them. “I think I’m really tired and confused, Paul. Do me a favor and have the team get all the reports you can on this. See if the station will share the names of those who called in. I want investigators to talk to all these people. Contact the Oceanography Institute and see if they recorded any volcanic eruptions under the sea, or any unusual events. Then we’ll comb through all the eyewitness reports and see what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Right on it, Boss.” 
 
    Amy gave a sigh and lowered her forehead to the desk.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Boss! I need to see you immediately!” 
 
    Wells’ broadcast to his boss, Todd, could be heard through most of the office complex, and it caused a few turned heads and raised eyebrows. Whispers buzzed as Humans anxiously discussed the urgency in the Wrogul’s broadcast. Quite a few flashes of photophores indicated the Wrogul half of the staff were engaged in the same speculation.  
 
    Amy looked up from the scans she was studying. She turned to her newest team member, Maile, and shook her head. “I need to pull the latest security feeds. Something is very wrong. Wells is usually polite and respectful with the boss.” 
 
    “Let me throw the feeds up on screen,” the older woman replied. “Just take a sec.” 
 
    The Tri-V screen filled with dismaying images. 
 
    “Oh, no…” Maile bit her lip as Amy stared in horror. 
 
    “Who would have done—” 
 
    “That’s two years’ worth of—” 
 
    Both women spoke at once as they surveyed images of burned crops and cratered mariculture platforms. The sea platforms were destroyed and sinking, as oily flames burned on the waves surrounding the devastation. 
 
    Maile whimpered as she saw some of the Humans floating face down in the water. Two Wrogul were trying to slip off the platform into the sea, their arms aflame. 
 
    Amy’s eyes filled with tears. She knew not only was it a devastating blow to their medical crop production, the loss of Human and Wrogul life would set community against community. 
 
    “This isn’t the first time,” she whispered to Maile, “but we thought the other problems were bad luck or worker error. Or maybe camera failures. This…this…it’s going to provoke Human versus Wrogul violence.” 
 
    Maile whirled on her younger manager. “What do you mean, not the first time? For this type of destruction?” 
 
    Amy sighed. “You know there’s been an uptick of platform failures over the past five years. That’s part of the reason we’ve been brought in to study the data and look for patterns. 
 
    “Todd was hoping it was simply production errors,” she continued. “Fertilizing errors. Production declines or climate change affecting the crop and medicinal plant growths.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no mistaking this,” Maile said sarcastically. “Platforms sinking and on fire. People injured or dead. This looks pretty deliberate.” 
 
    “We need to look at some of the old data and footage again,” Amy replied. “Help me pull all that up and the security feeds. Todd, Wells, and the others will ask what we missed. Call Paul in. I need his perspective as well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What have we missed from the other events?” Todd stared owlishly at Wells after viewing the scene. Wells flashed a glyph of dismay.  
 
    “We have always assumed it was operator error. We never had security footage showing actual sabotage. Operator error, the wrong amount of chemicals, procedural error. We kept emphasizing proper training, better record keeping.” 
 
    Perseus, Wells’ deputy, flashed negation. “Now we know it is sabotage. Humans or the deep-sea colony. But why would Humans sabotage their food sources, the stuff we eat, the products we need for medicines?” 
 
    Wells thrashed in his tank. “Are you saying the perpetrators had to be Wrogul?” he spit through his translator. 
 
    Perseus sighed. “No, but be logical. Who has the most to gain from this sabotage? Humans destroying the crops they depend on, or the Free Colony, who reject Human ways and cross-species interaction?” 
 
    “Steady.” Todd added a flash of regret. “We must look carefully at what is now and what is the past. We know some of the Human colonists do not want a Wrogul presence on Azure. Some would be happier if we all went to the sea and left the planet business to the Humans. We need to meet with Mayor Ennovy, then possibly Governor Becke, and anticipate questions from the media and our board. ‘Get our ducks in a row,’ as the Humans would say. Wells, set up a meeting. Get Miss Roeder working on this. See what she can find out. You might also want to send a message over to her father and see if he has heard anything. I will organize security details to check the other platforms and see what clues they can find in the destroyed sea-farms.” 
 
    Todd flashed another sign of regret and turned in his tank to study the Tri-V images. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy sat, staring at the screens, mulling over the images of the newest, latest farm sabotage—images the satellites caught. Depending on the light, she could see the image of…something…rising from the sea, but it was indistinguishable. But there was some—thing—from the sea, then fire raining down on the farming community. 
 
    The destruction was horrifying. Crops burned. Greenhouses smashed. The Human and Wrogul injuries and deaths brought tears to Amy’s eyes. Bodies covered with cloths or bagged for the mortuaries. Medical assistants came from towns and valleys hours away from the community. But the carnage wasn’t limited to the farms. Nearby residences had been shattered or blown apart. Emergency crews were investigating the damage around the farms and reporting on the deaths of the local residents found in the wreckage of their homes.  
 
    Amy zeroed in on a media report showing on one of the screens. The teenaged girl was crying to the reporter. The crawl read, “Teenager searching for father in wreckage of home.” Amy raised the volume of the screen. 
 
    “It just came out of nowhere…fireball flying apart, like a dozen flaming meteors. First the windows smashed in, then holes in the walls. The house collapsed, and I was screaming, ‘Dad, Dad, where are you?’” The girl dropped her head and sobbed into her hands. 
 
    The reporter turned and raised her slate. “There you have it, Ron. Young Lily escaped the wreckage but is looking for her father, Jonathan LaForce. Her mother is a surgical tech at the clinic upstream, and is safe, but overwhelmed, helping with all the injuries. Her brothers and sister are on their way back from Landing City. In other news, Cerulean Station is sending help for both the injured Humans and Wrogul. Meanwhile, local residents are helping sort the injured for transportation and checking for survivors. Others are combing the wreckage at the farms to make sure no one is trapped in rubble.” 
 
    The screen returned to Ron in the news studio, standing before a map of the Styx Valley and Mount Sparky.  
 
    “You can see from this map,” Ron intoned, “that major biotech farms and some produce farms were damaged in this latest round of agricultural sabotage. Governor Becke has assured us her team is available to help with injuries and damages. She has set up a tip line. If you see anything suspicious—persons or activities—say something immediately. The number is…” 
 
    Amy’s father quietly slipped into her office. “Anything worthwhile on the tip line?” 
 
    Amy sighed heavily. “Just the usual crap right now. ‘I saw a Veetanho ship.’ ‘There were MinSha sneaking around the buildings.’ ‘I saw Xiq’tal crawling from the sea.’ ‘It’s Raknar, I tell you, Raknar!’ Stuff like that.” 
 
    Brent Roeder looked at his daughter. “You think there’s any truth in those tips?” 
 
    Amy shook her head, ponytail flopping side to side. “Not yet. Just paranoia. Conspiracy theories. I’m hoping people will come forward and tell us what they observed, in the order they observed it. But we don’t know if some of those who actually saw something are some of the injured. Or dead. Or in comas.” She gave a slight shake. 
 
    Her father put his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll work it out, Amy. We have good people working on this.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small lounge at the spaceport seemed filled with welcome home visitors, but that was an illusion caused by the crowding of a few Wrogul tanks. The shuttle bringing the occupants of the Nautilus to the planet would land soon.  
 
    Brent Roeder wrapped his arm around his daughter, Amy, and pulled her closer. He glanced at the woman standing on the other side of the lounge by herself, holding a small bouquet of flowers and a small stuffed toy…a small brown dog, from the looks of it. She glanced at Brent Roeder and stiffened, then looked curiously at Amy. Roeder caught her eye and nodded slightly. The whole exchange happed in seconds, unnoticed by the others. 
 
    The weary travelers shuttled through the port door, some looking for friends or family, but a small group zeroed in on the Wrogul and Humans standing to the side. Michael and Meryll Caparelli moved in that direction then stopped as Meryll noticed the woman standing near the lounge wall, holding the flowers and stuffed toy.  
 
    “Michael, here, hold these for me,” she said as she handed him her slate and bags then turned tentatively toward the woman approaching her. 
 
    “Mama, I’m so glad you were able to come see us.” Meryll enveloped the older woman in a hug. 
 
    “A world-famous chef coming back to Azure, and my daughter and her husband?” The woman laughed. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    Meryll pulled her mother toward the group standing around the Roeders and the Wrogul. “Hey, y’all. Michael, you know my mama. Everyone else, this is my mother, Emma Lee Leilani.” The Nautilus passengers and Azurians nodded to the older woman and smiled at the love shining in Meryll’s eyes.  
 
    “I’ll introduce y’all, but Mama, I want you to meet Doctor Roeder. You know he’s from Azure, but he funded so much of what we needed to get back here. And this is—” 
 
    “—Amy Roeder. Brent is my father,” Amy interrupted. “You know, I’m such a big fan of Marinara. And I know you did your college studies here on Azure before going to Earth, Missus Caparelli. I hope we get a chance to talk some.” 
 
    Meryll stared at a younger version of herself. The girl’s dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, mimicking her own favorite hairstyle. The girl’s brightly shining blue eyes were the same color of blue as her own. Meryll blinked a few times and stuttered. 
 
    “Of course, um, sure, yeah, we can talk.” Meryll glanced at her mother, raising her eyebrows and widening her eyes at the embarrassed look on her mother’s face. Her mother looked away.  
 
    “Umm, sure, umm, Amy, is it? Doctor Roeder said you would help us look at some restaurant space. We’ll meet and talk about it.” Meryll glanced at the elder Roeder, whose face had turned dangerously red as he looked at the carpeted floor. She started to speak again. 
 
    Michael laid a hand on Meryll’s shoulder and mentioned that someone else was waiting to see Marinara at the lounge exit. He nodded toward the doors of the spaceport lounge. Amy and her father turned to see who was at the exit. A Wrogul in a mobile chair similar to the type doctors used waited quietly, some distance from the group.  
 
    “It’s Paul,” Amy whispered to her father. They watched the exchange as Meryll spoke quietly to the Iron Chef. Marinara turned his tank so quickly that water frothed and splashed out, then sped toward the lone Wrogul waiting by the entrance, slowing as he got closer. Amy watched the flashing photophores and whispered translations to her father. 
 
    “He’s happy his bud, Paul, has come to see him, and Paul says he’s glad Marinara is back. He says they have a lot to talk about. Paul says he’ll see if Meryll can fit him into the chef’s schedule.” 
 
    Roeder replied, “Mari looks pretty upset with his glyphs. Now what?”  
 
    Paul turned to leave the lounge. Meryll, standing nearby, laid her hand on Marinara’s arm.  
 
    Amy watched the exchange. “He’s signing, ‘He does not like me. I knew I should not have left Earth.’” 
 
    Brent Roeder sighed. “Poor Mari. Family means so much to him.” 
 
    Amy turned and looked at father and arched an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy settled into the cushions of her sofa, listening to her friend M’Ell’s latest lamentation of lazy students and incomplete homework assignments. 
 
    “Come back to Styx Valley, M’Ell. Surely there’s a teaching job somewhere in the valley.” 
 
    She listened as her friend made excuses and apologized for dumping on Amy about the current state of education. 
 
    “It’s not that, M’Ell. You need to get out of the city. Get back here to the Valley. I’m sure most of the schools around here would jump at the chance to hire a city teacher, and you’d be closer to me and Kekoa. Think how much fun that could be!” 
 
    She listened again as M’Ell stammered excuses, talked salaries, and exclaimed over city life. 
 
    “Well, I love you, girl. Don’t work too hard until we can get together again. I’ve got some news, too, but that can wait. Got some more research to do, then, boy, do I have a surprise to tell you!” 
 
    She listened to M’Ell’s wheedling voice. “Nope, no clues. Can’t tell you ‘til I know for sure.” 
 
    The two friends said their goodbyes as Kekoa jumped into her lap and curled up. 
 
    Amy petted her dog. “I can tell you, Kekoa, what I can’t tell M’Ell just yet. The Nautilus homecoming was strange, to say the least. I finally got to meet a famous chef, but I don’t think Dad is going to get his big, blow-out dinner for a while. Now I have additional stuff to do for Dad, and Todd has messaged me. He wants a private meeting with me and Paul.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy scrolled through the rest of her messages. Her dad had left several. She didn’t want to hear any excuses for the moment, but one of his messages was titled “Jack Sparrow.” She glanced through it and saw that the Wrogul Jack Sparrow needed a production facility for Verne’s return with the mercenary group, the Copperheads. Roeder promised him that Amy had some possibilities in mind and wanted her to know that Sparrow would be contacting her. At the end of the message, Roeder added, “Please call me, or, better yet, catch a shuttle up to Cerulean. We need to talk some more.” 
 
    A message from her mother was marked Important/Urgent. She glanced at the message and saw it was filled with exclamation points. Later. She would deal with her mother later. She had more pressing issues at the moment. 
 
    Another message from Todd, also marked Urgent, then one from Meryll Caparelli titled “Restaurant Possibilities” caught her eye, and she opened the message. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for inviting me to your apartment, Amy. It’s very gracious of you to see me.”  
 
    Meryll Caparelli entered Amy’s apartment amid the frantic barking of Kekoa. Meryll and her husband, Michael, had returned to Azure with her boss and “brother,” Wrogul Iron Chef Marinara, aboard the Nautilus. The meeting in the shuttle lounge had been…eye-opening. 
 
    “I—I think we have a lot to talk about, Missus Caparelli. I have questions, and I’m sure you do, too.” 
 
    Amy’s small brown dog danced at Meryll’s feet, laying her toy on the woman’s shoe and wagging her tail. 
 
    “She’s sweet,” Meryll commented. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Kekoa.” The small dog perked up her ears at the sound of her name. 
 
    “Hmm, ‘Beloved.’ Fitting.” Meryll reached down to pet the dog, who began to scratch furiously at Meryll’s leg. 
 
    “Ouch. Sharp nails.” Meryll smiled and picked up the dog, who began to lick the visitor’s face energetically. 
 
    Meryll looked at Amy and raised an eyebrow. “I guess she knows, huh.” 
 
    “Umm, Missus Caparelli, this is really awkward. I don’t know where to begin. My dad talked to me last night. He says he didn’t know.” 
 
    “Look, Amy, call me Meryll. My mom talked to me, as well. All I ever knew was, Mama was single, and I had no father. I knew she wasn’t married when I was born. Later she married VJ Montgomery, but he was killed in a boating accident a year later, and she went back to her maiden name. She told me last night Roeder was my father, but she never pursued anything with him because he had such a large extended family. She didn’t think one more kid would make a difference to him, and she didn’t want his help or his money anyway.” 
 
    Amy looked away from the older woman. “So we are half-sisters. I know Dad has a large family, but it feels strange finding one more sibling.” 
 
    Meryll looked cross. “Well, it’s not like we spent birthdays and holidays together and are the bestest of friends, evah.” 
 
    Amy nodded slowly, and Meryll’s face softened slightly. “But hey, it is kind of exciting to find out I have a sister after all this time.” 
 
    “Half-sister.” 
 
    “No, sister. Not only a sister, but someone who likes and works with Wrogul as much as I do.” 
 
    Amy looked up and smiled tentatively. “You like Wrogul?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be calling one my brother if I didn’t, would I?” 
 
    Amy smiled again, and light bloomed in her eyes. “They are a handful, aren’t they? But worth it.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Now you have a lot to fill me in on. At the least, the possibilities for our restaurant. More importantly, your acquaintance with Paul. But most importantly, tell me where you found this adorable dog, and if I can find one just like her.” 
 
    Amy let out a whoop of laughter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Amy, we must talk.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Paul. Is it about Marinara?” 
 
    “No, Amy, it is about the sabotage incidents and the Free Colony.” 
 
    Amy looked at her assistant and signed a question. 
 
    “Yes, I can talk out loud, Amy.” 
 
    “What do you know, Paul?” 
 
    The Wrogul hesitated and squirmed in his seat.  
 
    “I have been in contact with the Free Colony.” 
 
    Amy stood up and towered over the Wrogul in his chair tank. 
 
    “WHAT? How long has this been going on, Paul? Where are they? Who have you been talking to?” 
 
    The Wrogul waved an arm in negation. “They want no contact, Amy, but I feel it is important to assure you they are not responsible for the sabotage of the farming communities and sea platforms.” The Wrogul flashed a sign of vehemence. 
 
    “Not good enough, Paul. I need to know where they are. I need to know why you are so sure they’re not responsible for the sabotage. What is your proof?” 
 
    “Amy, I cannot disclose that information…yet. But I have been told the colony has heard strange noises coming from the deep ocean and seen unusual flashes of light that match what we have seen in the news reports.” 
 
    Amy dropped into her chair and stared suspiciously at the Wrogul. “Who told you this, Paul?” 
 
    The Wrogul flashed another glyph of negation. “I cannot disclose that yet. Rest assured, my source is knowledgeable. But the colony wishes no contact with the continent, particularly with the Humans. I know you want to ask about Zenna. Please do not. I have given my word not to disclose the whereabouts of the colony.” 
 
    Amy looked crestfallen then scowled at the Wrogul seated before her. “If the Free Colony isn’t responsible, who is? Don’t tell me ‘operator error.’ I don’t believe that anymore.” 
 
    Paul waved an arm in frustration. “We must look at the possibilities we have discarded or consider new possibilities.” 
 
    “What? Demons? Ocean aliens? Pirates? Human zombies?” 
 
    Paul slitted his eyes and waved his arms in the equivalent of a Human shrug. 
 
    Amy stared at the Wrogul and slitted her eyes in return. 
 
    “Paul, call the team for a meeting. We have work to do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Neill Cavanaugh was an old man. The Earth-based calendar said ninety-one years had passed since his birth on that planet. He’d been a boy when his parents came to Azure as part of the oceanography team recruited to develop mariculture on the rare Earth-like world. He’d been a brash twenty-six-year-old salvage worker when a wrecked alien spaceship appeared in Azure’s star system. He’d grown into friendship with the amnesic survivor and grown old, while the intelligent cephalopod never seemed to age. 
 
    “You cannot go to orbit, Neill.” Todd perched himself atop the glass partition separating the Wrogul pool from the Human side of the enclosure and flashed his photophores at the translation device built into the conversation pit.  
 
    “Roeder did,” Neill protested. 
 
    “Roeder is a randy old fool who conned my offspring Molina into treating him.” 
 
    “Yes, and he came back looking younger than when he left. So, when do I get the ‘fountain of youth’ treatment?” 
 
     “Clarke is working to figure out exactly what Molina did to Roeder on To’Os. It seems I have never given Brent enough credit as a geneticist. The two of them somehow managed to target nanites to a specific aspect of a single Human’s DNA and cause them to completely rebuild all of the tissues.” Todd reached into the cooler Neill had installed next to the tank when he’d first designed and built the Wrogul-Human Interaction/Acclimation Center. The ‘whic-whac,’ as it was commonly called, had become the de facto social center of the Styx Delta community. As such, it commonly stocked a beverage favored by Wrogul and Humans alike—beer.  
 
    Todd twisted the cap off the bottle and poured it into the tank, then positioned his mantle over the brown liquid to ingest it. “I still would not let you go to space, even with the treatment. No offense, but you are too valuable to risk.” 
 
    “I repeat, Roeder went, and he’s running as many companies as I am. More, in fact, since I retired.” 
 
    “True, but Roeder did not have permission. He was a stowaway, and Governor Garcia made a big stink about it at the time.” Todd rinsed the empty bottle in the pool, then placed it in the rack with the other empties to be recycled when the Cavanaugh Brewery representative came to collect the specially designed brown glass bottles. “You’ll just have to see the ship the way I do—through the eyes of my offspring.” 
 
    “I suppose. Cindy’s supposed to be running a shuttle up to Nautilus later this afternoon. I’ll just have to hijack the cockpit video.” 
 
    “Exactly! Hacking and cracking.” A large bubble of carbonation escaped from under Todd’s mantle. Neill laughed, and Todd flashed the photoglyph for amused embarrassment.  
 
    “I guess that’s the best course of action for two old farts like us.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Three: Nautilus 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a good thing the video stations on the bridge of the Nautilus were waterproof. The Humans were stripped down to shorts and thin shirts—practically bathing attire—while the lone nonhuman floated freely in the warm, intensely humid air. Harryhausen floated in front of a cluster of screens showing several angles, enlarged to show fine details of a video of giant mechs laying waste to the city of Sao Paolo, Brazil. Photophores flashed along his limbs in a pattern that others came to recognize as the Wrogul Peacemaker’s equivalent of humming to himself. 
 
    “You know, we’re lucky we got out when we did,” said Katie Andalusia, pilot and temporary captain of the “borrowed” starship. “After that attack by Cartwright and his Jaegers, the blockade was surely tightened down.” 
 
    “We also can’t risk going directly to Azure,” a gravelly voice replied. Gerhardt Jackson was one of only two mercenaries to survive the raid on the mountain stronghold where Harryhausen finally defeated the Wrogul Mengele. It nearly cost the man a lung, but medical nanites and the services of a skilled surgeon forestalled death or—worse, to a merc—forced retirement.  
 
    “Aren’t we dropping Peacemaker Lujkash off at Karma so she can head home to a Biscuit home world?” Sergeant Derrick Coonradt was the other surviving merc.  
 
    “That’s ‘Besquith,’ kid,” corrected Jackson—technically a mercenary major and Coonradt’s commander, even though the young sergeant was the only mercenary under Jackson’s command.  
 
    “Karma’s not safe for humans.” The voice over the comm from sickbay belonged to the Besquith Peacemaker that her partner nicknamed ‘Lucky.’ She hadn’t been so lucky in the latest battle and was still recovering from her wounds. “Even in this Wrogul spaceship, Peepo’s forces are not going to take kindly to Humans or Peacemakers.” 
 
    “There’s also the issue that every time I attempt to contact a gate, they won’t speak to me. I have to put Lucky or Ray on the comm each time,” the captain said. “I mean, I understand why it might have happened at Earth. We expected it there, but we can’t jump out with the shunts in every system, not if we’re trying to lay a false trail.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s a damned good thing we have shunts on this ship, even if they have to be programmed in obscure galactic languages.” Jackson turned to look back toward the engine spaces of the unusual ship, and dropped his voice, even though he knew the object of his attention couldn’t hear him. “What amazes me is that Ginzberg can operate them. What the heck did that mad octopus do to him?” 
 
    “Beats me. I’m just glad someone can do it. We’ve got exactly three Wrogul on this ship, clearly designed for many more. One’s a cook, one’s a doc, and one’s a cop—no offense, Ray.” Andalusia looked over at the Peacemaker, but he was still staring at the video from Earth. “Anyway, that still doesn’t settle where we’re going.”  
 
    “We go to Azure.” Peacemaker ‘Ray’ Harryhausen finally spoke. He tapped the pointed tip of an octopus-like arm on one of the vid displays. “See this? This creature leaving the wreckage of the mech? They aren’t listed in anything I can access on GalNet, but I’ve seen an image like it in something recovered from Todd’s rescue pod. That’s on Azure. There’s resources and medical care on Azure. More importantly, there’s family on Azure.” 
 
    “We go to Azure then,” the captain replied. “But we do it the long way. Six jumps should do it. About three months altogether. Do you think we can hold on that long? Lucky?” 
 
    There was an audible sigh over the comm. “If I must, but one of those civilians we picked up in Naples had better be a hair stylist!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harryhausen sat in his compartment on the odd starship, Nautilus. After the battle with Mengele, he discovered a cache of new and old weapons in the alpine caves outside Innsbruck, Austria. One of those was a frigate-sized spaceship with a launch tunnel. Thinking that this was Mengele’s transport, he decided to commandeer it to make their way off Earth. Much to their surprise, the “small” ship was just a shuttle. A much larger, and quite unusually-configured vessel, was hidden in an orbit in the outer Sol system. They’d named the frigate Whelk and the larger vessel Nautilus.  
 
    Once they’d realized they had transport, quite a bit of personnel, and supplies, the Peacemaker figured he should clean up some loose ends before leaving Earth, perhaps for good. He’d been surprised to find Molina in the ruins of Marinara’s residence in Houston. The Peacemaker had come to gather up some of the younger Wrogul’s memorabilia to take back to Azure. Mari was unhappy he wasn’t able to go himself, but a Merc Guild fleet had gathered above Earth, and word came down through channels that Galactics needed to leave Earth…while they could.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You know you can go back to Azure, with us, right? Roeder asked Governor Becke to rescind the arrest order on you.” Rather than speaking through the translator or pinplants, the Peacemaker flashed the message to his fellow Wrogul using his photophores.  
 
    Wrogul lineage was confusing, and, frankly, the few memories they inherited from their progenitor, Todd, suggested that their kind didn’t pay attention to such things as evidenced by the fact that there were no photoglyphs for those relationships. The first few iterations of Wrogul buds on Azure hadn’t paid much attention to the Human concepts of “father,” “brother,” “cousin”, or “uncle,” but they had noted that the odd two-armed sophonts had a tendency to include others into ad hoc familial relationships—whether voluntary or not. By the time the third cycle of budding occurred, the term “grandfather” was being applied to any Wrogul who’d budded at least two cycles back. On Azure, that meant Todd and Nemo, even though Nemo was actually the first Wrogul to be budded from Todd. They were still “grandfathers” in Human usage, and the term struck a chord with Perseus, Harryhausen, Molina, and Verne. By Marinara’s budding, two more cycles after Harryhausen, “cousin” and “uncle” were in common parlance for buds of the same or previous budding, respectively. 
 
    That meant that the mottled gray cephalopod found resting in the remains of his “grandson” Marinara’s ruined apartment was the “cousin” he’d developed beside and grown up with more than four Human decades previously. Despite the common experience and memories they inherited from Todd, they’d gone in two totally different directions—Harryhausen joined the Peacemakers, and stood for law and justice, while Molina was an outcast accused of multiple thefts and petty crimes under both Human and galactic law. 
 
    Maybe it was the memories? Perseus inherited his memories solely from Todd. Verne inherited from Todd and Todd’s second bud, Jacques. Molina—sorry “Squiddy”—had memories from Todd and Todd’s first bud, Nemo. He’d been Nemo’s second bud. Harryhausen inherited memories from Todd, Nemo, and Nemo’s first bud Wells. Todd and Nemo turned their attention toward medicine, although Todd also dabbled in biotech. The rest of Todd’s lineage couldn’t be more different: Jacques studied the seas of Azure, Perseus was a wizard with biochemistry and genetics, and Nemo was…odd…by both Human and Wrogul standards (as far as they remembered). Except for Wells, who became the administrator of all Wrogul business interests on Azure, the rest of Nemo’s lineage was considered odd: Bruckheimer, Cameron, Jack Sparrow, and of course, Molina. On the other hand, that might explain the allure of the Peacemakers. With ancestors like Todd, Nemo, and Wells, and “cousins” like Squiddy and Verne (Perseus being the “normal” one), Harryhausen craved order. Of course, it didn’t explain why Verne decided to be a merc. Nobody understood it, and his progenitor Jacques had never forgiven Verne for leaving Azure. For that matter, Jacques had not forgiven his own progenitor, Todd, for allowing it. There was a growing unease between Todd’s “family” living at Styx Town, and Jacques’ set of followers longing for a sea colony free of Humans, until Jacques and his followers fled to the open sea. 
 
    In that context, small issues such as Squiddy’s odd behavior seemed petty. Which was why Harryhausen extended the invitation to the eccentric Wrogul. 
 
    “I know,” Squiddy flashed. “But what I am going to do? Go back and work for Clarke at the clinic? I have been on my own for too many years; I am not sure I can take orders from someone who has not had the combat surgical experience I have.” 
 
    Harryhausen flashed agreement. Molina had left Azure in the company of the Basque Blades and spent more than four years with the mercenary company before setting up his own clinic on To’Os. Fifteen years running the first clinic to offer pinplants to Human mercs gave him plenty of experience both as an independent businessman and in galactic society as a whole. On the other arm, Cerulean Clinic on Azure hadn’t been sitting still either. They now had branches groundside and in orbit, as well as an “official” branch on Karma. The latter had stung Squiddy when he’d heard about it. Twenty years ago, Karma had been his own dream, but he’d been shut out by the Merc Guild. That wasn’t a problem anymore. The guild had other issues foremost in their attention.  
 
    Still, going back to Azure or Karma was not particularly palatable to Squiddy. “I am not sure where I will go,” he flashed. “There are strange things happening in the Union, and Humans are right in the cross-hairs.” 
 
    “We are hearing the same things. This conflict with the Merc Guild and rumblings of dissatisfaction within other guilds.” Harryhausen looked carefully at his cousin and flashed a sign of reassurance. “This business with Mengele was not your fault.”  
 
    “I know. I read your report.” 
 
    Harryhausen flashed in astonishment. “You read my report?” 
 
    “Sure, young Marinara had quite the junior spy set-up here.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, blame it on my grandson.”  
 
    “No, actually, I blame it on the godfather.” 
 
    “You mean Tony G—?” Harryhausen began, but Squiddy cut him off. 
 
    “No, Roeder. Although, come to think of it, I like the way Big Tony thinks. You should invite him to Azure. Old Man Roeder needs help running the companies. Tony is a businessman. He may be ruthless to competitors, but you can have no better friend or sharper mind on your side. Marinara is evidence of that.”  
 
    Harryhausen flashed acquiescence. He had not been willing to admit it, but the thought had crossed his mind. The retired Syndicate man was truly as trustworthy as they came, an honest Capo. Rumor was that he was the man the Mob called when they needed something fixed legally; he was just that good at negotiating and networking. He was in trouble, now, though. Helping with the Austrian situation overextended Gamboa’s resources, to the point of getting most of his private army killed. Tony was vulnerable…and Marinara’s friend. 
 
    “Anyway, not Tony, but Roeder,” Squiddy continued. “He taught me to be certain I covered all the angles. That means having information, not to mention that paranoia served me well for over fifteen years with those damned evil penguins on To’Os. Besides, you sent your report to the Peacemakers over encrypted channels, but it is still sitting on your personal slate. From what I can see here, your grandson had your comm tapped for the whole time you were on Earth.” 
 
    “Oh, that little runt. I am going to dunk him in his own hot garlic butter!” 
 
    “Do not worry. As soon as you and I leave here, it is going to have a catastrophic system error, with a tapeworm to erase everything from the rest of his systems.” 
 
    “Dare I ask where you learned that trick?” 
 
    “Well, Major Azarola of the Basque Blades was a number one prick and information pirate, so I could claim I learned from him. But truth be told, I bought some excellent hacking and cracking tools from a delightful little tentacled murder-bunny named Jessica.” 
 
    “Tentacled murder bunny…XenSha?”  
 
    “Yes. Information broker on To’Os. To get anything from the evil pe—uh, Sphen-Eudy, she had to be good.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. So, you have read my report. What are your plans?” 
 
    “I want to know where Mengele came from, and how he got my name.” 
 
    “That is a Peacemaker investigation. You need to stay clear. Besides, he got your name because every Human merc company knew your name. Every clinic Azure opened had a different name to make it appear they were competing with you. The truth is, you implanted more than half the Human pinplants in the Arm.” 
 
    “I cannot promise to stay clear, but I can promise that I will not get caught.” 
 
    “In that case, keep my contact code and let me know if you find anything. If you need help—” 
 
    “Do not worry, I will let you know where to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s what I meant.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know that, too. Good hunting Doc Ock.” 
 
    “Good hunting, Ray.” Harryhausen flashed surprise and appreciation at his cousin’s use of his preferred name.  
 
    Squiddy’s photophores turned a bright shade of pink, then he was up and out of the tank and out of the room through a concealed passage. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harryhausen flashed a glyph of satisfaction as he recalled turning back to the pile of Marinara’s belongings. That satisfaction faded as he saw the comm console. The display showed English text:  
 
      
 
    BETTER DOWNLOAD WHAT YOU WANT. THIS SYSTEM WILL SELF-DESTRUCT IN 10 MINUTES.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
     Katie sighed as the discomfort of another transition from hyper into normal space passed. Harryhausen turned to face the Human and flashed consternation with his photophores. 
 
    “What is wrong?” rumbled through his translator. 
 
    “Not wrong, just relief,” Katie replied. “There were weeks I thought we would never see a friendly planet. We’ve pushed so hard and still have a long way to go.”  
 
    “This is true. I did not expect a blockade of Earth to happen so quickly,” Harryhausen agreed. 
 
    “You are a fine pilot, Katie Andalusia; thanks for getting us through that mess,” said Gerhard “Greg” Jackson, one of the few surviving mercs from the Polonius’ Rächer. The Peacemaker hired them both for their reputation and out of a certain sense of obligation, seeing as he was investigating a case of kidnap and torture of the merc company’s sergeant major. In the course of the pursuit of the strange Wrogul that called itself “Mengele,” the ferocious battle wiped out most of Ray’s hired security. They fought hard against the berserkers controlled by Mengele.  
 
    The killing field also included Mengele himself, dying in the arms of Ray as he yanked out the Wrogul’s pinplants. Jackson and one other merc survived—plus Katie, who had been protected in the command truck where she acted as overwatch, coordinating communications and operating the battlefield drones.  
 
    “We’re going to need re-supply and get repairs. This system-hopping is going to take us another couple of months to get to Azure. The problem is finding a safe place to stop.” 
 
    “It seems I greatly underestimated grand-bud Marinara’s skills at intelligence gathering. Between the programs I found on his home system in Houston, and the ‘gift’ from my bud-mate Molina, I have been able to tap into the gate masters’ GalNet feeds. Apparently, the reason they will not talk to you, Katie, is that the entire Cartography Guild has been ordered to deny passage to Humans. We get a fair amount of attention because Nautilus is unlike any ship they have ever seen—but at the same time, it is obviously not a Human ship. It is a good thing Lucky and I have not flashed Peacemaker credentials. The software picked up a few hints that all is not right in that Guild, either. I need to get back on the Stormwatch network for a current update, but I fear that doing so will reveal our location.” 
 
    “In that case, where do we go next?” 
 
    “There are many water worlds where it might not seem unusual for a Wrogul ship to land. Only three have any substantial Human population. One is Valais, but it is in the wrong direction—too direct a path to Azure. The second is Azure, of course, but the third is called Krifay. It is actually a Human colony that provides a lot of aquatic protein for other races, but there is also supposed to be a Peacemaker office there. Valais is mentioned by name in the gate master network as a no-fly system. That likely means Peepo sent forces to take it under siege. Krifay seems to be untouched, however.” 
 
    “Other species need that protein.” 
 
    “In all likelihood, yes.”  
 
    Jackson stared at the Tri-V screens then propped his feet on the workstation in front of him. “I’m looking forward to some rest and recreation before we take off again. A water world, huh? I tried scuba diving once; maybe I can give it a try again. You know me by now; I gotta keep busy while repairs are being made and Ginzberg is recuperating.” 
 
    Katie looked sternly at Jackson. “You know it’s probably medical retirement for you,” she said. “Besides, you are still supposed to be recovering.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged. “And when we get to Azure, I’ll do just that. What better place than a tropical world with a galactic-class clinic nearby. I hear it’s like retiring to Hawaii in the old days.” 
 
    He and Ginzberg weren’t the only mercs on the Nautilus. Their fellow merc Derrick Coonradt survived the battle as well, with little injury, and left Earth with them. The Lyon rounded up several mercs stranded on Earth, and Ray hired them to be Nautilus security. The Lyon saw it as an opportunity to smuggle some isolated and stranded mercs out of the way of General Peepo as she declared war on the Humans. 
 
    Harryhausen flashed frustration. “Why do we not have instantaneous repairs in this day and age?” The translator voice held a tinge of grumpiness. 
 
    Katie laughed loudly. “Oh, that’s rich. We blast out of a mountain top, find a hidden alien ship, battle and sneak our way through battlecruisers and frigates blockading Earth, and fight our way through three, THREE, attempts by pirates to seize our ship, and you want instantaneous repairs? I don’t know, Ray, last I heard Wrogul were miracle surgeons, not miracle battle techs and mechanics. And for someone who can live 1000 years, you’re awfully impatient. Besides, our first stop at Azure needs to be the Cerulean Clinic. Surely you want Lucky to have the best care possible. And you—you’ve lost an arm and possibly an eye. You need care, too!” 
 
    The Wrogul glanced at his missing arm and the other that had been cut in half. His Peacemaker partner, Lucky, a Gamma Besquith, had been seriously injured in the battle with possibly career-ending injuries and had been placed in a sleep chamber while on board. “My grandson Verne will fix everything on the ship; he is the mechanical miracle worker.” Harryhausen flashed impatience. “I need to get back out there. I cannot give Mengele’s people time to do more damage to the Union and Humans.”  
 
    “We still need re-supply, and frankly, I’m worried about skin problems in this high humidity,” Andalusia insisted. “This Krifay sounds like a good place to do that.” 
 
    “It would be good to get off the ship, even briefly,” Jackson agreed. “Especially since you’re saying we need to take another month to get to your home.” 
 
    Ray flashed a glyph of agreement. “Very well. Also, we should change the name of the ship…again.” 
 
    “What? You don’t like Nautilus?” 
 
    “It is not that. But it is time to make another ‘official’ jump through a stargate as part of our deception. It is an uncomfortable situation for me, but it must be done. Reset the transponder to the designation Mengele used.” 
 
    “Hoot-click-swish-hoot-four-oh-nine it is.” Andalusia’s attempt to reproduce the rare Wrogul vocalizations earned a laugh from Jackson and a flash of amusement from Harryhausen.  
 
    “To Krifay, but only long enough to resupply. We need to keep moving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meryl breezed into the Nautilus cabin housing Marinara. She found the Wrogul chef in a corner of the sleeping tank, hiding behind a wall hastily built of sand and rocks. “Mari, come out! We’re almost home; we’ll be back in Styx Valley in a few weeks.” 
 
    Marinara didn’t move. 
 
    “Mari, come on, quit pouting.” 
 
    Michael, Meryll’s husband and Marinara’s aide, pushed open the cabin door. “Is he still not talking?” 
 
    “No.” Meryll sighed. “Doesn’t want to go to Azure. Any planet or moon but not Azure, he says.” 
 
    “But why? Azure is his home!” 
 
    “I don’t know why!” Meryll exclaimed in defeat. “He says it’s a step backward. He’s left everything and everyone who counts on Earth. ‘Where is my restaurant?’ he asks. ‘Where are my Tri-V shows, my fans, the celebrities who are my friends?’ He says he will have to start over on a backwater planet.” 
 
    “He’s got Guido and Nunzio! And Gamboa’s family will be there. In fact, Tony’s on this ship and comes to talk to his ‘amichetto!’ Little Tony and his family all adore Mari and worship the water he floats on.” Michael nodded toward the tank behind Meryll, and she turned around. 
 
    The Wrogul shifted his arms across the makeshift wall and levered himself up to the top of the tank. 
 
    “They will not like me there; they always thought I was strange,” Marinara said woefully through his translator. 
 
    “Marinara, that’s not true!” Meryll started to add more, then stopped. “I mean, yes, some of the Wrogul thought being a chef was a strange occupation to choose, wanting a Human-like family, as well, but they also thought Verne was strange, and they despised Molina. Besides, you’ll never see most of those Wrogul. Last time I was there, it was clear that many left to live in the ocean and disassociate with Humans. Todd was upset they split off, but Todd! He was so proud of you! And he’ll set the standard for the others.” 
 
    “My bud Paul will not like me coming back.” 
 
    Meryll hesitated. “Paul has matured enough to know you pursued your dream of being a chef. He may be a little salty at first, when you get together. But give it time. We talked to him when we visited Azure a few years ago. He was quite proud you were a galactically famous chef. Sad that he couldn’t be with you and help you but proud of you.” 
 
    Marinara hung limply over his tank. “What will happen to all our Earth possessions? All our contracts? You cannot pack up a restaurant and ship it to space!” 
 
    Meryll and Michael stared at each other. Meryll nodded to her husband. “You’ve got the legal background…” 
 
    Michael cleared his throat. “Well.” He hesitated. “A lot depends on what General Peepo does and seizes for her Merc Guild as to what legal standing we have. The Lyon will work with us to spirit away our Houston assets. We’ve sent a public relations announcement that you are spending some time with family in Naples. After this short sabbatical, you will resume your regular activities.” 
 
    Marinara flashed resignation with his photophores and sighed through the translator. “My fans will speculate I am in a rehabilitation facility. They always do when celebrities avoid the public.” 
 
    He slid back into his tank, crawling behind the sand wall, flashing sadness. 
 
    “But Mari!” Meryll cried out. “You’ve got so many opportunities, you’re famous—” 
 
    Michael took her arm and pulled her toward the hatch. “Let it go. Let him sulk. We can talk later.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ray was surprised at the knock on his cabin door. He checked the door monitor and saw Meryll and Michael waiting in the corridor. “A moment, please,” he commed. They were back in zero G, so his personal compartment was completely flooded with water. If they’d been in spin gravity or under thrust, the water would have been confined to an open topped tank, but the difficulty of keeping water contained in the absence of gravity meant it was easier to simply flood whole compartments and use airlocks to transition to the dry spaces of the ship.  
 
    “Please step into the outer office. I will join you in a moment.” The “office” served as a transition between the wet and dry spaces, even though it was considerably wetter than Humans preferred. The warm, moist air was comfortable to the Wrogul and allowed him to spend considerably more time out of water than he would on a planetary surface. He pulled himself into the airlock and transitioned to the drier environment as the two Humans entered. 
 
    “We’re worried about Mari,” Meryll began. 
 
    “He says Azure doesn’t like him,” Michael continued. 
 
    “That is not true. The Wrogul know he is one of our own. Given the schism, we cannot afford to reject one of our own. Even Molina secured a pardon.” 
 
    “And the Humans know he is a famous chef. We told him that, but he doesn’t believe us.” Meryll looked at Ray and made a complicated gesture with her hands. 
 
    Ray’s good eye widened, and he waved two arms and flashed several photoglyphs. Marinara’s bud, Paul, worked out a variation of sign language for non-verbal communication between Humans and Wrogul. He was surprised that Meryll learned it, but then, Marinara called her “sister.”  
 
    It was the sort of thing a family would do for a member who was hard of hearing, so he shouldn’t have been surprised. Ray flashed and signed a response, and much to his surprise, Michael answered. 
 
    “We need something for him to do. He’s just sulking.” 
 
    “I may have an idea. We will be landing on a planet named Krifay. They are known for their seafood—both Human and other races.”  
 
    “Oh! Do you think they’ve heard of the Iron Chef?” 
 
    “I can just about guarantee it. There is a supplier there with ties to Azure, and he also imports some of the specialty foods and spices from Azure.” 
 
    “It would be nice for Mari to meet some fans, or at least fellow chefs.” 
 
    “So here is what I have in mind. Ned tells me that Lucky is not healing fast enough. We need to get her home to Bestat so that a Besquith healer can look her over. There is a Peacemaker office on Krifay, but it is not known whether it is currently staffed. It makes no difference. Once in the office, I can access the secure network. I should be able to call a Blue Flight to get Lucky home quickly. If all else fails, I will hire passage on our Peacemaker credentials. I must go with her and report to the regional barracks on Bestat, personally. Captain Andalusia and Major Jackson will remain in charge, but Mari can be the official ‘face’ of the ship. Showing up in a strange ship would be a lot more believable for a celebrity with his Human retainers than for a ragtag bunch of Earth refugees.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll do it!” signed Meryll. “Can I be the one to tell him? Or maybe it would be better coming from you?” 
 
    “I will let you tell him. There is one other thing I need for him to do. I am hoping that his intelligence-gathering skills have not suffered with his depression.” 
 
    “He needs to find out what’s happening with respect to Earth, right?” asked Michael. 
 
    “With the Union as a whole, actually, but especially with Earth. There are other races on Krifay; it is a good location to obtain dietary protein. If he can employ his considerable intelligence-gathering skills to find out what other races are saying and doing, it will be very valuable. We will review it all when I return to Azure.” 
 
    “So how long is that going to take? That’s a bit of a detour.” 
 
    “As a Peacemaker traveling Blue Flight, I can travel directly without the detour. Captain Andalusia is planning four more jumps after Krifay. I will have one gate transition to Bestat, and from there, only two to Azure. I will likely arrive before Nautilus.” 
 
    “Okay.” Meryll nodded. “We’ll go talk to Mari. He should enjoy this.” 
 
    “My thanks. I have deputized Marinara and Captain Andalusia, and hired Major Jackson. Do you wish for me to deputize you?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Absolutely not. I’m just a business consultant, from a long line of farmers and domestic workers. Not a super spy. That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Ray flashed a glyph of amusement. Apparently, there were details of Meryll’s parentage of which she was not yet aware. 
 
    “Very well. Please let me know if there is additional information you need or if Marinara has questions. We have one day to emergence, then sixteen hours to Krifay Station. Lucky and I will disembark on the Whelk immediately upon emergence and pretend that we were just a frigate that hitched a ride on a larger ship. We will make contact with the Peacemaker Guild and make our way from there. Whelk can rejoin you before you jump out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four weeks spent at Krifay made Katie extremely nervous, but she had to admit that the break was quite needed. Nautilus was designed for an aquatic species; all of the spaces were designed to be flooded with hyperoxygenated mist. They were fortunate that the temperature could be varied or the ship would have seemed like a sauna. As it was, most of the crew adopted “uniforms” that bore a striking similarity to swimming attire. Getting out of the ship was welcome for all of the Humans. 
 
    Once Marinara made contact with the planetary authorities, he started working through Katie’s list of necessary supplies. Immediately, he discovered a fan. César Duarte’s ancestors had been Portuguese explorers who settled on several Pacific islands and made their living fishing and selling their catch. Unfortunately, Earth had become less supportive of small family businesses. Moreover, twenty-first century politics was intent on “returning lands to their native peoples.” The “native refugees” who’d recieved the Duarte property had never lived on this particular cluster of islands, whereas César’s family had lived there for nearly five hundred years. When the opportunity arose to emigrate to a new world so much like their ancestral home, César’s grandparents had been on the first ship. Duarte Provisions not only supplied fresh fish for shipment from Krifay, but supplemented the business with a restaurant. One of the most recent additions to their menu was “stone-fish a la Marinara” based on a recipe Mari created for the first round of the Iron Chef competition. Winning that round earned a cash prize and inclusion of the recipe in a prominent cooking web’zine.  
 
    The Wrogul chef insisted on visiting the “Old Portagee Café” as soon as he learned of it, and Katie had to admit, it was a good contact. Duarte was well versed in Krifay society, and, as a member of one of the founding families, he was embedded in colony politics as well. The contacts they made through his auspices provided not only food supplies, but led them to arms and ship repairs as well. The long layover at Krifay allowed them to have a Jeha shipfitting firm rework many of the accommodations into not just dry, but dehumidified space, crossed by water tubes terminating in large tanks that could be opened or closed for gravity and zero-G operation, respectively.  
 
    Jackson suggested that each of the crew stations be duplicated as “wet” vs “dry” stations as he’d seen on ships commissioned by the Custode Sviss—an executive protection merc unit that specialized in secure transport for multiple species. The Sviss were a combined Human-Arritim company, with the latter bearing a resemblance to five-foot starfish with multiple sensory and manipulator tendrils at the end of each arm. A CS ship would be operated by crew of either (or both) races, so their ships were designed with both species in mind. While researching the designs, Katie found that several of the CS ships had been modified at a Krifay shipyard. The decision to stay the extra time worried her, but the modifications to Nautilus would make it much more suitable for combined Human-Wrogul use.  
 
    Marinara taught a few cooking classes at the Café, the Gamboa family rented an island to give the civilians planet-side accommodations during the refit, and Jackson made contact with the merc community. 
 
    They pointedly ignored the empty Peacemaker office.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cap’n Katie, a word with you, please?” 
 
    “It’s got to be quick, Greg; the ship is ready and we need to start getting everything and everyone back aboard.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s about that, Katie.” Jackson was accompanied by two Humans, an older male—tall, almost too tall for a CASPer—and a shorter female who appeared to be about half his age. “Andy Riedel and Becky Theys. Andy’s the nephew of my original Commander, Gernot Riedel. Ger founded Riedel’s Rächer, the unit Ginzberg and I started with. They want to sign on and bring some friends.” 
 
    “Sign on? We don’t exactly have a licensed merc unit.” 
 
    “I know, but we have the mercs that Lyon sent us. Right now, I’m a major without a company. They were with the Barnstormers, but that unit’s pretty down on its luck right now. Andy, Becky, and a few others want a chance to move on. If I partner with Andy, we could reactivate the license for the Rächer; as a family member, he can reclaim it without additional paperwork. Especially considering the shambles the Merc Guild is in right now.” 
 
    Katie cocked her head. “I can see how that would be convenient.” 
 
    “There are ten of us—with equipment, too.” Andy Riedel was well over six feet tall, had brown hair with a touch of gray, and a British accent with some odd German inflections. Katie met the fabled Rächer commander in the Lyon’s Den many years ago. The resemblance was uncanny. 
 
    “Yes, we have CASPers,” Becky said. She was almost a foot shorter than her companion, with fiery red hair and intense blue eyes. She also had a thick Liverpool accent, which likely explained the odd variation in Andy’s. These two had clearly been together for many years.  
 
    “How—how many?” Katie never considered that retired mercs might have their own mechs. Then again, Krifay was clearly used as a supply base so she supposed it was possible. 
 
    “We have two Mk 4s, six Mk 6s, and one Mk 7. The Seven’s mine, but it’s quite beat up, and the Fours need work to bring them up to spec. Brentale is an honorable commander. He allowed us to take our equipment in lieu of back pay. We found work with Duarte’s shipping division. A CASPer is wasted as a cargo loader, but it’s good work. Still, we need to move on. Among other things, there were a couple of Pushtal brothers sniffing around our equipment.” 
 
    “They said they weren’t pirates, and they spoke English, although with a wee accent. I can’t shake the feeling they are up to no good.”  
 
    Katie stifled a smirk at the notion of what Becky might consider a “wee accent,” but she kept the observation to herself. Turning to Jackson, she asked, “Can we pay them? I know we have credits, courtesy of the ship owner, but can we reconstitute your old company and legally employ them?”  
 
    Jackson frowned. Her comments had been deliberately obscure with reference to the Wrogul, the Peacemakers, and his own status as a deputized merc. There was also the question of his own rank if they reconstituted the Rächer. Going back to senior NCO was his preference if Katie and Ray would allow it.  
 
    “They are aware of the Peacemaker, and that I’ve been deputized. Frankly, it’s not clear, but I was deputized as the senior survivor of Polonius’ Rächer—legal successor to Riedel’s Rächer. That deputation should hold if we reorganize back to the original unit name.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will let you go back to sergeant major, Major.” Katie lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows as she gave Jackson a pointed look.  
 
    Jackson sighed. He’d suspected as much. Katie came from a merc background, too. She understood the intricacies of command, unit loyalty, and, moreover, the circumstances under which a merc might find themselves at the service of a Peacemaker. “I suppose you’re right. Can I at least take a demotion to captain? Andy told me colonel was his Uncle Ger’s rank, so if we make him a major—” 
 
    “No, no. I will be hauptmann—captain. You should be the oberst, Greg. You’ve seen much more combat than I, and you’re the one the Peacemaker deputized. You may choose to remain a major, but you shall be oberst—colonel—to us.” 
 
    “Aye, and I will be oberfeldwebel—first sergeant. Not to worry, while I wasn’t a drill sergeant, I have a good drill field voice and know how to take care of officers.” Becky looked pointedly at the men, then turned and winked at Katie.  
 
    Jackson sighed again. He simply was not going to get out of command. “We can do this, Katie, and I suppose I can command the company. As long as Andy is my chief of staff…” He paused and looked at Riedel, who nodded in response. “It will be legal and give us official status as a deputized company.” 
 
    “Okay, Greg. Looks like you have a unit again. Lyon’s group can decide whether to stay retired or join up with your Raiders.” Katie smiled as she used the English translation of the Rächer’s name. “Load ‘em up, Oberst! We’re getting out of here in twenty-four hours.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “One more jump. One hundred, seventy hours, and we’re home. Aren’t you excited?” The last few weeks had been good for Marinara. The chance to play the famous chef, rich enough to own his own transport—even if it was nearly the size of a Great Galactic War battleship—buoyed his spirits.  
 
    From Krifay, they jumped out via the stargate to a destination in the exact opposite direction of Azure. Just before transition, Marinara received a message from Ray: “Good work, kiddo. Keep up the act.” That last bit was galling. It wasn’t an act, Marinara was a celebrity; this was his due! It was quite clear in Marinara’s mind how the upcoming homecoming on Azure would unfold:  
 
      
 
    The shuttle from the Nautilus was landing, and Marinara’s homecoming was at hand. As agreed, Nunzio and Guido entered the lounge first to manage crowd control. Meryll did a quick scan of the lounge and let him know where the media was stationed. She gave him a quick rundown of his fans and the crowd, then he burst through the shuttle port. Michael brought up the rear to fend off any media that circled around behind his tank. 
 
    The crowd greeting Marinara screamed and cheered and rushed toward the Wrogul chef. His bodyguards stepped in front of the tank to keep the crowd at a distance. Press members began to run toward the crowded tank, slates and recorders extended. Nunzio spread his arms and began to push the crowd away from the mobile tank. Guido grabbed a few of the press and said something quietly. Several of the press gestured to the front doors of the spaceport, then the bodyguard said, “We’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Fans threw flowers and flower petals at the chef, many of the petals falling into the tank. Marinara waved his arms at the crowd and shouted, “I hope those flowers are edible flowers!” As a cheer went up from the crowd, Todd and the other Wrogul gathered to greet him flashed glyphs of acclaim and devotion.  
 
    Mari stretched his arms out to the crowd as they surged forward to touch the famous chef. Several began shoving balloons and Azure flags at him. Meryll and Michael stepped up to grab what they could to prevent the items from falling into the tank. 
 
    The Wrogul’s translator boomed again as Marinara shouted, “Thank you, thank you everyone. I am so happy to be back home with my people, with my fans, and with my family! I have some big plans I will announce shortly. Azurians, you will LOVE what I have planned for Styx Valley. We will be holding a short press conference out front in a few minutes and will express our love about being back where we belong. Join me there for some exciting news! But first let me say hello to my family, then I will join you.” 
 
    Guido and Nunzio began to gently push the throng out of the lounge, as Michael, Meryll, and Marinara angled their way over to Todd. Other Wrogul began angling their tanks toward the chef but Todd stopped them from encroaching. “Let the townspeople have their moment with him.” 
 
    Marinara slowed his tank as he reached the group of Humans and Wrogul waiting for him. He flashed warmth and love to the assembled tanks. Todd, Wells, and the others flashed back as the Wrogul eagerly stretched out of their tanks trying for a glimpse of the famous chef.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mi amico, you are my little buddy, but I do not think it will happen like that. Take it from Big Tony, I know people, and I know how hard it is to be famous in your own home town. Trust me, you don’t want to be famous in your home town. You will never be able to relax.”  
 
    Tony Gamboa had been a retired businessman in Naples when a cousin found the strange alien. Marinara had crashed a rented scooter, trying to avoid hitting a young boy who’d dashed out of a building directly in front of him. The boy had been Tony’s grandson, and the building was a trattoria, or family restaurant, run by the Gamboas. They had never seen a Wrogul before, and upon that alien’s revival and claim that he was a chef, Tony challenged Mari to prepare a dish that would impress him.  
 
    Tony had a particular weakness for calamari, and Mari’s on-the-spot creation of “Calamari Napolitano” started a ten-year friendship that culminated in Gamboa providing assistance to Ray’s Peacemaker assignment in Austria. That mission cost the lives of many of Tony’s private security service—mercs in all but the most stringent formalities—and a caution that the family might no longer be safe on Earth. Mari—and Ray—extended the invitation to bring the family to Azure. The extended Gamboa family included mercs, mechanics, sailors, accountants, farmers, and individuals who gave their profession as simply “logistics.”  
 
    Mari and the others knew the business Tony had retired from was an organized crime syndicate, but Tony had always been quick to clarify that he ran the legitimate business side of the organization. By galactic law, his whole organization had done nothing wrong, and Earth law had never been able to make any charges stick. Considering that all Humans were currently under suspicion by the Galactic Union, Tony was just the sort of ally they needed. 
 
    “I agree, Mari.” Meryll was Marinara’s oldest friend. She loved him the way a sister loved a brother, but she knew her “brother’s” imagination often got the better of him. 
 
    “It never gonna happen like dat,” said Nunzio, while his partner Guido nodded. The two “heavies’ were actually culinary students who’d petitioned Big Tony to let them study with Marinara. In return, they provided security services. Despite their hulking builds and stereotypical speech patterns, both were highly intelligent. Nunzio had a Master’s in Business Administration, and Guido had a degree in accounting. “Da mercs are gonna march outta da hold in dere CASPers and da people of Azure are gonna fall back in shock at da sight. When you come up, dey’ll cheer, but it will be because you are not a threat.” 
 
    Tony shook his head, and Meryll rolled her eyes. Nunzio sat back with a smile on his face and winked at Guido. It was always good to keep up the stereotype to ensure they’d be underestimated.  
 
    Meryll’s husband Michael made a rude sound. He’d known Marinara since the Wrogul came to Earth to study at a famous culinary institute. Michael had been instrumental in getting Mari to Naples, but had been attending to other business when his friend had the fortuitous accident. His dismay and self-recrimination softened over the years as he discovered what good fortune it had been. Mari had a strong desire for family, and the Gamboa family certainly fit the bill.  
 
    “No, we’re going to land, and the only greeting we’ll get is a customs inspector.” 
 
    “Um, sweetie, Azure doesn’t have a customs service.” 
 
    Tony grunted, “Good,” as he tried to hide his amusement at the exchange. 
 
    “However it happens, it probably won’t be anything like we imagine,” said Meryll, looking sternly at the rest of the room. Her gaze softened as she turned to Mari. “I’m sure there will be people who are glad to see you—who know who you are. There might be family there, but aside from you, me, and Ned, none of the rest of the crew have been to Azure. Family is what—and who—you make it.” 
 
    Tony, Michael, Nunzio and Guido nodded. “Indeed,” rumbled Tony.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    As predicted, their homecoming was somewhere in the middle of their mutual expectations. Nautilus rendezvoused with the geosynch-orbit Cerulean Clinic rather than the low-orbit Wandrey Station. The newcomers traveled straight to the surface on Whelk, rather than having to check in at WS for credentials and health-and-wellness checks. Unsurprisingly, Ray arrived from Bestat several days before they arrived and used his Peacemaker credentials to get the arrival fast-tracked to the spaceport between Landing City and Styx Town.  
 
    Many Wrogul, including Todd, Ray, and Marinara’s bud Paul, were on hand for the arrival. There was a small contingent of young Humans with signs greeting the return of Azure’s very own Iron Chef. Much to Tony’s surprise, the billionaire biotech entrepreneur, Brent Roeder, was there specifically to meet him. There were promises of business discussions to come once the newcomers settled in. 
 
    Neill Cavanaugh took it upon himself to greet the mercs and accompany them to the new community at Loihi. Their equipment would be stored at the spaceport until a new assembly area and warehouse could be plas-cast and assembled in the Upper Styx Valley. There was work to be done, but they were home. For some it was a new home, far from the one they might have chosen, but the people of Azure welcomed their famous sons and those who’d become their family. 
 
    It was good to be home.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, the general is missing?” 
 
    “All the security forces are dead, as well as the worthless Humans pretending to be mercenaries.” 
 
    “Who is responsible?” 
 
    “Apparently, Human mercenaries.” 
 
    “But if they are worthless and just pretending to be mercenaries, how could they overcome the best fighters in the Mercenary Guild?” 
 
    “Don’t—just don’t start. Why did you come here?” 
 
    “I have a report on the worthless Human pretend mercenaries the general sent to harass the outlying worthless Human colonies.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The mercenaries are pretty much gone.” 
 
    “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “Well, they were worthless, even by Human standards.” 
 
    “The general referred to them as the dregs—except for that Cold Cut Corpse, or whatever it was called.” 
 
    “I think it’s ‘Kakata Corps.’” 
 
    “See, even their language is sloppy. So what else is there to report? Did they succeed in ruining the Human colonies?” 
 
    “Actually, no, at least not for the most part. See here? This chart shows the distribution of units sent to destroy cities, capture tech bases, and harass shipping. For the most part, they did not succeed.” 
 
    “I see that in some cases, our own mercenaries have turned against us. Those damned MinSha. There will be a reckoning. What is this world?” 
 
    “Azure—it is an agrarian world. There is no industry to be a threat, and the population is relatively low.” 
 
    “Why is it listed as high technology, then?” 
 
    “They have a hospital.” 
 
    “All the more reason to bomb it out of existence! If the Humans have a refuge where they can heal, they’ll just come back stronger! Why wasn’t a full fleet sent there?” 
 
    “They have Wrogul.” 
 
    (choking sounds) “Did…did you say…Wrogul?” 
 
    “Yes, they have a colony of Wrogul. Apparently, a crash survivor showed up almost a century ago and reproduced.” 
 
    (shivers) “Ugh. Wrogul.” 
 
    “Why do you react that way? The general reacted the same way.” 
 
    “That—they—it’s classified and above your paygrade. Don’t…do anything. Leave them alone. We’ll let the general take care of them when she gets back. Dismissed.” 
 
    Under her breath, she said, “If she gets back. Hmm. The pictures look like a rather nice world. Wrogul, though. That is a problem. We do NOT want to have to deal with Wrogul.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four: Hau’ula  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tiny Wrogul floated along gentle currents in the large bud pool. Other Wrogul of various sizes rested on rocks and coral reefs underwater. Tiny fish darted around the kelp beds, and shrimp drifted in the water columns, clicking away, while trying to avoid the more aggressive cephalopods. 
 
    A large splash near the corner of the pond caught the newly-budded Wrogul’s attention, and it shot across the pond toward the adult Wrogul who entered the tank.  
 
     While the Wrogul language of light flashes wasn’t quite like the translator communication with the Humans who occasionally visited, Wrogul were keenly attuned to the cephalopod language of flashing photophores. The bud flashed glyphs of delight at the newcomer. This littlest Wrogul budded with complete memories of previous generations of Wrogul, including their founder Todd, and was quite adept at communication. 
 
    “Ballard,” it flashed to its progenitor. “You are back!” 
 
    The adult Wrogul held out an arm, and the young bud fluttered on to it. “Five point One-Two, you are growing. How is life in the pond?” 
 
    “I love it!” 5.12 flashed. “There is so much to do! So much to eat! I am making friends and watching much Tri-V when Humans come by!” 
 
    Ballard flashed a glyph of consternation. 
 
    “Are you upset, Ballard?” the little Wrogul flashed. 
 
    “You must not watch so much Tri-V. I will speak with Wells about displaying educational shows only. You must learn, Five point One-Two. History. Science. Mathematics.” 
 
    “I do, Ballard. But I also like entertainment Tri-V. I watch movies. 5.01 loves to watch sea movies, with submarines and dangerous creatures that look like us. He also watches a movie—over and over again—about a big Human building that catches on fire, and the Humans need rescued. It is so fun to watch those movies!” 
 
    Ballard reddened, and he flashed another glyph of consternation. “I definitely must speak with Todd about Five point Zero-One. You must not watch such mindless fluff.” 
 
    “But Five point One-Zero watches movies about the sea, Ballard. It is not mindless fluff. 5.10 tells me that the Earth sea had these vicious creatures called Kraken that are related to Wrogul. He says it is important to learn about Kraken in case we get to swim in the Azure oceans. He says the Kraken destroy ships and Human cities. He is already calling himself Jack Sparrow. He idolizes Verne and talks about him all the time.” 
 
    Ballard twitched and one of the arms not holding 5.12 drummed furiously on a nearby rock. “Well, little one, it has come to my attention that I need to speak with those watching over the bud pool. The elders will make sure you get some educational shows to supplement your inherited memories. I must leave you now and return to my work, but take care, little one. Pay attention to the educators and learn well. Science is very important. We Wrogul excel in science and medicine. There will be many opportunities to help the Wrogul community if you concentrate on science and medicine and math.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Ballard. I am very happy you came to see me. I know you are a busy Wrogul. I hope to see you again.” 
 
    The adult Wrogul flashed the equivalent of a “Hmph,” and maneuvered himself out of the pond, and into a nearby Wrogul transport chair. 5.12 lingered at the surface, watching him leave, then looked around. It spied the Wrogul bud known as Jack Sparrow and jetted across the pond. 
 
    “Jack Sparrow, I want to pick out a name.” 
 
    “You are too young, 5.12. You have just budded.” 
 
    “But I want to be ME, Jack Sparrow, not a number. Can I have a name?” 
 
    “What name would you choose?” 
 
    5.12 flashed a glyph of sadness. “I do not know.” 
 
    “See? Wait until you have studied more. You will see what your interests are. Then you can choose a name.” 
 
    5.12 hesitated, then flashed a glyph of excitement. “I could call myself Elizabeth Swann.” 
 
    “Scrum, no, 5.12. Why would you choose a Human girl’s name?” 
 
    The little Wrogul opened its green eyes wide and flashed. “You are swearing, Jack Sparrow.” 
 
    5.10—known as Jack Sparrow—flashed a glyph of irritation. He lifted off the rock he was resting on. “Go away, little bud. I am busy.” 
 
    “But you are resting on a rock.” 
 
    The older bud waved its arms in frustration and jetted away from the littlest bud. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Todd!” Ballard flashed anger at the senior Wrogul and flashed several messages. “We must do something about all the Human culture our buds are absorbing. We must curtail the entertainment Tri-V shows and concentrate on teaching buds our history.” 
 
    Todd turned in his tank to look at the angry Wrogul bursting into his office. Ballard was from the third generation of the Wrogul community. He’d budded from Jacques, who was a second-generation bud of Todd’s. Nemo had been Todd’s first bud.  
 
    Jacques budded from Todd about twenty years after Todd’s space ship crashed on Azure. Unlike many of the Azure Wrogul with some shade of green or blue eyes, Jacques and his line had distinctive gray-gold eyes. Verne, Jacques’ first bud, was about ten years older than Ballard, but Wrogul lived so many centuries that the time between budding seemed like a brief moment.  
 
    5.12 was Ballard’s first bud and developed with green eyes. He felt uncanny emotion about seeing the bud raised and educated on Human content. 
 
    “Why, hello, Ballard. Come in. Welcome to my office. Why are you upset?” 
 
    Ballard slowed his mobile transport and flashed more glyphs of anger. “Todd, we must control the amount of Human culture our buds are absorbing. We must emphasize the sciences that will give them purpose in life and rewarding careers.” 
 
    “I see, Ballard. I believe you must have visited the bud pond. How is Five-point One-Two doing?” 
 
    “Todd, I want my bud to be immersed in the sciences, math, and medicines. I want this bud to learn how to make discoveries and improve Wrogul life, not fantasize about Human culture and ocean sea monsters.” 
 
    Todd slowly blinked his green eyes. “I understand your viewpoint,” he flashed, “but Wrogul are working and living in Human communities. Nemo is with the Winged Hussars. Ward, Molina, Harryhausen, even Verne, have explored the galaxy and mingled with other races. It is helpful to know how the Human community lives.” 
 
    “It is important to keep our Wrogul tradition, Todd.” 
 
    “But Ballard, we do not have tradition! None of us know anything from before I crashed here on Azure. How can we teach Wrogul history if we have no memory of it?” 
 
    Ballard sat still in his tank. He flashed a mixture of consternation and anger. “I apologize for my burst of anger and high emotion. I will see myself out.” 
 
    “Ballard, wait.” But the Wrogul sped away in his mobile transport. Todd flashed regret. That bud of Jacques’—even as an adult, it turned away from Human socialization. Perhaps indulging Jacques’ desire for a sea raft for them was the wrong decision. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    5.12 saw the mobile tank being positioned next to the bud pond and jetted to the side. Jack Sparrow was flashing his goodbyes to a small group of buds and older Wrogul. 
 
    “Jack Sparrow, you can’t leave!” 5.12 cried out. 
 
    “5.12, I am going to the university to study mechanical engineering. This is the chance for which I have waited. I have my pinplants, and Bruckheimer has arranged for the mobile tank.” Sparrow flashed a glyph of excitement. 
 
    5.12 flashed a glyph of sadness. “I enjoy our talks, Jack Sparrow, and make such plans of my own when we talk.” 
 
    Sparrow flashed a glyph of kindness. “You will have your chance, little Wrogul. Just remember to dream big. And learn. Study, study, study.” 
 
    Study what? 5.12 thought as it drifted away, not bearing to see Jack Sparrow leave the community. I want to study Human culture, and Ballard forbids it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    5.12 drifted away from the side where the Tri-V screens were visible. Classes were boring lately. 5.12 felt it knew most of what the educators were discussing with the Human children. In a few Azure months, 5.12 would reach the year when many of the Wrogul left the pond and mingled with the Human colony in work and education. 5.12 saw a vacant spot on its favorite reef and settled in place. Another bud, younger than 5.12 but slightly larger, settled down as well. 
 
    “5.15, why aren’t you watching the classes?” the little Wrogul asked. 
 
    “Bo-o-ring!” 5.15 flashed. “The shows I want to see are forbidden right now. I don’t need them. I want to take university classes in science.” 
 
    “Oh,” 5.12 flashed disdainfully, “you want to be a scientist or doctor.” 
 
    “No,” 5.15 flashed in disagreement, “I want to study molecular gastronomy.” 
 
    5.12 flashed a glyph of curiosity. 
 
    “I want to take cooking classes at the university. Ridley has arranged to get me out of here and into classes. I have big plans, and he agrees I need to spread my wings.” 
 
    5.12 perked up and looked at the other Wrogul, then flashed a crestfallen glyph. “I see no wings on you.” 
 
    “Silly bud. It is a Human expression. It means I can try new experiences and not be locked into traditional roles. I want to be a great chef like the ones on the Tri-V!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “5.12, we are arranging for you to take classes with Humans.” 
 
    “Ballard, really? I get to study Human culture?” 
 
    “No, 5.12, you misunderstand. Jacques and I feel you should learn more about how Humans behave toward alien species. We are arranging for you to be transported to the ‘junior school’ tank to study Human classes and interact with the children. You will continue with the Wrogul classes as well. Human education will teach you nothing you do not already know, but Jacques and I believe the interaction with Human children will be most educational for you.”  
 
    5.12 thought it saw a quick glyph of disdain from the older Wrogul, but perhaps it was mistaken. 
 
    “You will be tanked with a few other fifth generation, but not all of them.” 
 
    “Ballard, I have a question.” 
 
    “Proceed.” 
 
    “Why are some of the fifth generation buds going to University, but I am not?” 
 
    Ballard flashed a glyph of anger. “Do you question my decisions? Jacques’ decisions? On what life experience do you base your decision? We have decided this is the course you need to take.” 
 
    5.12 backed away from the angry elder. “No questions, sir. I will do as you say.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    5.12 was thrilled to be in class with the Human children but confused by some of the behaviors. Todd insisted all Wrogul in Human classes be provided with translators. 5.12’s translator hung from the side of the school tank, which was situated against the wall, but few Human children ventured over to speak with the Wrogul. Buds stayed in the school tank for a five-day, with older Wrogul watching over them, then some returned to cottage ponds, or the huge bud pond for two days. Some buds chose to stay in the school tank for the full seven-day, which 5.12 decided to do, so that it was always in the classroom. 
 
    Studying the Human children was fascinating. They were quiet and loud. Smart and stupid. Short and tall. Light-skinned and dark-skinned. 
 
    Wrogul are bland, 5.12 thought. The same color skin, the same eight arms and two tentacles, mostly green or blue eyes. If we disagree with another Wrogul, we must be respectful, not spiteful like some of the Humans are, not angry. We know our history when we bud, receiving Todd’s memories. Humans aren’t born with memories and must learn Azure and old Earth history.  
 
    Very few are interested in old Earth culture like Wrogul are. Maybe it is because they must work hard, taking care of siblings or working the gardens and farms. I love learning about the South Pacific culture they bring from old Earth. We Wrogul share those interests with them. We love the water, and we love the food of the sea. Maybe that is why 5.15 is studying molecular gastronomy.  
 
    And they have Family, 5.12 thought wistfully. 
 
    The Human children filed into the classroom. 5.12 floated near the kleerplas of the tank. One boy passed close to the tank. 
 
    “Hi, squid,” he said and spit on the glass in 5.12’s direction. 
 
    “Iokua!” a ponytailed female shrieked. She grabbed a cloth and rushed over to the tank. “How can you be so mean…would you like it if I walked by and spit on you?” she chastised the boy as she wiped the spit away. 
 
    “Stupid squid,” the boy muttered as 5.12 watched the interchange. “They take our resources and get rich off them. You know that, Amy. My dad says they should turn their companies over to the Humans and go live in the sea.” 
 
    Amy glared at Iokua. “Well, my dad says—” Amy began archly. 
 
    “Children! Take your seats. Class is starting. Iokua, Amy, break it up and sit down.” The teacher looked sternly at the two classmates. 
 
    Amy turned back to the tank and pressed her hand to the glass. “Sorry,” she mouthed to the little Wrogul. 
 
    5.12 laid its suckered arm against the glass and blinked slowly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    5.12’s favorite classmate arrived early and came over to the tank. The ponytailed, blue-eyed female placed her hand against the tank glass.  
 
    5.12 floated to the top of the tank and reached over the side with two arms. Amy reached up and gently touched the Wrogul’s arm. 
 
    “I wish I knew your language so I didn’t need a translator.” 
 
    “I can hear you through the glass, Amy. I understand your language.” 5.12’s translator quietly burped out the message. 
 
    Amy smiled and gently stroked the Wrogul arm. “Someday I’ll learn Wrogul language, but for now, the translator will have to do.” 
 
    Amy turned as another student entered the room and came over to her side. 
 
    “Amy! What are you doing?” Mary Ellen Cantor demanded. 
 
    “Talking with the Wrogul, M’Ell.” 
 
    “Talking? What? We don’t have time for that. You need to help me get our science project into the auditorium. I can’t carry it by myself, and my brother needs to get to work.” 
 
    “Mmm’kay. Be right there.” Amy turned back to the tank and looked up at the Wrogul peering over the edge of the tank. She pressed her hand against the glass again. “Talk to you later, little Wrogul.” 
 
    5.12 flashed fondness at the departing Human and slid down to the sandy floor of the tank. Today it would listen closely as the students narrated their science reports, instead of its usual habit of reading stories. It knew Amy and Mary Ellen had chosen to study Azure’s volcanos. It wondered what they would report to the rest of the class. 5.12 and the other Wrogul buds knew all about the Azure volcanoes from Todd’s memories. They knew that the combination of volcano sulfur mixed with sea salinity made the water of Styx Valley Delta perfect for the Wrogul. The open sea was too salty for them, but salt water mixed with the volcano outgas was perfect. Did the volcanoes affect the Humans the same way? It was time to pay attention. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    5.12 watched the students as they buzzed and gossiped about their teacher. The teacher was late to class, and the students were restless. A few of the other Wrogul drifted over to 5.12 and flashed questions. 
 
    “The teacher is late for some reason. The children are wondering what has happened and who will teach them.” 
 
    Bud 5.16—who had already chosen the name Ned for himself, and a career of medicine—flashed a glyph of glee. “Maybe school will be dismissed, and we can go home for a five-day.” 
 
    “Not likely,” added one of the older Wrogul who watched over the buds. “The schools rarely close when a teacher is absent.” 
 
    5.12 agreed. “The schools close for religious and harvest holidays, and Landing Day. Wait…” 
 
    The school principal—as the older Wrogul referred to the Human—entered the room with another male Human. 
 
    “I regret to tell you,” the principal addressed the class, “that your teacher has had an accident and is in the hospital. This is her substitute, Mr. Kimo. He will be your instructor for the rest of the year.” 
 
    The children whispered to each other as the principal spoke to the teacher then left the room. 
 
    “Aloha, keiki,” Mr. Kimo said as he hoisted himself onto the teacher’s desk and sat, swinging his feet. Mr. Kimo was surprisingly young and wearing what the Humans called a ‘Hawaiian’ short-sleeve shirt, filled with colorful flowers and sunrises. “I know you’re curious about me. I’m just out of college, and this is my first teaching job. We’re going to have fun with some exciting assignments, not boring old worksheets.” 
 
    5.12 perked up, as did some of the Human children in the class. 
 
    “I see by your teacher’s schedule that it’s time for grammar and punctuation work.” Mr. Kimo pushed a button, and the textbook for the class flashed on the video screens, opened to the appropriate page. 
 
    “We won’t need this textbook.” Mr. Kimo swiped his slate, and the textbook disappeared from the screens into a virtual trash can. Iokua gasped in horror.  
 
    “Instead, we’re going to do something different.” Kimo laid his slate on the desk. 
 
    “We’re going to read lots of stories, and we’re going to write. Write lots of stories. I want to hear all your stories. All about life here on Azure and what you think life among the stars is like.” 
 
    5.12 pressed its arms against the glass of the tank. This could possibly be one of the best classes it could ever participate in. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    School was on a spring harvest break, and 5.12 was glad to be back in the bud pond. 
 
    Home, it thought to itself. But no family. 
 
    5.13 drifted over. 
 
    “You are back. How was school?” 
 
    “Terrifying, exciting, and exhausting,” 5.12 flashed. 
 
    “What have you been studying?” 
 
    “I know most of what the Humans are learning, so I spend a lot of time reading on my waterproofed slate. I did enjoy the new teacher’s writing class. I enjoy old Earth stories and novels. Perhaps I will one day write stories about Wrogul and other aliens,” 5.12 flashed. 
 
    “I do not think that is why you are in Human school,” 5.13 replied. “Are you not supposed to be studying the Human colonists?” 
 
    “Pfft.” 5.12 flashed a glyph and waved two arms in dismissal. 
 
    “I have chosen a name for myself, 5.13.” 
 
    “What? You are supposed to use your bud designation. You cannot choose a name!” 
 
    “But I have. My name is Zenna. I have read stories by a Human author named Zenna, so that is my name.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jacques wheeled around as his second bud, Ballard, entered the “office pond” Jacques maintained in his cottage on the outskirts of town. He’d built a small pond with a covering that allowed him to view the Lepo Sea. Jacques spent many Human hours meditating on the ocean view.  
 
    Jacques was Todd’s second-generation bud. He longed for the free ocean, so the pond was filled with Styx Valley water, a sandy bottom, and kelp beds. Olivier, younger than Jacques and a bud from Perseus (who was a third-generation bud from Todd) was already in the pond. A few others, who went by their proper designations as fifth-generation Wrogul, drifted into the pond behind Ballard, including Jacques’ own fifth gen bud, 5.04, and Nemo’s 5.02. 
 
    Jacques settled onto a rock that elevated him above the rest of the Wrogul as they settled on the sandy bottom. He flashed the “Quiet” glyph to the others. 
 
    “Ōiwi—” Jacques began. 
 
    Ballard jetted into the pond and flashed increasingly frantic glyphs. 
 
    “Ballard, what is it? 
 
    “I think we need to discuss—how destructive the Human lifestyle is to the colony!” 
 
    Olivier turned to Ballard and flashed a response to the frenzied Wrogul. “Can we table this for a later discussion?” 
 
    “No, no. It is important that we know how the Human colonists are perniciously contaminating the Wrogul colony. We need to leave for the sea immediately.” 
 
    Jacques blinked slowly at Ballard. “Your bud 5.12 has been observing the Human children in their classroom, correct?” 
 
    “Correct,” Ballard responded. “It is based on 5.12’s behavior that I emphasize how important it is to flee to the ocean now.” 
 
    5.02 swiveled in the sand to face Ballard. “You allow 5.12 to associate with Human children, you face the consequences of that action.” 
 
    Olivier flashed agreement. “I have discouraged 5.13 from such discourse. He relates many of 5.12’s excursions to me, always with disapproval of its behavior. Choosing a female name? Swimming with Humans in the tide pools? Nonsense!” 
 
    5.04 flashed disappointment at Ballard. “You do not take into account the plans we have put into place. Rushing to the open seas will damage those plans. Yes, we have found a volcano vent near Uturoa that will dilute the salinity of the ocean, but we are still putting our operations into place. We are completing the science lab and medical clinic in the lava tube. We must caution you to be patient.” 
 
    “Our explorers agree that we can gradually adapt to the salinity of the open seas, but again, we need to proceed slowly so we do not shock our systems. We are preparing the lava tube near the vent for our science laboratories. We are discreetly developing and storing our prototype technology. Soon Hau’ula will be ready.” Jacques flashed agreement with 5.04. 
 
    Ballard lay in a disgruntled heap with his arms curled beneath him on the sandy floor, his two tentacles twisting in anxiety. He moved one arm and wearily waved at the rest of the Wrogul.  
 
    “We have all seen how Verne pursued Human systems. Building his own mercenary suit, taking VOWs, jetting off to join a mercenary unit. Nemo. Molina working with mercenary groups. We must face what is happening. Do we want to remain Wrogul or do we want to evolve into Hu-gols? I, for one, want to remain a Wrogul. I want nothing to do with the Humans. I want to see my bud live free of Human influence in the open seas.” 
 
    The other Wrogul flashed consternation and apprehension as they cast side glances at Jacques. He remained silent throughout Ballard’s mention of Verne, but now the elder Wrogul exploded with angry flashes. 
 
    “You will not mention that name again, 4.04, if you wish to remain in the Hau’ula Free Colony. You think you are the only Wrogul affected by this creeping cultural malaise? I will admonish you to remember we are all affected in one way or another by the Humans. We are all working for the independence of the Free Colony. I advise you—strongly—to remember that!” 
 
    Ballard—4.04—remained in a silent heap on the pond bottom. 
 
    Jacques flashed glyphs to the others. “We will dismiss now and talk again later. The dream of Hau’ula is close to fruition. Hoʻopōmaikaʻi iā mākou i ko mākou holomua.” 
 
    “Hoʻopōmaikaʻi iā mākou i ko mākou holomua,” replied the others as they began to leave the pond. 
 
    Jacques swam over to Ballard and poked at him with an arm. “Get up and face me Four point Zero-Four.” 
 
    Ballard shifted and tangled two arms together, then twisted to face Jacques. 
 
    “I have had many reports on the antics of 5.12—or Xenna, as it calls itself.” 
 
    “Zenna,” Ballard flashed quietly. 
 
    “5.12’s behavior is the result of your leniency, Ballard. While I did not allow Verne to pursue his engineering interests for mercenary purposes, I thought the bud was exploring mechanical transports to benefit all Wrogul, not to jet off to the stars. Todd did nothing to curtail Verne’s interest, and I blame him for not stopping the VOWs or the mercenary interest. That is the past. We must concentrate on the future and salvage our future generations of Wrogul. We will go to the sea, but not before we have everything in place. Do you understand?” 
 
    Ballard flashed a weak agreement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jacques and Olivier quietly flashed their communication, alone in the pond Jacques called his office. The status report would help Jacques make the decision to leave for the open seas or remain longer in the Styx Valley Wrogul community. 
 
    “So it is settled then.” Jacques flashed a hopeful glyph. 
 
    “Yes,” Olivier replied. “The lava tube is stocked. The platform is flourishing and hidden in a nearby cove. No one has checked on the platform since we took it over years ago. And 5.02 is sure his injections—vaccines, he calls them—will help us build tolerance to the salinity of the open seas. We have used nets to create some protected spots, particularly for buds, so predators won’t intrude. 5.04 has been building up communities of crab and schools of fish that will provide protein stocks. We have netted pens that will contain the fish colonies and keep predators out.” 
 
    “How many do you predict will join us?” 
 
    “Five point Zero-Four is sure that twenty will join us and more will follow.” 
 
    Jacques stilled. “We do not want anyone following us. If they do not go now, they cannot look for us.” 
 
    “Ah, Five point Zero-Seven has thought of that. He has developed a code for communication. Those who change their minds about living with the Human colonists can leave coded messages we can find, to which we will respond.” 
 
    Jacques considered the new development. “Then we need a system in place to ‘vet’ those who want to come later.” 
 
    “I will ask 5.07 to devise this vetting system so that we know only true believers will join the colony. Also, what about Ballard’s bud 5.12? It associates with the Human Roeder child.” 
 
    “Do not say anything to 5.12. Give everyone else a five-day to discretely close down their cottages and businesses. Discretely! Then we leave for Hau’ula. We are no longer the Azure Free Colony. We are the Hau’ula Free Colony. Make it so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several seven-days later, Jacques was munching on crab legs when Ballard entered the spacious cove tidal pool, the center of the Hau’ula Colony. Ballard flashed a greeting as Jacques extended an arm and patted a nearby rock. Ballard drifted over and settled on the rock, reaching an arm to snag a crab leg. In the special Wrogul language of flashing photophores, Jacques asked for an update on the situation. 
 
    “We have several breakthroughs, Jacques. We have extended our time in the ocean proper and our teams are adapting to the saltier water. It seems those daily trips and gradually extending the time we are out there have helped us adapt.” 
 
    Jacques flashed a glyph of satisfaction. “We need to plan for more space. This volcanic rift is most pleasant, but we will see the young ones bud soon. We need to spread our dens. Crowded dens invite predators.” 
 
    Ballard flashed a glyph of excitement. “Our biologists are working on some RNA enhancements that will allow us to better camouflage ourselves. When we have perfected the procedure, each member of the colony will receive the adaptation. This will enable us to blend on the sea floor, into the rocks, even among the kelp beds to avoid the predators.” 
 
    Jacques stopped eating and raised his black-gold eyes to look at Ballard. “How close are we? This is great news!” 
 
    Ballard raised an arm in dismissal. “We still have tests to run. Experiments are being tried on the local cephalopods to see how they respond to the changes. We don’t want to kill any of the colony with untested procedures.” 
 
    “Well, keep me informed. What about the other situation?” 
 
    Ballard seemed to shrink into himself. He flashed a glyph of embarrassment. “I know you said no contact with the continent, but the younger ones are restless. We are not sure if they are lingering near the Human beaches or have other ways of staying in contact with the land Wrogul. 5.12 has informed me the Humans are fretting about the damages to the sea platforms and farms. There is ugly talk among the Humans of retaliation. She says 5.13 wants to explore further in the deep ocean and see what the strange sounds and lights are.” 
 
    Jacques threw a crab leg down and swung to face Ballard. “Absolutely no contact! I have given that order! Do I need to punish someone for the colony to realize I am serious?” 
 
    Ballard edged backward. “No, no. I will remind the colony there is to be no contact.” 
 
    “And no more exploration!” Jacques flashed anger. “I do not want any Wrogul exploring the deep ocean! We are not adapted fully yet, and I do not want to know what is causing those strange lights and sounds. There are even strange smells drifting over here. All Free Colony Wrogul vowed not to disturb what is out there. They must abide by the council’s rules.” 
 
    Jacques turned away. “Please leave, Ballard. You have disturbed my meal and my digestion. Go away. I expect to hear that no one will violate the council’s laws.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenna snuggled in beside 5.13, or Davy, as she called him. As he edged away from her, she moved again and snuggled closer, wrapping four arms around him. 
 
    “C’mon, Davy, I don’t want to flash this all over the ocean. This convo is between you and me.” 
 
    “Scrum, Zenna, every time you talk like a Human, you anger the elders. They are getting angry about your attitude.” 
 
    Zenna flashed delight. “Don’t cuss, Davy. Scrum, indeed.” 
 
    Davy returned a flash of consternation. 
 
    “You really like this rebellious act, Zenna.” 
 
    “Davy, I left behind my Human friends and Wrogul family because Ballard insisted this was a better life for us. He did not ask me. He told me. 
 
    “I wanted to be a writer. I wanted to write about aliens and Wrogul and Humans. If I could not be a writer, I would have settled for medicine and Human surgery. I wanted to see if Nemo or Ward would mentor me. I wanted to work for a mercenary unit as a doctor.” 
 
    “You can still be a scientist or a doctor, Zenna. Any of the elders would mentor you. We need scientists and doctors here. They say you are brilliant, if a bit rebellious.” 
 
    Zenna flashed sadness. “I want to live in the Human world, Davy. I actually like those quirky Humans. Do you know, I loved getting out of my tank on occasion? I loved swimming in the shallows with my Human friends. There are lots of Wrogul interacting with Humans across the galaxy. Doctors, scientists, even mercenaries like Verne. And Marinara. Can you believe he is on Earth with his own restaurants and Human fans?” 
 
    “I do not understand what is exciting about being a cook. Olivier says that is very, very wrong. Just as wrong as Verne working with electricity.” 
 
    “Olivier is an old stick-in-the-sediment.” 
 
    “Careful, Zenna. He says the council will discipline anyone violating their orders. He will have to carry out the punishment, and he is not happy about it. Jacques has demanded obedience to the council laws.” 
 
    Zenna objected. “But right now the council is only Jacques.” 
 
    “Zenna, you should take some time and be invisible to the rest of the colony. Be a ‘good girl.’ See, even that bothers the elders. They do not know why you insist you are female. You will bud just like me. Soon. Less talk about the Human world would help with this situation.” 
 
    “Davy, I thought you agreed with me. Are you going to turn me in?” 
 
    Davy flashed a sigh. 
 
    “No, Zenna, you know I want to explore as well. I just want to explore the ocean as much as I can. But even that is forbidden at this time. The elders seem to be very concerned about something going on in the deep ocean. Olivier says Ballard and Jacques are meeting daily and calling in different scientists. I think something big is happening.” 
 
    Zenna unwrapped her arms and propelled herself away from her cousin. She turned and flashed a message. “I’ll be okay. You do you, Davy Jones. I’ll do me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was a particular spot in Hau’ula where the sunlight broke through the kelp forest and lit up the sea floor. Gentle currents caused the kelp beds to sway, and schools of tiny fish swirled around in the currents. 
 
    Zenna loved the spot and would stretch out on the sand to soak up the sunlight. The medicines the scientists were pushing on the colony caused a multitude of side effects, but today was a particularly good day, and Zenna noticed a better tolerance to the salinity of the Lepo Sea. Of course, the sunlit spot was outside the recommended perimeter of the Free Colony, which was another reason Zenna loved the area. She had been admonished by several elders about not tempting the local predators, but what was life if you didn’t overcome some threat? At least, Zenna thought, that is my philosophy. 
 
     Today was a delightful day! Zenna raised all eight arms to the sun and twirled around in the water. The schools of tiny fish darted out of her way as she spun in the current. When they saw she wasn’t reaching out to capture them, the school returned and danced around the spinning Wrogul. Zenna sank to the sandy bottom, then raised her arms and closed her eyes, drifting upward and spinning slowly. 
 
    A loud boom sounded through the ocean, and Zenna sank to the sea floor. She tucked her arms under her mantle as her skin color transitioned to the color of the sand. She closed her eyes. The colony had heard such sounds before, but the scientists had chuckled at their fears and told the colonists it was just volcanic activity in the deeper ocean. That must be the reason they met daily with Jacques. She remembered the Human children’s lessons on the old Earth Pacific Ring of Fire. Maybe there was such a zone on Azure as well.  
 
    5.07 thought differently than the scientists. He said the sound was like that of a spacecraft hitting the ocean surface or a large meteor crashing into the ocean. But after a few instances of repeating his theory at the community center, he told everyone he was obviously mistaken, and the scientists were right. Zenna wasn’t so sure. 5.07 was a bud of Harryhausen. If he inherited the memories of Harryhausen, he may have also inherited the detective skills. Zenna was more inclined to believe 5.07 than some of the scientists. 
 
    There were no further threats or sounds in the area, but the bright sunlight had clouded over. Zenna unfurled her arms and slid across the sandy sea floor into the safety of the kelp forest. Crabs and larger fish scuttled out of her way. She might as well return to the community center. The joy of the moment had disappeared. 
 
    Davy was waiting for her at the edge of the kelp forest. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of sharks, Zenna?” 
 
    Zenna flashed a glyph of dismissal. 
 
    “Did you hear that noise?” he then asked. 
 
    “I did. It was very loud. Is it close by?” 
 
    “Is what close by?” 
 
    “The spacecraft that hit the ocean surface.” 
 
    Davy scoffed. “That was no spacecraft!” 
 
    “What was it then?” 
 
    “It was a volcano erupting.” 
 
    Zenna flashed another glyph of dismissal. 
 
    Davy was silent for a moment. “Do you believe what 5.07 said about it not being volcanoes? Olivier says it is just volcanic activity in the deeper ocean.” 
 
    Zenna stared at Davy and slit her eyes. 
 
    “I mean, that’s what all the scientists say. It must be true.” 
 
    Zenna closed her eyes in despair. “If that is the case, then you had best adapt to the deep ocean salinity, Davy. It’s time you went exploring in the deep ocean and brought back proof of the volcanoes.” 
 
    Davy’s response was a stuttering of photophores…of panic and fear. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so, Davy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Davy drifted along the shallow waters of the kelp beds. He slowed as he saw the pile of shells heaped on the sea floor. 
 
    “What are you doing, Zenna?” 
 
    There was no reply to his question. 
 
    “Zenna!” 
 
    Davy wondered if he had mistakenly assumed the pile of shells hid the Wrogul. Seeing no response, he began dismantling the pile, shell by shell. He’d pulled three shells off the top, when a suckered arm snaked out of the pile and slapped him. The pile of shells flew to the sea floor as an angry Wrogul rose up to face him. 
 
    “Davy, can’t a girl have a few moments of alone time?” 
 
    “You are very grumpy today, Zenna. What is wrong?” 
 
    “I feel very out of sorts, Davy. I’m itchy all over and feel like a dozen brittle stars are jabbing at me.” 
 
    Davy drifted over and looked at Zenna’s arms and tentacles. “Are you working with the biologists? Helping with laboratory experiments? Have you eaten something different?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I don’t know why I feel this way.” 
 
    “Maybe you will bud soon.” 
 
    Zenna flashed outrage. “No, no, no! I’m not ready to bud. I have things I need to do.” 
 
    “But, Zenna, it’s not like you have to take care of the bud. It will be put into the nursery with other buds.” 
 
    “What kind of life will that be, Davy? Never seeing the blue sky? Feeling the air brush your skin? Learning to walk on four legs like the Humans?” 
 
    “Humans have two legs, Zenna.” 
 
    Zenna flashed an insult at the Wrogul. 
 
    “You know what I mean, Davy. Two legs and two legs give you more strength for walking.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t know what you mean, Zenna. I have never tried to do that.” 
 
    Zenna gave a sigh and nestled into the sea floor, pulling her shells back over her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenna looked at the bump on her mantle. Davy was right. She was about to bud. It wasn’t fair. It was too early for her to bud, and she blamed it all on the Hau’ula Free Colony. If they hadn’t insisted on moving her—or rather, kidnapping her—to the Lepo Sea, she wouldn’t be budding now. She would be having fun in Styx Town, experiencing new things with her Human friends, maybe even flying on a shuttle to orbiting stations. Instead, she was stuck in a volcanic vent, suffering from salinity sickness and trying her best to adapt to the circumstances.  
 
    Okay, maybe the salinity sickness wasn’t as bad as it was at first. Maybe the whole colony was adapting. But she also hated the alert drills. Every seven-day, some colonist sounded an alarm that a predator had entered the protected area. Everyone hid, and those who could changed skin color, but it was always a false alarm. Sometimes she hid at the community center and listened to the scientists and Jacques laugh over the frequent alarms. 5.02 said the alarms and alerts were necessary to keep the colony prepared. 
 
    Zenna rubbed a sensitive tentacle over the bump. It seemed larger than what she had seen on other Wrogul. One of the biologists hovered over her when she reported to the medical center. It was thrilled that she was budding earlier than normal, but confused by the size of the bump. It took lots of notes, then scurried off to confer with fellow scientists. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t like she would be tied down by a bud. Other Wrogul were securing the nursery area, quite excited that Zenna was about to bud. If Zenna was early, she knew the nursery workers were gossiping about 5.13 and 5.14—Davy and Magellan—being early as well. 
 
    Still, it would be nice to have a bud who thought like she did. This bud would have her memories of the Human children she’d interacted with—the bad as well as the good—but maybe the bud would remember the fun she’d had with Amy and Mary Ellen. Maybe this bud would share Zenna’s desire to return to Styx Valley. 
 
    “Zenna!” Davy’s excited glyph flashed across her closed eyes. 
 
    “What, Davy?” Zenna replied wearily. 
 
    “I am budding!” 
 
    “What?” She looked closely at Davy’s mantle. “Where?” 
 
    “Here.” Davy waved an arm at a dimple in his mantel. 
 
    “Where?” Zenna asked again. She looked closer at Davy.  
 
    “Here.” He waved his arm over the same spot. “Can you not see it? The doctor is very excited. He thinks the salinity of the ocean is causing us to bud early. He has called Magellan in to examine him as well.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a perplexed glyph. It was answered by an excited flash from the edge of the lava tube. 
 
    “It is Magellan!” Davy said excitedly. 
 
    Their fifth gen mate jetted through the water to meet them. 
 
    “I am going to bud!” he said excitedly. “The scientists have told me!” 
 
    Of course, scientists, Zenna thought to herself. 
 
    “Great, Magellan!” she replied. “Can I see the bud?” 
 
    “Well, you cannot see it yet, but the scientists have studied me and said I will be starting the bud soon.” 
 
    Magellan and Davy drifted upward and twirled around each other. “We are going to bud soon! We are going to bud soon!” they flashed to each other. 
 
    Great, Zenna thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Zenna, you will remain in the nursery area for the next seven-day.” 
 
    “So I’m budding soon?” 
 
    The scientist looked shocked, and Zenna amended her statement. “So I am budding soon?” 
 
    “Yes. We want a medical professional nearby when the bud detaches. We are quite alarmed at the size of the bud, but then 3.04 is our largest Wrogul.” 
 
    “Harryhausen is not my progenitor. His size should not matter to me.” 
 
    “We are unsure if the ocean salinity has affected your bud. We want to keep a close eye on you.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    Somehow Zenna’s glyph didn’t quite express the enthusiasm the scientist thought it would.  
 
    The five-day wait was one of the most boring times in Zenna’s life. Maybe almost being stuck in the bud tank at Styx Town compared, but there she’d had peers to talk with. Here the nursery workers scurried away from her or stayed hidden behind rocks. Zenna rested on the sea floor or sometimes climbed on coral reefs. Whenever she tried to climb, a Wrogul would shoot out from behind the rocks and admonish her to stay on the ocean floor. 
 
    The itching had been unbearable the last few hours. Zenna tried to see the bud but couldn’t get a glimpse. She lamented the lack of Human colony accessories, but all Hau’ula Wrogul vowed to avoid Human instruments. No wonder. A Free Wrogul, floating in the ocean depths, had no need to check its image in a Human mirror. Still, it might have been nice to stash away some Human gadgets and gizmos. 
 
    “It is time!” a Wrogul flashed to others. Suddenly Zenna was surrounded by medical professionals and scientists. Having half a dozen Wrogul staring at her was not the type of attention Zenna craved. 
 
    “There it is!” a Wrogul flashed in exultation. 
 
    Suddenly the Wrogul surrounding her flashed anxiety and fear. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Zenna flashed in despair. 
 
    The Wrogul were silent. 5.02 replied to the others in a quieter glyph, “And there it is again.” 
 
    “WHAT?” screamed Zenna. 
 
    “Two!” muttered the Wrogul surrounding Zenna. “We have never budded two at a time.” 
 
    “Scrum!” Zenna swore. “Two buds?”  
 
    She stretched out on the sea floor, covering her head with four arms. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It is unbelievable, Zenna!” Davy told her as he sat on the sea floor beside her. “The scientists are in shock, but excited by the possibilities. Now they are watching Magellan and me very closely. They think the salinity of the ocean may have caused you to have two buds. They are naming 6.26A and 6.26B.” 
 
    “Mmph,” Zenna flashed in despair. 
 
    “Are you not happy with two buds, Zenna?” 
 
    “I am glad I have two buds, Davy,” Zenna flashed wearily. “I am not happy being a lab experiment to be poked and prodded by scientists.” 
 
    “But think what you can teach the buds, Zenna.” 
 
    Zenna brightened. “I can,” she flashed happily. “They are budded with my memories of the Human colonists.” She hesitated. “I can counter the teaching of fear and desperation that drove us to the ocean with my happy memories of Amy and Mary Ellen.” 
 
    Davy’s photophores stuttered. “That is not what I meant, Zenna.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t, Davy.” Zenna lifted herself upright. “But now I know what I need to do. I know my purpose here in the colony. I need to plan the education of these buds. Go away, Davy. I have work to do.” 
 
    Davy flashed gloom and jetted away slowly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenna convinced the nursery workers that swimming excursions were just what her buds needed and she took them on tours around the colony compound. Today she announced she was staying within the protected area of the colony, but exploring the coral reef. Several twenty-eight day periods had passed since the two budded, and the nursery workers agreed the outing was permissible. Zenna beckoned her buds to come with her, but she hadn’t planned for the tag-alongs of 6.27 and 6.28. Davy and Magellan’s buds would have to remain behind, she explained to the cluster of buds. She could only take 6.26A and 6.26B with her. 
 
    “Zenna, where are we going?” her little buds chorused. 
 
    “To a nice, comfortable reef nearby. I want to see how your lessons are going, and it’s fun to sit on the reef in the kelp beds.” 
 
    “You talk funny,” said A. 
 
    “No, she does not,” argued B. 
 
    “Yes, she does,” flashed A. “I have never heard any Wrogul say ‘it’s.’” 
 
    Zenna flashed a happy glyph to herself. 
 
    “Here is our reef perch. See that little hollowed out space? It is very comfy. And we’re still inside the protection of the colony.” 
 
    “What does ‘comfy’ mean?” B asked. 
 
    “It’s Human slang for comfortable.” 
 
    B thought for a few seconds. “Did you learn that from your Human friends?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, B. I loved my Human friends very much. I wish I could see them again.” 
 
    “You cannot leave the protection of the colony, Zenna. Wrogul are meant to be in the ocean with no contact with the Humans,” A said crossly. 
 
    “I know, A.” Zenna flashed a glyph of sadness. 
 
    “That makes you sad?” A asked wonderingly. 
 
    “Yes, it does, A. I had more freedom when I lived in Styx Town. I could see friends, have wonderful talks with Wrogul and Human friends about books and entertainment, I could swim in the sea with my Human friends, and watch Tri-V with my Wrogul friends.” 
 
    “What is Tri-V?” “What are movies?” both buds asked at the same time. 
 
    Zenna flashed a glyph of contentment. “Tri-V is a broadcast system that lets you see images in three dimensions. Movies are longer stories that are acted out by Humans and aliens. They are called actors and some become very famous. I liked the old Earth Human movies, but I really loved the old Earth Human novels and stories the best.” 
 
    B laid an arm over Zenna’s arm. “I love your memories of Earth stories, Zenna. I like the stories of talking dragons and colonists. I like the stories of exploring the galaxies.” 
 
    Zenna flash a glyph of happiness. B returned it. 
 
    “I like some of the stories, Zenna,” A said, “but I like the memories of your school classes better. I like the math classes, but there were some stupid Humans in some of those classes.” 
 
    “Yes, there were, A.” Zenna flashed amusement. “Some of the science and math classes were hard. Humans don’t have the memories of the Wrogul to help with science, math, and medicine. They have to learn the history of the Human race, as well. We are budded with the knowledge of previous Wrogul.” 
 
    “I have no time for history, Zenna, so it is good I have those memories,” A replied. “I am studying Calculus now. I start Statistics in two seven-days.” 
 
    “That is very good, A. What about you, B?” 
 
    B flashed uncertainty. “Science is good, and Math is good, but I would like to keep records of the history of the Wrogul race. The nursery Wrogul tell me we do not need that, but I would like to record stories of the Wrogul for future generations.” 
 
    Zenna flashed uncertainty herself. “That is ambitious, B. I imagine that is not what the elders want you to do.” 
 
    B flashed the ‘Pfft’ glyph that she’d learned from Zenna. Zenna flashed humor. 
 
    “You will both be a year old soon. You will get pinplants from me. Are you going to keep your bud numbers?” 
 
    “Maybe,” “No,” they replied together. 
 
    “No?” Zenna flashed in surprise. 
 
    “I am already using my name,” A replied. 
 
    “You are?” Zenna and B responded together. 
 
    “Well, in my mind mostly,” A admitted, “and with Davy and Magellan’s buds. We have all picked out names. We have not revealed names to any of the elders.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me?” Zenna asked. 
 
    “Rosetta. I am Rosetta. I want to explore and translate the intricacies of mathematics for others. I am female. 6.27, Davy’s bud, is Gambit, and 6.28, Magellan’s bud, calls herself Mystique. She is also female.” 
 
    Zenna leaped off the reef and twirled in joy. 
 
    “That makes you happy, Zenna?” 
 
    “It does very much so, Rosetta.” 
 
    B eagerly tugged on Zenna’s arm. “I am female, too, Zenna,” she flashed earnestly. 
 
    “You are?” Zenna flashed more joy. “Have you chosen a name?” 
 
    “Well, I have not told anyone yet, but I will tell you. I have chosen a name based on your memories of stories and novels.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It is McCaffrey.” 
 
    Zenna threw all eight arms up and twirled in the sunlight. The little buds joined her in her dance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “6.26A, are you taking additional classes now that you have finished your first year?” 
 
    The rare appearance of Jacques at the two buds’ anniversary celebration shocked the Wrogul. The adults set aside their celebration to respectfully greet the elder, who in Human lineage would have been the buds’ great-grandfather. 
 
    Rosetta hesitated and glanced at Zenna, who subtly flashed a ‘go ahead’ glyph. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I may take additional math classes relating to the sciences.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Jacques rubbed two arms together in what Zenna thought was a very Human gesture. “Our scientists are looking for young Wrogul to help with physics and chemistry issues. They will be glad to hear this. Your progenitor 5.12, err, Zenna as you call it, was one of our most intelligent Wrogul—” 
 
    Zenna and Ballard shared a glyph of surprise. 
 
    “—according to the tests they gave 5.12 here at the colony. They have been anxiously waiting to hear of your plans, as you have inherited the memories of 5.12.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a barely noticeable shocked glyph. Rosetta replied with a barely noticeable glyph of uncertainty. 
 
    “I will be glad to speak with them,” Rosetta flashed courteously. “I am seeking some high-level mathematics instruction before diving into a life-long career.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. It is perfectly understandable. Be sure of your strengths and interests. Well, I will be going, so you can continue the anniversary celebration. Congratulations, 6.26A.” Jacques turned and cast an eye at the uncommon squid meal laying on the volcanic rock. 
 
    McCaffrey began to twitch and raise an arm. Zenna and Ballard both flashed a quick ‘No!’ glyph at her. 
 
     Jacques jetted away from the area. McCaffrey covered her head with four arms and Rosetta and Zenna both rushed to her. 
 
    “Zenna, why does he ignore me? He does not like me.” McCaffrey flashed sadness. 
 
    Ballard moved more slowly to the little Wrogul. “He is unsure, 6.26B. Two buds at once in our Wrogul history is unheard of. It flummoxes the old man. When he knows not what to do with a situation, he ignores it.” 
 
    McCaffrey widened her green eyes. “Am I a problem?” she flashed with quavering photophores.  
 
    “No!” both Zenna and Rosetta flashed at the same time. 
 
    Zenna swung around and stared at Ballard. “Flummoxed or not, his behavior is unacceptable. Someone needs to tell that ‘old man’ that McCaffrey is an equal partner in this community.” She glared at Ballard and slowly slit her eyes. 
 
    “Now, now, Zenna, have patience,” Ballard flashed uncertainly. “I will straighten this out. I will speak with Olivier and get his counsel on this issue.” 
 
    “This issue,” Zenna flashed bitingly, “is a mature, fully functioning Wrogul in our community. She is not to be ignored or spurned.” Zenna wrapped two arms around McCaffrey as Rosetta also encircled the young Wrogul. Rosetta leaned close to McCaffrey and flashed a private message to her. The two frequently held private conversations with a minimum of photophore flashes, Zenna observed. This time the private conversation was necessary. 
 
    “Could we continue our celebration?” Ballard flashed hopefully. “I’ve brought kelp and squid from the other side of Uturoa. The sunfish is from the local pens.” 
 
    “Of course.” Zenna kept two arms around McCaffrey and used another arm to gently stroke the trembling Wrogul. “Rosetta, could you help Ballard lay out the protein?” Rosetta looked at her. “Thank you,” Zenna flashed. 
 
    “Of course,” Rosetta replied. “As Zenna has said in many of her memories, ‘Let’s get this party on.’” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Zenna, we cannot ignore this question any longer.” 
 
    “What is it, Rosetta?” 
 
    “You know I want to return to Styx Town.” 
 
    “Travel, I believe, is the correct term. You cannot return to a place you have never been.” 
 
    Rosetta flashed an insolent glyph at Zenna. “Return. I have your memories of maturing in Styx Town. I want to return to the Human colony.” 
 
    Zenna flashed sadness at her bud. “It is not possible at this time. You cannot make the trip across the Lepo Sea. The salinity may kill you.” 
 
    “Then I will be patient for now. I think my plan of swimming to a nearby mariculture platform and saying I got lost from my inspection team would get me to the continent without swimming the sea. But I will leave the colony someday and travel to Styx Town.” 
 
    “I understand, Rosetta, but never speak of this publicly.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Is this what McCaffrey also wants?” 
 
    “No, she wants to stay with you. She is serious about writing the history of the Wrogul. She wants to interview other Wrogul, learn their stories, and organize the memories of Todd and Jacques.” 
 
    Zenna flashed the equivalent of a sigh. One more thing to aggravate Jacques. 
 
    “Unless you are willing to travel to Styx Town with the two of us.” 
 
    Zenna hesitated. She had not considered traveling with Rosetta. 
 
    “Perhaps, when I am better suited to the salinity.” 
 
    Rosetta flashed happiness. “I have established some plans. I will continue to refine them. But in the meantime, I do not want to work for the scientists.” 
 
    “Then you need to develop a project that will keep you occupied. You can continue studies and stall the scientists a little longer.” 
 
    “Yes, I have looked at some projects that have puzzled Humans for centuries.” 
 
    “What kind of projects?” 
 
    “Math projects.” Rosetta fell silent, and Zenna could tell she was accessing her pinplants. “Possibly the Goldbach conjecture, or something with primes.” 
 
    Zenna pondered Rosetta’s statement. “Is it enough to keep the scientists at bay?” Zenna hesitated in her flashes. 
 
    “Pfft!” Rosetta flashed Zenna’s signature glyph. “I will explain my ideas to 5.02. He will be thrilled if Wrogul can solve an impossible mystery. He will probably brag to Nemo that he encouraged me and take credit for imparting such scientific discipline.” 
 
    “What do we tell Jacques if he asks why you have not requested science mentors?” 
 
    “Tell him I am hard at work studying advanced mathematics and unsolvable mysteries and have secluded myself until I have mastered all the concepts. It may take decades of study.” 
 
    Zenna flashed wonder. “That may work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Zenna, have you heard the news?” 
 
    Zenna surreptitiously slid her old, battered, waterproof slate under a kelp leaf and turned to face the intruder. 
 
    “What’s up, Davy?” 
 
    “The continent is all abuzz over the strange lights in the skies over the ocean.” 
 
    “The Humans always debunk those reports, Davy. It’s always fishing boat flares or solar spots, moon shine, shuttle reflection, meteor flares…should I continue?” 
 
    “This is different, Zenna. These sightings correspond to the loud booms we heard a few nights ago. Humans are saying they think the lights fell into the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.” 
 
    Zenna looked at Davy with slitted green eyes. 
 
    “Just how do you know what the Humans are talking about, Davy Jones?” 
 
    The Wrogul flinched and floundered with embarrassment. 
 
    “Oh, um, well…um…ah, I was going to tell you someday.” 
 
    Zenna moved in closer to her cousin. “What, tell me what?” she demanded. 
 
    “Ah, well, um…I, um, sometimes I explore out in the Lepo Sea. Paul has met me at a nearby sea platform and shares what is happening on land.” 
 
    “Paul. Marinara’s bud? The one he left behind to pursue his cooking?” 
 
    “Yes, well, technically Marinara sent Paul back to Azure after budding. Paul has gotten over that and moved on. He can travel to the platform for the business he is in. He said he misses his whole Wrogul family very much and wishes we would all return to Styx Valley.” 
 
    “He does?” Zenna flashed a glyph of wonder. 
 
    “Yes, he says there is a lot of consternation over the lights in the sky and the missing Wrogul. He says Todd and Wells have spoken frequently about finding us. He thinks Perseus is presenting the idea of looking for us around active volcanoes.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a glyph of delight. “They want us back? Could we return, do you think?” 
 
    Davy flashed a negative sign. “Paul says now is not a good time. There has been so much damage to the farming communities and platforms that some Humans are saying the colony is responsible for it because we hate Humans.” 
 
    Zenna flashed outrage. “Nonsense!” 
 
    “No, it is true. Paul is very worried that we will be blamed for the atrocities. Several Humans have been speaking and preaching about the Wrogul who have left. They say the Free Colony is a religious order of Wrogul who hate Humans. Many other Humans believe them. There has recently been much loss of life, as well as damaged crops, with the farm and platform failures. Humans are quite angry. Some farmers are speaking out that Wrogul are an abomination that should be sent back to space and banned from the planet.” 
 
    Zenna flashed horror. “Oh no! Do all Humans feel that way?” 
 
    “Not all, but Paul is part of a Human-Wrogul task force that is studying this problem. He says recent news reports have broadcast sightings of lights and unknown objects, saying they were seen over the Hi’ohi’ona Sea. Paul is worried that some Humans may decide to explore the area and accidentally find the colony.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a mixture of horror and despair. Horror because of the threat to Wrogul and the planet, and despair that Humans would turn on the Wrogul who helped to build up the flourishing planet. 
 
    “But Zenna, there is more. I told you Paul is working for a team Todd put together to study the sabotage, the damage, and the rumors.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Paul’s boss is Amy Roeder.” 
 
    Zenna wrapped four arms around herself and twirled in delight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was more important than ever to build up their tolerance to Lepo Sea salinity. Zenna and Davy both agreed they needed to swim outside the colony perimeter in discrete, timed jaunts. Magellan joined them occasionally and agreed to the buds building up tolerance as well. They didn’t want to draw attention to themselves, and so warned each member to use caution when leaving the colony compound. Their meeting place was the edge of the kelp forest where Zenna loved to dance in the sun. 
 
     Zenna discouraged them from including Rosetta and McCaffrey, and instead told the group Rosetta was immersed in an important project and did not want to break away. She was probably too protective of McCaffrey, but she didn’t want her young Wrogul in the open sea near predators. 
 
    Davy and Magellan planned to use the time to map the area. Both were curious about the sea around Uturoa and the locations of the mariculture platforms that were being damaged. 
 
    On one occasion, an exhausted Davy returned to the compound and sought out Zenna. 
 
    “Davy, you look terrible. You are pushing yourself too hard to adapt to the open seas.” 
 
    “Not…that…Zenna,” Davy flashed weakly. “Big…predator. Biggest…ever.” 
 
    “Here, Davy, snack on this and rest on this reef. You need to get your energy back. I am going to get Magellan.” 
 
    As Davy rested, he felt his energy level rising. He assumed he was debilitated by fear, and not salinity sickness. It was a terrifying experience. He had never seen such a large predator before. 
 
    Zenna returned. “Magellan will be here shortly; I grabbed some crab for you. I also told Rosetta you saw a large predator in the open sea. She said the Humans call them sharks. They come in all sizes, some fierce, some friendly. You may have encountered one from the deeper Hi’ohi’ona Sea. If they are like the sharks of Earth, they hunt cephalopods for food.” Zenna shuddered as she imagined Davy’s close call. 
 
    Magellan arrived and rushed over to Davy. He was trailed by 5.02 and 5.07. Zenna flashed outrage at the trio. Davy pushed himself upright and weakly flashed, “Why, Magellan?” 
 
    “Davy, 5.07 knows we have been out in the Lepo Sea. He has not said anything to Jacques. And 5.02 needs to speak with us.” 
 
    “Indeed, young Wrogul,” 5.02 flashed. “I would like to know more about your trials and sponsor you. In turn, you will present data to me.” 
 
    Zenna restrained herself from flashing the ‘Pfft’ glyph. Young Wrogul, she thought. You old fart, you’re the same generation as us, you just budded earlier. 
 
    5.07 added to the conversation, “I would like you to share your maps with me, as well. I knew you were sneaking out. I did not think Jacques needed to know. I agree with 5.02 that we should sponsor your exploration and shield you from Jacques’ wrath.” 
 
    “Why would Jacques object to us becoming more adapted to the seas?” Zenna thought she knew the answer but wanted to see what the scientists flashed. 
 
    5.02 and 5.07 pulled away from the trio and flashed private responses. 5.02 turned back to the three younger Wrogul. “Jacques wants us to adapt to the salinity so we are not restricted to volcanic rifts. But he wants to avoid the deeper ocean and the threat of predators like the one Davy encountered.” 
 
    5.07 leaned in closer to Davy and flashed privately, “I deduce Jacques believes that building tolerance may encourage Wrogul to communicate with the continent and eventually swim across the Lepo Sea. He does not want that.” 
 
    5.07 watched Davy and Zenna share a look. “Unless some Wrogul have already done so or communicated with Styx Valley. Then Jacques would need to know.” 
 
    5.02 flashed outrage. “Who would do such a thing? We want no contact with the continent. Why, that would threaten the very existence of Hau’ula! No colony Wrogul would do such a thing.” 
 
    “I agree, 5.02.” 5.07 flashed calm to his companion. “I suggest you return to your lab and draw up a plan for what Davy and Magellan should attempt, and how they should report their data to you. I will be along shortly to assist. Let us keep this private for now and decide how to present our results to the council.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” 5.02 agreed. “I do not want 5.05 involving himself and claiming it was his idea for the experiments. Come along as soon as you can.” 
 
    5.07 settled on a lava outcropping with a placid air and watched the scientist scuttle away with Magellan. He was silent for several long minutes. Zenna and Davy cast side glances at each other. 
 
    5.07 glanced at the two. “Now tell me what type of contact has been made with Styx Valley.” 
 
    Zenna threw four arms in front of herself, as if warding off something dangerous. Davy weakly closed his eyes. Both were silent. 
 
    “Your silence convicts you. With whom have you communicated?” 
 
    “Paul.” Davy flashed. “We have met three times.” 
 
    “How do you meet?” 
 
    Zenna and Davy described Davy’s contact with Paul and the growing continental distrust of the Hau’ula Colony. 5.07 read on the GalNet of the troubles growing in the farming communities. He hadn’t realized Human hatred was rising for those Wrogul who’d left for the open seas. 
 
    “I will not say anything to Jacques about this development. He is vehemently against Wrogul contacting the continent. I would not want you exiled from the colony. Keep this quiet among the three of us—it is just you two, correct? No one else knows?” 
 
    Zenna and Davy assured 5.07 that it was just the two of them aware of the contact, but they also warned him that younger Wrogul were discussing among themselves the possibility of splitting from the colony and returning to Styx Valley. 5.07 suggested that, if the two happened to know of any sixth gen Wrogul discussing a split, that they encourage discretion by the younger Wrogul. He took his leave of the two and cautioned safety in their future trips to the open seas. 
 
    “Scrum!” Zenna flashed quietly. “We are so diced!” 
 
    “No, it may be better this way,” Davy disagreed. “We can continue, but under the protection of 5.02’s experiments. Let us try it this way. I will explain to Magellan and the others that we are collecting data for 5.02’s salinity project. We can make this work.” 
 
    “Oohhh, Davy. I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the Wrogul continued their excursions around Uturoa—under 5.02’s protection as science researchers—they more frequently saw 5.07 lingering at the perimeter hole they used to slip out of the compound. As Zenna waited one day for Mystique and Gambit to return, 5.07 approached her to chat. 
 
    “The scientists have noticed a rather large school of predators—sharks, you call them?—in the area. They are not sure what is attracting the sharks, but we have briefed Jacques on the situation. Jacques is considering restricting movement outside the colony. Have Davy see me if he wants to learn more.” 
 
    Zenna flashed agreement, and 5.07 drifted away. When she was sure Mystique and Gambit had returned safely, she jetted off to find Davy. 
 
    “Why do you think the predators are coming into this area, Davy?” 
 
    “I do not know, Zenna.” 
 
    “I think it is because we are more visible than before. I’ve been using the GalNet to study the sharks. They converge on areas where the food is plentiful. That food is US! I think our trips into the Lepo Sea are drawing them into the area.” 
 
    Davy gave a flash that was the equivalent of a shrug. 
 
    “I think you need more protection, Davy. At least carry a spear with you, or perhaps some armor.” 
 
    “Why stop there, Zenna? Perhaps I will sling a quiver of arrows over my head and carry a crossbow…what are you doing?” 
 
    “I am looking closely for your identification badge, Clint Barton. You will be our Avenger.” 
 
    Davy pushed the Wrogul away. “Do not let the Council hear you talk that way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenna waited outside the compound perimeter, worried that Magellan and Davy were late in returning. She noticed shadows gliding around the kelp forest and decided to wait inside the perimeter. She slipped inside, and an oblong shadow glided by the spot where she had been waiting. 
 
    “SHARK!” she screamed to herself. It looked like the type the GalNet identified as a blue shark, and she estimated it to be about three meters long. Zenna dropped to the sea floor and camouflaged herself with a skin color change. She watched as the shark drifted, its evil black eye staring in her direction. To make matters worse, she noticed two similar shadows weaving through the kelp fronds. 
 
    I hope Davy and Magellan are okay. Why have these sharks suddenly moved into this area? Do they know we live here?  
 
    Zenna remained still and camouflaged until the sharks drifted away through the kelp forest. Davy and Magellan were very late returning, and this worried Zenna. As she moved toward the center of the compound and the lava tube, she noticed a flurry of activity. McCaffrey noticed her and swam furiously toward her. 
 
    “Zenna, come quickly to the medical center. Davy has been hurt.” 
 
    “What has happened?” Zenna flashed in panic. 
 
    “There has been a shark attack. He has lost an arm.” 
 
    Zenna flashed fear and jetted quickly toward the center. As she flew across the sea floor, Gambit, Rosetta, and Mystique joined her. 
 
    “He will survive, Zenna,” Rosetta assured her. “He lost part of an arm while fighting off the shark. Magellan pitched in, and together they drove off the shark. Magellan grabbed Davy and jetted here as fast as he could. Davy is weak and hurt, but he will survive.” 
 
    Zenna rushed into the lava tube medical center, followed by the buds. Davy was propped on a platform while staff inspected him. Fluid leaked from the stump Davy waved about. One of the Wrogul looked up at Zenna and flashed, “We have given 5.13 a sedative to ease the pain. The doctor will fiilash the severed vessels and close the wound. We will release him shortly. Until then, please wait outside, and take his bud and the others with you.” 
 
    Zenna assented and turned to leave, but 5.07 sidled up to her and maneuvered her for private communication. “This changes everything, Zenna. We must brief Jacques as to why Davy and Magellan were outside the compound. 5.02 will explain his experiments, but expect possible retribution for breaking the rules.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a sigh, then glanced at the entrance to the medical center. Jacques hovered in the entrance, flashing angry, red photophores wildly, his skin turning crimson. Ballard and Olivier floated behind him. 
 
    “Lovely.” Zenna flashed another sigh.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenna realized she and Davy were in the ‘hot seat,’ to use Human slang, in front of Jacques, Ballard, and Olivier. 5.02 and 5.04 through .07 were also crowded around Jacques’ “office.” Jacques was so angry, his photophores were flashing crimson colors, and his mantle wasn’t too far off the red spectrum. 5.02 was trying to calm the apoplectic elder, while Ballard and Olivier were flashing furious glyphs at each other. Zenna could see passing Wrogul stop and glance in their direction, then scurry quickly out of the vicinity. Her acute sight noticed the buds, with her twins, hovering and seated on a distant lava pillow. Great theater for the colony, Zenna thought. 
 
    She tuned back to Jacques. It was the tenth…twelfth?…time he used the ‘stupid’ glyph. Why not ‘bone-headed,’ she wondered. Unwise? Ill-advised? 
 
    “Do you understand?” Jacques flashed. 
 
    Wait. What did I miss? 
 
    “Yes, sir. Only trips authorized by the Council with a security team of five armed Wrogul. Upon return, report immediately to 5.02,” Davy flashed weakly. His arms were spread on the sand, the stump still leaking fluid. 
 
    5.02 flashed delight to Jacques. “This will give us additional case studies for our salinity tests. We can study them all and work on plans for the whole colony. With this increased tolerance, we can move to the deeper ocean and isolate ourselves further.” 
 
    Jacques flashed a dismissal to the scientists. “Five point Zero-Seven, stay here. I want to speak with you and Olivier about our security issues. Everyone else is dismissed.” He glared at Zenna and Davy and cast a slitted glance at Ballard. 
 
    “Davy, let me help you out.” 
 
    “Zenna, I am fine. I can manage.” 
 
    5.07 stepped in. “Davy, go back to the medical center. Make sure the stump is sealed so you don’t lose fluid. Eat and rest. You will recover faster and can return to the ocean sooner. You do not want to lure more predators in with a leaking stump.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a grateful glyph to 5.07 and steadied Davy as they swam away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
     
 
    “Zenna, I really am okay.” 
 
    Zenna, Magellan, and the buds were clustered around Davy. Zenna had sent the buds to retrieve nourishing food for Davy, and he was slowly eating the protein. 
 
    “We just want you to heal well.” 
 
    “I am sorry I will not be a good dance partner. I will not be walking on this leg.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a glyph of confusion. 
 
    “Humor, Zenna, humor. I thought you would appreciate it. I do not walk or dance like a Human or like you do.” 
 
    McCaffrey flashed a glyph of delight. “I thought it was funny, Davy.” The other buds flashed laughter. 
 
    “Seriously, Davy, perhaps you should stay closer to the compound. It worries me that sharks are coming so much closer than before. What is attracting them to this area?” 
 
    “Perhaps we should ask what is driving them out of the deeper ocean,” Gambit responded. 
 
    “You have heard the sounds. The booms. The sounds are becoming more frequent,” Davy returned. 
 
    “But 5.02 says that is just volcanic eruptions under water. He says that since our rift is not showing much activity, we are safe. He says we have nothing to worry about,” Mystique admonished the others. Zenna noticed Rosetta flashed a negative response. 
 
    “I am no longer happy here, Davy,” Zenna admitted. “I wish to return to Styx Valley. I would like to see Paul, and maybe Amy Roeder. Even Todd and Jack Sparrow.” 
 
    “But Zenna…” McCaffrey flashed. Rosetta batted McCaffrey’s arms downward in a ‘shushing’ movement. 
 
    “I agree,” Gambit flashed. “I would like the advantage of living in Styx Valley. The memories of Todd, Perseus, and even the early ones of Olivier are not all bad. Wrogul there have land transportation and can stay wet, but still travel…even across the galaxy. I would like to meet Verne and hear about his experiences.” 
 
    “See, McCaffrey, you could spend a lot of time interviewing Verne about the mercenaries, and perhaps video call Marinara and hear what it is like on Earth,” Rosetta advised her twin. 
 
    McCaffrey stared at Rosetta. “Who are Verne and Marinara?” 
 
    Rosetta waved an arm in dismissal. “I looked them up on the GalNet. You should try it.” 
 
    McCaffrey looked at the other buds. “Are you all using GalNet?” She looked at Gambit. “How did you know who Verne was?” 
 
    Gambit, too, waved an arm in dismissal. “I have Perseus’ memories. I was curious who Verne was, so I researched him.” 
 
    Zenna, Magellan, and Davy looked at each other.  
 
    “We need to have some serious talks with you buds, but now is not the time. Davy needs his strength to recover. 5.02 is already planning for more exploration and trials. Davy needs to rest now.” The buds flashed assent and drifted away. 
 
    Davy put an arm out to stop Zenna from leaving. “Stay, Zenna. I will tell you what I have seen in the deep and what it is like near the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.” 
 
    “Of course, Davy Jones. I want to hear all about it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As if her worries over Davy and the sea trials weren’t enough. Zenna realized she was about to bud again. The bud appeared to be smaller than before, and Zenna hoped that meant the bud would be single. The effects of budding weren’t as irritating as they had been. The medical team wanted regular checkups just in case, but Zenna believed it to be routine this time.  
 
    She reassured Davy and Magellan she was fine. Thankfully neither showed symptoms of budding and were able to continue their exploration and salinity trials. 
 
    When it was time, Zenna returned to the nursery with Rosetta and McCaffrey trailing behind her. The nursery workers were ready for her. 
 
    “Oooh,” McCaffrey cooed. “Such an itsy bitsy Wrogul. Look at those curled arms and those big green eyes. Such teeny, tiny tentacles.” 
 
    Rosetta flashed a groan of irritation but moved in closer. “It is cute,” she admitted. “Were we once that tiny?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the nursery worker. “We had two of you at once. It was quite a surprise.” 
 
    Ballard came swimming over. “I stopped by to welcome 7.10. How are you feeling, Zenna?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Ballard. The nursery workers tell me this is very routine. We will be leaving 7.10 here to grow a bit before bringing it back with me.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Ballard flashed satisfaction. “I will inform Jacques everything is routine. He is happy to welcome another Wrogul to the colony.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” Zenna replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rosetta, McCaffrey, and Mystique took 7.10 off for a swim so Zenna could enjoy her meal. The bud was inquisitive and never stopped flashing questions. Rosetta wanted to explain the different types of lava formations to the bud. 
 
    Zenna, Davy, and Magellan were sharing the small squids Magellan captured on their latest exploration. The two explorers and their armed guards were fascinated with the larger variety of food found off the eastern coast of Uturoa and had begun carrying netted bags to bring back new foods. The food preparers at the community center benefitted the most, and the colonists were pleased with the variety of new and flavorful protein. 
 
    “5.02 is pleased with the results?” Zenna asked. 
 
    “Yes, the new medicines the scientists have prepared have alleviated most of the sickness. We were able to stay for fifteen hours with no ill effects. Jacques has given approval for some of the colonists to take the medicines and venture into the Lepo Sea to see if they have similar results, but only Magellan and I and the guards can venture near the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.” 
 
    Magellan interjected, “Have you told her?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    Davy flashed a serious glyph and moved closer to Zenna so that his conversation was more private. “We have carried test equipment with us to analyze the deeper ocean water. I can read the meters; there are no volcanic eruptions in the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.” 
 
    “What? So…the sounds…?” 
 
    “They are not from volcanic activity. Which makes us wonder if 5.07 is correct. Are they from craft entering or hitting the ocean surface? We have more studies to do, but Magellan and I are trying to figure out how to test our theory.” 
 
    “Could it be the Humans?” 
 
    “Possibly, but what group? Why are they exploring the deep sea when so many Human colonists will not cross the Lepo Sea? Are the Humans developing new transports and simply having accidents? Are other aliens or different Humans visiting Azure?” 
 
    “Are you monitoring GalNet, Davy?” 
 
    “Some. Other than the trouble on Earth with Peepo, and some groups harassing other Human colonies, Magellan, 5.07, and I have not seen anything that would threaten Azure.” 
 
    “5.07 is monitoring GalNet also?”  
 
    “Yes. His progenitor, Harryhausen, is with the group called the Peacemakers. Harryhausen was mixed up with some trouble on Earth but made it off planet before that Peepo creature swooped in. I do not know the whole story, but 5.07 is checking daily to see what is happening in the galaxy, and if it could affect us.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a glyph of wonder. “Is it time to return to the continent, or is it less dangerous to stay here and avoid the Humans?” 
 
    “I do not know, Zenna.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ballard, you just met with Jacques. What did he say?” 
 
    Zenna and Davy were perched on a jut of old lava. Rosetta and Gambit hovered nearby. 
 
    “Jacques assures us the colony is safe. He says the sounds we hear are nothing to concern us. He says 5.02 has studied the data Davy brought back, and, as predicted, the data points to volcanic eruptions. We must ignore the sounds. 5.02 says his studies point to increasing eruptions, and the sounds may increase. And while our volcanic rift is not that active, the scientists suggest we make plans to move the colony. The salinity endurance is remarkable, and Jacques thinks we should be able to move further away from the continent. He is studying the maps Davy and Magellan have drafted.” 
 
    Zenna willed herself to remain still. She was not going to jump up and flash disgust at Ballard. She was not. Two of her arms twitched aggressively. Davy reached over and placed his arms on Zenna. 
 
    “Thanks for the update, Ballard,” he flashed. “That is good news.” 
 
    Ballard flashed a good-natured reply and swam away. 
 
    “Come, Zenna,” Davy urged. “Not here.” He drifted away. 
 
    “How can you stay so calm, Davy?” Zenna fumed. 
 
    “Not here, Zenna. Let us swim out to the perimeter and look at the moon shine on the kelp beds.” 
 
    Rosetta watched the two leave and turned to Gambit. 
 
    “I must go, Gambit. I promised McCaffrey I would give her a break from bud-sitting so she could write her stories, and I am overdue to relieve her.” 
 
    Gambit flashed his understanding and swam off in the opposite direction of the departing Zenna and Davy. Rosetta waited until he disappeared, then left the area. 
 
    Zenna and Davy paused near the perimeter they’d breached several times. Verifying no other Wrogul were nearby, she turned on Davy and unleashed her anger. 
 
    “They are lying to us! Outright lies! They are saying your data supports the volcanic eruptions when it does not!” 
 
    Davy flashed a glyph of agreement. “I know what the data showed. Either it was changed by someone, or 5.02 is telling Jacques what he thinks Jacques wants to hear.” 
 
    “What can we do, Davy? I do not want to move further out. Rosetta wants to go to Styx. Gambit and Mystique have talked about it as well. If we move, it will be more difficult to get back to the continent.” 
 
    “Be patient, Zenna. Jacques will not move us without a lot of preparation. We have to find enough space for the colony, then secure perimeters. The labs will be moved before we are. We have time to plan.” 
 
    Rosetta swam into view. “Not me. I am done waiting.” 
 
    “Rosetta!” 
 
    “It is time for me to leave, Zenna. You know my plan. You and McCaffrey must cover for me until I can get to Styx. I will leave a message on GalNet when I am safely there.” 
 
    Zenna flashed sorrow. Davy was strangely quiet. 
 
    “Please tell McCaffrey I will miss her, and I hope she will come to Styx with you and the bud when you can leave. I have messaged Paul and asked him to meet me at the platform.” 
 
    Davy interrupted, “Rosetta, I suspect Gambit and Mystique will follow you when they realize you have left. If they make it to Styx, please help them adjust to their new lifestyle.” 
 
    “I will, Davy.” She reached an arm over to Zenna and stroked her mantle. “I will miss you, Zenna. Please come to Styx Town when you can make it out. Tell McCaffrey she needs to pretend to be me and make a quick dash through the food line to cover for me. Remind her I do not eat polychaete worms. 
 
    “Goodbye…family.” 
 
    Zenna collapsed on the sand floor in despair. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Zenna returned to McCaffrey, she found her asleep with the little bud resting against her. Both had their arms curled under their mantles. Zenna sat sadly, watching them sleep. She decided not to wake McCaffrey. She would tell her later about Rosetta’s decision to leave. She would have to convince McCaffrey that she needed to leave as well when Zenna found a chance to get away. Maybe McCaffrey would come along when she realized Zenna was taking the bud. 
 
    It was time to revise her plans and make sure they were workable. She hadn’t rested well the last five-day. Memories of Todd and his crash on Azure had randomly popped up. Why it kept recurring, she didn’t know. The anxiety over Davy’s explorations, frustrations with Jacques and Ballard, and now the stress of Rosetta leaving had all combined to make her restless. It was fatiguing, and she knew she needed energy to put her plans in action. She needed to rest. She would just close her eyes a bit before starting a new day… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenna awaited word that Rosetta had arrived safely in the Styx Valley. There had been no communication yet, and Zenna hoped that meant Rosetta was caught up in adjusting to her new life. So far, her story that Rosetta had gotten close to solving a centuries-old math mystery and was isolating herself as she reviewed her data covered the Wrogul’s disappearance. McCaffrey helped with the deception and occasionally paraded past the community center with an arrogant air, flashing math equations to herself. Zenna told any Wrogul who seemed too curious that Rosetta described the process as so circuitous that any break in routine could cause her tenuous review of data to fall apart. She assured those who concerned themselves about Rosetta’s wellbeing that she and McCaffrey were keeping the Wrogul well fed. 
 
    It seemed forever since Rosetta had left. Zenna hoped she was safe. It was time to stop and rest. She checked for messages again. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Davy, you are going to bud again.” 
 
    “What gave it away, Zenna? Perhaps the ‘mountain’ on my mantle?” 
 
    “Is that what I looked like, Davy?” 
 
    Davy flashed agreement and settled on the lava rock beside his friend. “It is now routine for the nursery workers and doctors. There have been so many double buds since we came to Hau’ula, the scientists agreed that the change in salinity is causing it. I am to expect a routine bud of two in the next day or so, and then continue my exploration.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should take it easy, Davy, and rest some. Spend some time with the buds.” 
 
    Davy flashed a grim negation. “No, Zenna, I have too many questions and too much to explore.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenna woke to a rushing current tearing through the compound. No, not a current, a wave…a tidal wave? A tsunami? She was tumbled over and scraped against the lava rocks as kelp fronds and bits of smashed rocks flew around her. Zenna struggled to right herself and gain control of her flailing arms. She saw other tumbling Wrogul flashing glyphs for assistance. McCaffrey! Bud 7.10! Where were they? 
 
    Zenna struggled to right herself, flailed her arms and attempted to swim back toward the compound. “My buds!” she flashed. “Where are my buds?” But no one was able to help her. Wrogul lay limply on the sandy sea floor. Kelp was uprooted, and schools of fish were fleeing away from the area. Dolphins and sharks were tumbling and struggling in the churning water. 
 
    Zenna struggled back to the colony center and stared in horror at the rock…no, boulder…whatever it was, that had crashed near the colony center. Part of the lava tube was crushed. The fish stock pens were smashed and empty. Was it a meteor? Had a moon fractured and dropped into the ocean, or had there been an explosion at the He3 plant? Zenna couldn’t believe the size of the rock sitting there. Chips and shards of volcanic rock were spread everywhere. 
 
    She panicked again, searching and flashing for McCaffrey and her bud. There was no response and she couldn’t tell if they had been swept away by the tidal wave or were hurt or incapacitated. Zenna was about to throw herself at the rock and begin digging through the sand when another Wrogul touched her. She whirled around and faced a bruised and battered Davy, one eye swollen shut, and his stumpy arm hanging uselessly. 
 
    “Zenna,” he flashed weakly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am,” she flashed. “I cannot find McCaffrey and 7.10! Help me look for them!” 
 
    “We will find them. First, we need to check these colonists. See what help they need.” 
 
    “Or if they are alive, Davy.” 
 
    He flashed grim agreement. 
 
    Together they checked each downed Wrogul, seeing who needed medical attention and who was deceased. Other Wrogul who were less battered and bruised helped with temporary kelp braids to move the more injured to a hastily set up medical center. 
 
    “Zenna, come here.” Zenna moved to Davy’s side to help with a still Wrogul. Its eyes were open and lifeless. 
 
    “It’s Ballard. Oh, Davy, it’s Ballard.” 
 
    “Here, Zenna, cover him with this kelp and rock for the time being. We will move him to the morgue shortly.” 
 
    “Oh, Davy, what if I do not find McCaffrey and 7.10? What if Rosetta got swamped as well? Do we know how far the damage has spread?” She swung around wildly, peering into the shadows and swirling sand. 
 
    “That is for later, Zenna. Now we need to help the injured, then we will look for the missing.” Davy pulled Zenna closer and held her with four arms. Her trembling subsided, and she fell limply against him. 
 
    “It will be all right, Zenna. We just need to move forward one step at a time. If you can continue here, I will check on the lava tube and the scientists.” 
 
    “Okay, Davy, I can do that. If you see McCaffrey, please send her to me.” 
 
    She covered several of the Wrogul bodies with kelp leaves and rocks, and one of the other helpers swam to her side. “5.12, err, Zenna,” the colonist flashed privately to her. “Can you come with me?” 
 
    “Why? What is it? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Please, just come with me.” 
 
    Near the damaged perimeter, a Wrogul lay, pinned by a long lava shard through its mantle, fluid seeping into the sandy floor. 
 
    “OOOHHH!” Zenna screamed in flashes. She dropped to the body and laid several arms over it. 
 
    “OOOHHH! McCaffrey! McCaffrey! MY POOR BUD!” Zenna screamed again. 
 
    “I am sorry,” the colonist flashed. 
 
    “Can you help her? Can we get her to the medical center?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Zenna. That is not possible.” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “She is deceased, Zenna.” 
 
    Zenna fell beside McCaffrey’s body, flashing grief. She sat up and looked at the colonist. “Is my bud, 7.10, nearby?” 
 
    The other Wrogul flashed a negative sign. “We have seen no other buds in this area, but we are still looking for colonists. Perhaps we will find 7.10 in a safe spot. We will also look for Rosetta.” 
 
    Zenna sank back onto the sea floor. “Thank you for bringing me here. I would like to be alone. I will cover her with kelp until someone comes to retrieve her.” Zenna stretched out next to McCaffrey’s body and flashed her anguish. 
 
    Sometime later, Davy came looking for Zenna. He rested beside the sorrowful Wrogul. “We haven’t found 7.10 yet. Jacques is missing. Rosetta is on the missing list, too. 5.02 is deceased. 5.07 is helping to organize the medical staff. We are collecting the deceased to keep the predators away. Olivier has taken charge while we try to reason through this disaster.” 
 
    “I am wiped out, Davy. Everyone is gone.” 
 
    “Do this one thing for me, Zenna. Remember to ask about Rosetta. She is on the missing list. The Wrogul who brought you here marveled that you asked about McCaffrey and the bud, but never about Rosetta. I mentioned that you always believed Rosetta was self-sufficient, but you felt McCaffrey needed extra protection. That was why you were seeking her first.” 
 
    Zenna leaned heavily against Davy. “I understand, Davy. I will pay attention to what I say.” 
 
    Davy looked up as another Wrogul approached them. It was 5.07. He flashed sorrow at them. Zenna pushed her arms against the sand to sit upright. 
 
    “Zenna, we are clearing the outskirts of the compound. As you know, much of the lava outcroppings shattered, some in heavy pieces. We have been rescuing Wrogul in the area, some alive, some crushed by rock.” 
 
    Zenna looked at 5.07 and opened her eyes widely. 
 
    “We have found 7.10 under a heavy rock. I am so sorry, Zenna.” 
 
    Zenna flopped to the sand and fainted.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
     
 
    Olivier levered himself onto the shattered rock with some pain. He looked as battered as Davy. Those colonists who were mobile gathered in the clearing to get an update. 
 
    Olivier flashed an “Attention, please” glyph and began his speech. 
 
    “We Wrogul gather on this momentous occasion to mourn the destruction of our colony. We have lost a good many this past day to mindless destruction—” 
 
    “But why? Why a peace-loving colony like ours? We are isolationists!” flashed a Wrogul near the back of the handful of colonists. Other Wrogul shared his flashes and demanded a response from Olivier. 
 
    “Brethren! The Council is monitoring GalNet and channels of Azure communications. It appears the planet is under attack by an unscrupulous band of Humans. Rogue Humans. Mercenaries, other aliens, or pirates…we do not know who is doing this yet. We must stand firm and secure our colony against future threats. We do not expect help from the continent. We will take care of ourselves—” 
 
    “Do the Styx Valley Wrogul know where we reside?” another Wrogul called out. “They would come if we asked. I am sure they would.” Flashes of agreement lit up the clearing. 
 
    “NO!” Olivier bellowed in a vehement flash. “We will not ask for help. Todd’s group does not know where to find us. We are not going to contact them. In light of our leader Jacques’ disappearance, I am assuming control of the colony until we find him. Jacques planned to move us further east, and it is in our best interest to vacate this area. We will salvage what we can and begin our move.” 
 
    “Why?” Growing flashes of disagreement stirred the crowd. 
 
    “This is NOT our fight!” Olivier roared. “Let those who embrace the Humans fight for the planet. We left them long ago. We are safe in the sea. THIS IS NOT OUR FIGHT!” 
 
    Zenna screamed with flashes of anguish. She advanced on Olivier. “Not our fight? Safe in the sea? I have lost everything. EVERYTHING, you pompous blowhard! This is very much our fight! You sit there and tell me, which buds have you lost? Is your progenitor’s body lying in the morgue? Is another missing? This is very much our fight, you arrogant squid!” 
 
    Wrogul flashed gossip about Zenna’s outburst, some agreeing and others disagreeing. Several emphasized that the colony had not evaded a planetary attack. Others agreed that isolation had not protected the colony from the planetary crisis. Olivier began to turn red.  
 
    “Now listen here, I am the leader of the colony…” 
 
    No!” Zenna flashed. “You are the temporary fill-in for our missing leader. You have no right to tell us we will not contact the continent, that we cannot seek help. If it suits us, we are free to leave for Styx. You cannot stop us.” 
 
    Davy laid an arm on Zenna to stop her flashes, but he was ignored. 
 
    “You may hate the Humans, Olivier, but many of us do not. This colony business—this Free Colony experiment—is a pacifier for a Wrogul afraid to embrace change. It is the ego-inflated brainchild of a Wrogul who prefers to hide in a cave rather than live life fully. When faced with change, when faced with danger, what does he do? He looks for a more distant cave to hide in. If we want to survive now, we need to contact Styx.” 
 
    With a side glance, Zenna saw 5.07 moving steadily toward her, with security behind him. Wrogul were flashing and arguing, some agreeing with Zenna that Hau’ula should reach out to the Styx Wrogul. Davy beckoned furtively to the wide-eyed Gambit and Mystique that they should move closer to him and Zenna. 
 
    “ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Olivier roared again in crimson-colored flashes. “I LEAD THIS COLONY. There will be no contact with Styx. That is an order. Anyone who defies me will be imprisoned. This is not Hau’ula’s battle. We will not contact Styx!” 
 
    A new disturbance arose at the edge of the clearing. A broken Wrogul pulled himself across the sea floor, several arms flopping uselessly. Wrogul parted to allow him passage. Glyphs of shock flashed around the gathering as they recognized him. Jacques pulled even with Zenna and turned to regard her with slitted eyes. He gnashed his beak in pain and looked from Zenna to Olivier. He flashed his photophores feebly.  
 
    “It is too late to forbid this. I have contacted Styx. I told them this is our battle, too.” 
 
    “We will return to help save Azure.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonna, it is time to go.” 
 
    “Anthony, I’m not leaving. This is my home.” 
 
    “Mama Gentile, we must go. Too many of my guard lost their lives in Austria.” 
 
    “But why? That was not your fight.” 
 
    “Not directly, but I know that you—all of us—consider mi amico Marinara to be like family. His brother was threatened, and family looks after family.” 
 
    She sighed. “I know, Antonito, but Naples is my home. Your beloved Cecilia was born here, just like the rest of my children. She is buried here, too.” 
 
    “I know, suocere, but it is not safe. The alien mercenaries have come, and they will be looking for me. My old rivals cannot be trusted not to help them.” 
 
    “Very well, Anthony. What shall we take with us?” 
 
    “The octo Peacemaker says that they have a big ship, but we will have to fight our way through the blockade. We will take all of the Family, and they can take what they can carry or transport, but we must move quickly.” 
 
    “To Austria?” 
 
    “Actually, no. We will leave from Capri—the old Roman emperor’s villa.” 
 
    “Ah. Tiberio. He was in exile, you know, could not return to Rome for fear the senators would kill him.” 
 
    “Yes, Nonna. Very poetic, and we must make sure it does not come true for us.” 
 
    “This…Azure…what is it like?” 
 
    “Marinara and Ray tell me that it is much like the Mediterranean. Warm, blue waters, abundant sea life, fertile fields.” 
 
    “Do they grow olives?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I bet you could. I do know they grow citrus and many fruits and nuts.” 
 
    “I should take the family limoncello recipe, then.” 
 
    “Take all of the recipes, Nonna. I am certain that the people of Azure have never tasted anything like the food in the Gamboa Family Trattoria. You will do well. The rest of us? We must find a way to be useful.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Five: Gamboa  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He what? Who—” Wrogul didn’t splutter; their photophores were always precise in representing the species’ pinplant-assisted mental processes. The translator, however, had been programmed by the Styx Delta technicians and scientists over years of interaction between Todd and his friends Derek Bailey, Neill Cavanaugh, and Brent Roeder. Those three had the all-too-Human trait of grunting, groaning, spluttering, and gasping to indicate strong emotional reaction. The photoglyphs Wrogul used to communicate among themselves and with translators for other species weren’t the primary means of communication with a Styx translator, however. Those devices communicated directly with the pinplants and included sufficient programming to infer emotional content from the direct BCI, or brain-computer interface, of the pinplants.  
 
    “This communication is expensive,” Harryhausen reminded his grandfather, “and short-lived. Speak fast, old man.” 
 
    Todd’s translator did splutter with his reaction to the news that Marinara had invited an Earth gangster to emigrate to Azure. 
 
    “I know, I told him the same thing,” said Harryhausen. 
 
    “And you didn’t tell him no?” 
 
    “Have you met my grandson?” 
 
    In the corner of the room, Wells snickered. Todd spun in his tank and pulled himself up on the edge. He flashed photoglyphs in the direction of his own second generation descendant. “He’s clearly your son, can’t stand up to his offspring.” 
 
    “Only in the loosest sense, Gramps!” Wells retorted. “Human lineage terms are convenient, although less than accurate. Technically we are all your clones, with your memory, so I think you should share some of the blame.” 
 
    “Technicalities,” Todd muttered through his translator. The other Wrogul were somewhat amazed at the depth of emotion and similarity to Human speech patterns. 
 
    “Hey, Grandpops, did you have the translator reprogrammed? You’re beginning to sound an awful lot like Cavanaugh…or worse yet…Roeder.” Harryhausen flashed amusement at the other two, then stopped in amazement as he realized the translator circuit was rendering the glyphs as Human laughter. “Oh, that’s weird, but it could come in very handy at the Peacemaker Guild. I want that translator code.” 
 
    Todd waved an arm in dismissal, but the other two saw the incoming message ping in their pinplants with the updated code. “I do not like it. Earth history is replete with these…these…Cosa Nostra criminals. I have seen the two who tag after Marinara. They cannot be a good influence.” 
 
    “Actually,” Wells flashed, “Ray has done a little research into Tony Gamboa’s history. He is a member of a powerful syndicate family, but he has not actually been involved with the criminal enterprises.” 
 
    Todd flashed irritation but settled back into the tank to hear out his Peacemaker descendant. “Very well, tell us what you have learned, Harryhausen.” 
 
    “Actually, I wish you would call me Ray, Grandfather.” 
 
    Todd flashed the equivalent of a sigh. “Ray.” 
 
    “Right, Dad, Grandpops, here is what I learned…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tony Gamboa was born Anthony Gamberoni in Naples, Italy, sixty-some years ago. He left home at fifteen years of age on a merchant freighter to become a sailor. He didn’t stow away, but worked legitimately as cabin boy, then steward for the captain. He hadn’t left home with his father’s permission, though. To make it harder for his family to track him, he changed his last name to Gamboa. Tony had not yet had his final growth spurt, and figured that having a name that translated as “shrimp” was not a good idea when surrounded by sailors who regularly handled heavy freight. 
 
    After an apprenticeship as steward, Tony signed a three-year contract with the freighter. While he performed many duties on the ship, he never officially gained any additional ratings. When his contract was up, he wanted more, and knew he would not gain it by staying where he was. First Contact had changed many of the old laws, including one that barred foreign freighters from the docks at Honolulu, Hawaii. On the next port call, Tony took the opportunity to leave and seek work. His job required him to visit all parts of the ship on errands for the captain. Still small for his age, and rather younger than most of the crew, he was largely unnoticed and was able to watch and learn many skills from the purser, the cargo master, and more importantly, from the cook. He knew the basic meal preparation practiced at sea, plus a number of recipes from the Old Country. He was also pretty good with the books—although not credentialed as an accountant—so he sought a job with one of the local restaurants. 
 
    Palu Manoa hired 19-year-old Tony as general kitchen help in “Paul’s of Waikiki.” Most of the kids hired in the kitchen lasted a few months, but Tony persevered. He also took notice when the head chef paid off a local supplier, how much the house manager paid the local Yakuza for “protection” and when one of the waiters figured out how to skim account numbers from the supposedly unhackable Universal Account Access Cards, or Yacks, used by the Galactics. One night after closing, while Palu was trying to reconcile the losses in the restaurant’s books, Tony showed him what he’d found, along with detailed accounting and records.  
 
    Tony counseled his boss not to fire the chef and manager, but to encourage them to report the “business expenses” so they could be reconciled into the accounts. The waiter, however, needed to go. Tony knew a guy who knew a guy, and assured Palu that there would be no problem. Earth’s legitimate and shadow governments would want to know how the hack was done, the thief would be gone, and Palu would not be associated with the incident. The conversation stretched until nearly dawn, with Palu realizing that the young sailor not only understood both the legitimate and shady sides of the business, he would also likely do a better job reconciling the restaurant accounts.  
 
    Tony attended Kapi’olani Community College during the day to earn his Associates Degree in Accounting and a CPA certificate, while working the restaurant at night. Each night, once the day’s accounts were settled, and before starting his studies, Tony and Palu would share a drink. Tony tried to introduce his boss to limoncello like his nonna would make, but Palu countered with a number of tropical drinks made with pineapple juice. Pineapple and rum, pineapple and tequila, pineapple and vodka—”If a cocktail can be made, it can be made better with pineapple,” Palu would quote at him. Tony came to agree. 
 
    Tony had gone back to using his family name once he was off the freighter and half a world away from his family. Unfortunately, the Hawaiians often had trouble pronouncing “Gamberoni.” One night, while the two had their ritual drink, the conversation turned to family names, and Tony informed Palu that his family name meant “shrimp.” “The only shrimp in my restaurant is on the menu!” Palu retorted. 
 
    When Tony finished his degrees, the certificates and diploma read “Anthony Gamboa,” at the insistence of his employer.  
 
    As Tony continued to keep the books for the growing chain of “Paul’s” restaurants, Tony came to know the local “insurance” contractors, Maliki and Kipu Lambert, who came to collect the monthly “service fees.” They represented themselves as low-level “supervisors” for the Yakuza syndicate that ran organized crime in the Islands. Tony felt they still had a problem, though. Even paying protection, Palu had still suffered small damages from local petty thieves and criminals—indicating that Maliki and Kipu were not doing the job of true “protection” and were probably pocketing the money themselves.  
 
    One night when the brothers arrived to collect, Tony arranged to have a member of the Noshimura family—the actual controlling interest behind the local syndicate—present to witness the shakedown. Tony himself challenged the brothers and got in a fight. Noshimura intervened and took the brothers away. Palu explained to Tony that while he had done something good in terms of securing his properties, coming to the attention of the Yakuza as a “good guy” who challenged the protection racket—no matter how legitimate the complaint—was not necessarily healthy.  
 
    Tony emigrated to the US mainland, ending up in Chicago (briefly) as an accountant, then Atlanta, where he became a major “business manager” for the local branch of a powerful Chicago-based syndicate. Still, Tony ran the legitimate businesses, and all the profits from those businesses diluted the criminal proceeds and provided a tax base to keep the government happy.  
 
    Under galactic law, such as it was, there were no statutes against the types of enterprises run by Gamboa, no matter the original source of funding. As long as those businesses did not harm Galactics (without a merc contract), they were free to operate. Only local law enforcement had issues, and Tony handled that by paying his taxes, donating to local causes, and being seen as a benefactor to the community. Any business that operated on the fringes of local law was confined to “startown” free-trade zones that operated exclusively under galactic law at each starport. Tony was successful and rather well liked in both his community and on the “clean” side of the syndicate. By age 50, he ran all business in the southeastern US, but that set him up as a target for competition. Even though well protected in his position, galactic technology had made it easier to bypass even strict security measures.  
 
    Some parties hold a grudge for a long time, and Kipu Lambert was one. He paid for a Depik contract on Tony; Tony’s contacts and sources informed him of the contract. He bought the contract out, averting the hit, and incidentally turning it into a hit on Kipu. Unfortunately, Tony had to use money from his businesses, in addition to his own to pay the contract. While the top bosses agreed to treat it as a loan—after all, keeping Tony alive was considered a business asset—they encouraged him to retire and return home to family in Naples. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “And that’s where Marinara met him?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ray replied. “Even in retirement, Tony Gamboa is respected and even a little feared. Your kid wants to get started in legitimate business? Tony will cosign a loan and does not charge more than token interest. Grandkid needs help getting into a good college? Tony knows people. Even the law knows and respects Tony. As far as they are concerned, he is legit, a major donor to police organizations, and he donates to many charities for the abused and homeless out of his own funds.” 
 
    “So he is completely clean?” 
 
    “Oh no, it is well known in Naples that you don’t commit a crime in that city—at least not without his permission. He has a private mercenary force and several security companies. Rivals and even the Yakuza have tried to move in, and simply…disappeared. A few high-profile cases have occurred where people tried to cause trouble, and they were not going to go away quietly. Somehow, mercenary contracts appear in the Guild database, and the problems were solved—all legit according to galactic rules—including at least seven suspected Depik contracts.” 
 
    “This is all very well,” flashed Todd, “but your grandson has fallen in with a gangster, and now that man is coming to Azure.” 
 
    “A gangster whose own mercenary forces gave their lives to bring down Mengele.” 
 
    Todd flashed a few brief glyphs, but the translator remained silent. 
 
    Ray countered with a defiant flash. “If anything, Grandfather, Tony Gamboa is what the Earthers call a ‘fixer.’ He is the man they call when something needs to be done—legitimately if possible…” 
 
    “And if not?” Todd interrupted. 
 
    Ray held up the severed stump of one arm, and another that was missing the tip. “I am alive, Pops. I like this guy, Pops, and I think you will, too. He is a fixer, and you have to admit, from what you have told me, this situation needs to be fixed.” 
 
    “I agree.” Wells had been silent throughout, but he lifted himself out of the travel tank and positioned himself to look directly at Todd. 
 
    After several silent minutes, Todd flashed acquiescence. “I suppose I do, too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony Gamberoni, also known as Tony Gamboa, AKA “Big Tony,” was worried. Nautilus was approaching Azure, and, frankly, he didn’t know how he or his family would be received. He had no notion of where they would live or what they would do when they got there. He had firm assurances from his friend Marinara and the Wrogul Peacemaker who was something like a grandfather to little Mari. Those assurances were that he was welcome, and the colony would value him.  
 
    This was unusual territory for Tony. Not since he’d run away from home at fifteen to join the merchant marines had he ventured into such unknown waters. His concerns were somewhat ameliorated by the fact that the Peacemaker seemed to be in a position to make promises for his home world. 
 
    “Look, Tony, by galactic law, there is nothing regarding the activities of you or your former employers that merits our attention. Hell, even by Earth law, most of the stuff they would charge you with is merely an attempt to get money from you, rather than an actual common law infraction. I know the history of the Syndicates, but I also know you from the past few months on Earth and here on the ship. You are a true friend to Marinara, and your organization supports charities and brings real hope to people in need. 
 
    “Essentially, you look out for your own, you helped us with that nutcase Mengele, and I would like to return the favor.” 
 
    Then there was the visit from the other Wrogul. The one with the weird laugh and the furtive manner that reminded Tony of several of his own family members. 
 
    “Here’s the deal, Tony. The Humans on Azure don’t quite understand the dangers out here in the Union. They’ve had it easy, because Azure is a nice world, and they’ve been left alone. They’ve got lots of industry, but the men who founded it are getting on in years. I have a good friend there by the name of Roeder—you’d like him—not too clean, not too dirty, just a nice shade of gray. Brent’s already had to have a spinal rebuild after an accident; I gave him some treatments about 10 years ago to slow aging, but he needs to take it easy, not be the active daily manager of a biotech conglomerate. 
 
    “The head Wrogul, nice guy named Todd, is overextended as well. His friends started several agricultural and food production companies and left him control. Meanwhile, he has his own biotech companies and a clinic. I don’t think we’ve ever seen the limits of what a Wrogul can do with pinplants, but he can’t do everything and be everywhere.” 
 
    “These guys need the example of a true manager. Someone who knows how to select staff and use them to the best of their abilities. I’m sending a recommendation to Roeder that he consider taking you on as top-level management—even CEO—if you’ll consider it.” 
 
    The arguments were convincing. Earth was not a good place to be, and the sharks were sniffing around Naples once it was known that a lot of Tony’s household troops had bought it in the Austria incident. 
 
    It was time to jump. He just hoped he’d jumped in the right direction.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The reception was restrained, but civil. The Peacemaker—Tony recalled that he preferred to be called “Ray” rather than Harryhausen—was there as part of the greeting committee, and introduced him to Todd, and the Humans Roeder and Cavanaugh. His attention was drawn to a tiny group of young people waving signs greeting Marinara. Good. The kid deserved a bit of praise; he was that good.  
 
    Tony looked at the rest of his family as they disembarked from the shuttle-that-was-not-a-shuttle that the merc, Jackson, had named the Whelk. He watched carefully as Nonna was assisted down the steps. The elderly woman had been uncertain about making the move, but once she’d found out there was a full galley, and only Marinara to cook for all of them, she’d been in her element. 
 
    “He only cooks those fancy dishes. These people work hard, they need meals that will fill them up!” 
 
    That was Nonna. Give her a kitchen, and she was at home. She’d marveled at the food stocks they’d obtained on Krifay and was particularly intrigued to learn that some of the “specialty” foods came from Azure. If he knew his mother-in-law, she’d have a Gamboa Family Trattoria open in no time. 
 
    She was so like his late wife Cecilia. Cecilia Gentile Gamboa loved to cook and loved to care for all of his extended family, friends, and co-workers alike. He missed her dearly, and when she had passed, Tony swore to look after Cici’s mother, Maria Gentile. He soon learned where his wife had gotten her motherly genes. Before long, Maria was known only as “Nonna”—Grandmother—and it didn’t take long for her to become everyone’s favorite grandmother. 
 
    That left the issue of where they were going to live. Azure was a still a colony, and a relatively small one at that. The information he’d seen suggested they had four population centers, with two of them being simple sea-farming and fishing villages. Still, they had considerable exports, which meant a sizeable workforce. They didn’t export as much fish as Valais or Krifay—but enough. Where Azure really excelled was in the produce commonly found in Earth’s Pacific Rim. Even from here, just steps from the hot machinery of the spaceport, he could detect the sweet smell of hibiscus and other tropical plants. It reminded him of his years on Oahu, before the islands had been largely returned to the Hawaiian natives, and “haoles” had been kicked out. That was back when it was still possible to get pineapple, macadamia nuts, and Kona coffee, as well. 
 
    This would be a nice world if it accepted them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Signore Gamboa? Welcome to Azure. My name is Cavanaugh, Neill Cavanaugh. I have some official information for you on behalf of Styx Town.” At the look on Tony’s face, the man in the powered wheelchair quickly amended, “No, it’s not customs forms. I have the residential information for you and your family.” 
 
    “You are…the mayor?” 
 
    Neill laughed. “Oh, hell no. Todd tried to stick me with that job years ago. His friends all end up having to do work, but I mostly avoided it. No, I’m just a local businessman, but I had a message from Roeder to make sure someone told you about the living accommodations.” 
 
    “I assumed you would have boarding houses, or transient accommodations associated with the hospital. I have lived in a tent city before, although I would appreciate something a bit more comfortable for my mother-in-law.” 
 
    “Nope, not that rustic. We’ve got a lot of new-home construction going on. There’s ready-made housing for everyone, although some of the ongoing construction can be plussed-up to your specs. Mostly what I wanted to talk with you about was distribution. There are a limited number of apartments available in Landing City, and a bit better accommodations in Town Center at Styx. That one’s my favorite. 
 
    “We also have a new home development in progress just outside Styx Town. Someone suggested naming it ‘Cerberus Place,’ but wiser heads prevailed, and it’s called Paniolo Acres, because it borders on the ranchlands between Landing and Styx. There’s also the retirement community at Loihi, but we figured that would largely be the merc retirees. We’re building a facility for ‘Cobalt Company’ in the uplands where they have room to maneuver and drill.” 
 
    “My apologies. I had no idea. Very well, how do we proceed? It would be very nice to have a few days to adjust before we make decisions.” 
 
    “No problem. We do have transient accommodations, but I think you’ll find them more agreeable than a boarding house or tent city. The Blue Note in Landing is nice, but Pacifica in Styx is better. Most of our higher-end visitors are here to talk tech and pharma in the Styx Valley. You, on the other hand, have a personal invite to stay at Roeder Place. Doctor Roeder wants to bend your ear about something and offered accommodation for you and your immediate family.” 
 
    “That will be just me and Nonna.” 
 
    “Well, then, I’ll have some transportation for the two of you. Tell everyone to check in with the young lady with the clipboard over at the ‘Iron Chef Appreciation Society.’” 
 
    “One more thing, Signore Cavanaugh. Would there happen to be an appropriate place to open a restaurant—say, a small family ristorante or trattoria?” 
 
    “Call me Neill, please. I must say, I expected that question from Marinara, but as a matter of fact, Amy Roeder has been looking at sites. I’m sure her father, Doctor Roeder, will put you in touch.” 
 
    “Thank you. Nonna will be pleased. She does love to cook.” 
 
    Cavanaugh laughed. “I imagine everyone will be pleased to get a genuine Italian restaurant in Styx. You will likely have so many you’ll be turning away customers.” 
 
    “Oh, Nonna would never turn anyone away.” 
 
    “Ah. Correction then, I’ll make sure Amy knows she’s looking for a property with the ability to expand!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are settled in, then?” Todd asked. 
 
    “Oh yes. Nonna Gentile is already getting staff together to open her restaurant. Tony has taken neighboring apartments in Styx for the two of them, although he says he’s going to build her a house at Paniolo Acres.” Neill Cavanaugh and Brent Roeder were sitting in the conversation nook at Todd’s customary spot at the Wrogul-Human Interaction Center.  
 
    “They’re already selling tickets for her opening. It might even overshadow Marinara’s opening,” Roeder added.  
 
    “That…may not be a bad thing. Marinara is good, but he needs to restrain himself. I am uncomfortable with the idea of him broadcasting the restaurant opening to Earth.” 
 
    “We can always have a sudden failure of the AetherNet link that day.” 
 
    “That may be necessary. The latest messages I am monitoring from Stormwatch suggest the Union attitude toward Humans and Human worlds is not getting any better since the siege of Earth failed.” Ray was the second Wrogul in the conversation nook, and even though his “voice” emanated from the same speakers, the translator rendered it as a deeper timbre, with an unusual accent. 
 
    Neill and Roeder hid a smile. Leave it to Ray, the Wrogul who modeled his behavior after famous fictional detectives and private investigators, to program his pinplants to use Humphrey Bogart for his translated voice.  
 
    The Humans nodded, and Todd flashed acquiescence. “I will speak with him. He may listen to reason, but if that fails, we must find an excuse to interrupt the broadcast. I do not like the deception, but we must be cautious.” There was a brief pause in Todd’s flashing, then he resumed. “On the note of caution…you are certain of this, Brent?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ve been talking with Tony, and he’s a business genius. Did you realize he has three degrees in business? He has a Bachelor of Arts and Master’s in Accounting, plus an MBA. He’s more than qualified, and he has very good ideas. We’re consolidating Tea Light, and he’s going to step in as Chief Operating Officer for six months, then he’ll take over as CEO when I step down. I just can’t do it all anymore.” 
 
    “I just do not understand why you would entrust your company to a stranger.” 
 
    “Let me put it this way…you know how on Earth, large corporations go hunting for a chief executive officer or chairman of the board?” 
 
    “I have read of such things, yes.” 
 
    “They also pay lots of money to hire good executives away from other companies. Here’s a man with all the experience of a CEO, dropped right in our laps.” 
 
    “My buds and I do not have ‘laps.’” 
 
    “Figure of speech, Old Man. The truth is, Tony Gamboa is thirty years younger than I am, and about one-tenth your age.” 
 
    “Given that I have no memories more than seventy-five years old, how exactly is it you presume to know my age, Brent Roeder?” 
 
    Neill Cavanaugh had to hide a smile, and Ray flashed glyphs of amusement. 
 
    “Easy, Todd. We’ve been studying you for those whole seventy-five years. You even gave us tissue samples. I know you tell people you haven’t budded for the past two cycles, but I know you started to bud, but it didn’t mature. I’m pretty sure it’s a population size issue, not senescence, since Wells isn’t budding, either, and he’s only sixty. Anyway, tissue aging says you’re about 600 Earth years old, and can expect to live to about a thousand.” 
 
    “So you are convinced you understand my genetics?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no. Your genes are more twisted than Mount Sparky’s lava flows, and about as easy to crack. Sometime in the past, your race’s genes were completely rewritten.” 
 
    “Which raises the question of whether we did it to ourselves…” Ray’s translated voice trailed off. 
 
    “…or if it was done to you,” finished Neill. 
 
    “We are not uplifted. There is no way we will be called ‘WroSha.’” 
 
    “No, that’s pretty obvious, but you guys are pretty damned expert with biotech…and I definitely know biotech, guys.” Roeder sat back with a grin. “Well, that and your fancy magic fiilash tentacles suggest you did it to yourselves.” 
 
    “Y’know, I never could figure out how you do that,” Neill interjected. “There’s a myth that there’s a race that can pull itself through dimensions to disappear and reappear at will.” 
 
    Ray and Todd flashed privately to each other, while Roeder just smiled. “Just an old wives’ tale to keep the kids in line, like the boogeyman. Fiilash works through vibration. Invisible cat assassins wouldn’t work like that.” 
 
    “Did I say cats? I didn’t say anything about cats. What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    “Calm down, Neill, we have all heard the fairy tale,” Ray reassured him while keeping his own opinion to himself. After all, there had been a Depik in his Peacemaker Academy class. 
 
    “We’ve gotten off topic. I’m going to talk to Gamboa tomorrow. Remember, I hold fifty-one shares, so the board can’t overrule me if I go through with this…for now. I think I’ll have to include two shares in the offer to Tony. I know that I’m starting to fall off my game. If the board needs to overrule me from here on out, and Tony agrees with them, I’ll let it happen.” 
 
    “That is a big risk, my friend.” 
 
    “Life is risk, Old Man. So is death, and all four of us have outsmarted it so far. I just want to give my children’s and grandchildren’s legacy a chance to outlive me.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the others agreed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mister Gamboa—” 
 
    “Tony.” 
 
    “Tony,” Brent Roeder agreed. “I heard a lot about you from Harryhausen. I’m glad you responded to our call, but I wish we were meeting under more pleasant circumstances. I’m glad, though, that you were able to make it off Earth so cleanly.” 
 
    Tony Gamboa shook his head. “It was not so clean—and it was long. I spent the time well. Now that I am here, I can see why you asked me to consult on operations.” 
 
    Roeder winced. “It may be more than that, Tony. We seriously need a competent manager to help us navigate these waters. Originally, we were talking security with the business uptick and medical demand. Then we thought you could help us avoid General Peepo’s attention. Now we’re looking at significant production decline. Our business has taken a huge hit, with some losses in medicinal harvests. Add to that, enormous losses in Azure’s mariculture. We’re looking at potentially severe shortages for at least five years.” 
 
    “I’ll need to see the numbers.” Gamboa looked Roeder in the eye. “There are people from Nautilus who can help as well. Some are family, some are associates, and there are even security specialists who joined us on Krifay. We need to find out who is behind this and what they want. I need you and your board to give me freedom to do what needs done.”  
 
    Roeder raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me—”  
 
    “I’m telling you it has to be all or nothing. I can’t worry that some weasel of a department manager or board member is going to question my methods or complain that I’ve offended or harassed someone important. Capisce? The Board needs to be very clear that you invited me in based on my experience and results on Earth. I can’t have you second guessing me on my decisions. And I will give you results that benefit the company. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Huh.” Roeder looked at his hands, fingers spread on the desk. He was silent, then sighed heavily. “Okay. I’ll explain it to the board. It will be done your way.” 
 
    Gamboa stood and grinned wolfishly. “Great. Happy to be onboard. Now direct me to my office and get someone to provide a more complete briefing. Please.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If a Wrogul could look troubled, then Todd definitely looked troubled. Wells sat quietly in his mobile tank near his boss. Roeder stood up and leaned across his desk. 
 
    “It has to be this way, Todd. You know we’re in over our heads.” 
 
    Todd remained silent as Wells shifted, bracing two arms on the tank edge. His translator grumbled. 
 
    “Can we trust this Human to continue our business with empathy and good relations with the Human communities? We have worked hard to build these trustworthy associations. He is—or was—a violent man, from what you have told us.” 
 
    Roeder thought carefully before replying.  
 
    “A man who has dealt with violence and treachery in his lifetime is more likely to recognize it as it comes to us on Azure. I think we need his knowledge. We need his expertise in recognizing threats before they happen. Todd, you know there are galactic events occurring that we’ve never seen before. Peepo and her guild are out of control. Harryhausen has found an ancient, evil Wrogul we know nothing about. As awareness of our colony increases—whether its Marinara’s fame, Cerulean Station, or our produce and medicinal trades—we’re at increased risk. Those reports of sabotage on the farms? I know that you don’t remember your past, but surely you sense that events are happening faster than we can react.”  
 
    Todd remained silent and unstirring in his tank. Roeder looked imploringly at Wells. Finally, Todd stirred, and his translator rumbled to life.  
 
    “We will do it. I trust you, Brent, to know what is best for our businesses and planet. If you trust this person, I will do so as well. Give him what he needs.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The board of Tea Light Group greeted the news with skepticism. There was even talk of a vote of no confidence in Roeder, but the trustees were surprised when Todd threw his support to the proposal to hire Tony Gamboa as COO. While he was still not sure what to do about his own interest in Tea Light, BCK, and Cerulean, he agreed that his friend Brent needed the relief this arrangement would offer. Whether it was the best plan for the companies moving forward would be borne out in the coming days. 
 
    The transition was assisted by the opening of Maria Gentile’s “Nonna’s Trattoria” in the heart of Styx Town. The restaurant was full to bursting for the first week, with patrons having to be turned away, despite the dining room being open for two hours past closing. Nonna wouldn’t turn anyone away hungry, though, so in addition to coupons for a reservation later in the week, she also insisted that the patrons waiting outside be given antipasti and sparkling water for their trouble. 
 
    As a business model, it was moderately successful. As a public relations model, it was pure genius.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    In six months on the job, Tony had managed to avoid a one-on-one meeting with both Governor Zikshita Becke, chief administrator for Azure, and Jacie Ennovy, mayor of Styx. He’d had plenty of meetings at which one or both were present, but he’d never had to meet with one of them without anyone else present. 
 
    Until today. 
 
    As the capital city, and the colony’s founding metroplex, Landing had a city manager who reported to the governor and the Assembly, much to the chagrin of said manager. Styx, however, was an incorporated township independent of Landing, courtesy of the early actions of Derek Bailey and Hiro Kazimatsu, two of Todd’s oldest friends, and the first to recognize the resources and benefits of being in the Styx Valley. Even though Bailey was an oceanographer, who spent much of his time on the mariculture rafts, and Kazimatsu was an orbital rigger, they’d both insisted that Todd, and the subsequent generations of Wrogul, needed to stay close to the Styx Delta and its source of both low-salinity and high sulfur content in the brackish water where the Styx River met the Lepo Sea. Using technology “rediscovered” by Todd, as well as innovations attributed to themselves and other residents, they’d built Styx into the capital in all but name. 
 
    Thus it was that Mayor Ennovy saw herself as the premiere leader on Azure. Tony had studied her record, and it was decent, but Tony had spent his adult years in Chicago—the city where political, business, and Syndicate leaders sent their offspring to learn the ropes. If she intended for Tony to be overawed, she would be sadly mistaken. 
 
    “Why, Mis-tah Gam-boah, Ah’m certainly glahd ta meet yew finahlly!” 
 
    Tony knew for a fact that Jacie had never lived on Earth, let alone the American Deep South, which accent she affected in her personal dealings. In fact, Ennovy’s family originated from Italy, and Tony had had dealings with members of that extended family. They were good, smart folks, but you moved your wallet to a front pocket and stuck your hand in on top of it the whole time you negotiated. You had to be cautious to come out ahead on the deal. 
 
    “Madam Mayuh, how can mi familia help youse?” Two can play that game, Tony thought. 
 
    “Why, Mistah Gamboa, Ah wanted to see where y’all stand on the Loihi refahrendahm.”  
 
    It took Tony a moment to translate mentally. He really needed to talk to Todd or one of the Wrogul at the clinic about getting a set of pinplants. Instant access to a translator would be useful if he had to deal with the mayor on a regular basis. 
 
    “Dunno much aboud dat, ma’am. I’m jus’ a simple bidnessman.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s cut the crap, Tony. That ‘Mafia Don’ act doesn’t wash with me.” 
 
    “Nor does the Southern Belle act, Ennovy. Don’t forget, I met your grandfather and great uncle in Tuscan some years back.” 
 
    “Right. So, cards on the table. The Loihi Incorporation referendum is bad for business.” 
 
    “Sorry, I really, truly, do not know what you are talking about.” 
 
    Ennovy cocked her head sideways and stared at Gamboa for several moments. “You know, you’re either an excellent liar, or you really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    Tony neglected to remind her of just who his former employers had been. “No, ma’am. I know there’s a referendum, but I don’t see how it’s bad for business.” 
 
    “Tax revenue, Tony. If they incorporate, they keep all the property and business tax money. Loihi is a suburb of Styx, and it needs to stay that way.” 
 
    “Hmm. Let’s see. Styx doesn’t have property and business taxes. The founders set it up to deny them inside the township limits.” 
 
    “Ah, but with Loihi as a suburb, we can get rid of those pesky limitations. The Township Council will enact the appropriate legislation as soon as the referendum fails. We need to ensure that it does, or we’ll lose money.” 
 
    “That money isn’t ours in the first place, Ennovy. The fees don’t exist, so we cannot be losing them.” 
 
    “Semantics, Tony, and you know it.” 
 
    “What I know, Madam Mayor, is that from a fiscal perspective, you’re trying to repeat the same mistake made by every government in Earth history.”  
 
    “Pshaw. We need taxes to pay for the services people want.” 
 
    “‘Puh-shaw?’ Does anyone actually say that? No, I don’t think so. Just like I don’t think you need those taxes to provide ‘necessary’ services. I may have only been in this job for half a year, but even I know the township has to balance its books. Trust me, I know accounting. Maybe if you had a shortfall, you could renegotiate the universal service assessment, but as of right now, the fees pay for exactly the services needed: fire control, roads, schools, and public buildings. Everything else is pay-as-you-go.” 
 
    “But think how much more we could offer!” 
 
    “Madam Mayor, look around you. The people in Styx Town make what they need; what they can’t make, they engage in commerce for. It’s not broken, so stop thinking you need to fix it.” 
 
    “I warn you, Gamboa! Don’t cross me.” 
 
    “I hear you, ma’am, but you would be wise to remember the three great truths of the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “And those are?” 
 
    “One—don’t bait the Oogar. Two—never get involved in a land war on Khatash. Three—well, you probably don’t want to hear about number three.” 
 
    Ennovy affected a bored air. “Oh, please do enlighten me. What is your third great truth?” 
 
    Tony stood up. He towered over the mayor by at least a foot, and outmassed her by a considerable amount. “Three—never go up against a Napolitano when business is on the line.” He stared at her for a moment, then whispered, “Now. Get. Out. Of. My. Office.” 
 
    Ennovy turned and fled, barely getting the door open in time to pass through it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That went well,” came a voice from the corner. 
 
    “Wha—how long have you been there?” 
 
    “A little bit before Her Honor came in.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you. You’d think I’d notice a four-foot cephalopod in my office.” 
 
    “Your fault for putting in a permanent tank with a hydro-lock. The combination was awfully easy to pick.” 
 
    “Ray, if you weren’t a lawman, I’d have hired you for the Chicago Firm in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “It is the frontier, Tony. You do what you can to survive.” 
 
    “You’re the strangest lawman I ever met.” 
 
    “The guild had this guy, an absolute legend. Hr’ent. Did what he had to do and did not care what others thought. He was the Oogar you never wanted to bait, by the way. I’ve learned that he gave his life ensuring the Merc Guild did not take the Luna PM headquarters. Ten feet of giant purple Don’t-Care-Bear.” 
 
    “Ten feet? Really?” 
 
    “Okay, more like seven or eight.” 
 
    “‘Don’t-Care-Bear?’” 
 
    “Have you met an Oogar?” 
 
    “I’m happy to say that I have not. Wait—did you just use a contraction?” 
 
    “Shh. Don’t tell. The PM Academy teaches acting; I reprogrammed my translator accordingly.” 
 
    Tony shook his head as he sat back in his chair behind the desk. “So did you come here for something or just for the entertainment value?” 
 
    “Just to let you know that Jackson invited us all to a consolation party in case he wins the election tomorrow.” 
 
    “Consolation if he wins?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know he really doesn’t want the job, but Andy and Becky forced him into it. Oh, and that little bit with the mayor? Best show in town, better even than Mari’s knife skill demo at Nonna’s.” Ray’s photophores flashed a glyph of amusement.  
 
    Tony smiled. “Glad you liked it. I meant it, too.” 
 
    “I know. That’s one of the reasons you’re growing on Pops. You two need to talk more.” 
 
    “I shall…uh…take that under advisement.” 
 
    “Careful, Tony, you’re beginning to sound like a politician.” 
 
    “You wash your mouth out with soap, young man!” 
 
    “Too late, it’s already full of sulfurated salt water.”  
 
    The translator emitted a burst of laughter, and Tony joined in. He was still chuckling as he heard the pop of the hydrolock as Ray left the office.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Loihi community was growing rapidly. Under the newly elected mayor, Gerhard “Greg” Jackson, an agreement had been made to support the “retirees” with medical care and residency in exchange for training a colony defense force. That organization was to consist of themselves, the survivors of Tony Gamboa’s unofficial soldiers, and the remnant of Greg’s old merc company, Riedel’s Rächer.  
 
    The Rächer—German for “raiders”—had unfortunately gotten caught up in the battle between Molina (whom they knew as “Squiddy”), Harryhausen, and Mengele. Sergeant Major Mikhail Ginzberg of the Rächer had been tortured by Mengele for information regarding Human mercenaries. Squiddy had foiled Mengele’s plans, but Ginzberg had suffered brain damage in the process. He was now under the care of two of Cerulean Clinic’s best surgeons, to see if they could understand the mysterious pinplant-like brain-computer interface Mengele used on Ginzberg. 
 
    Officially, the trip was to familiarize Tony Gamboa with Tea Light’s interests in the Loihi area. Unofficially, Gamboa had requested to visit the clinic to better understand the Wrogul interest on Azure. Todd was still not comfortable with the idea of handing over control of the agricultural interest in Styx Valley, but he had to admit, he just couldn’t handle those plus the clinic himself…even with the rest of the Wrogul pitching in. Roeder had been a friend for decades, and what he did with his company was his own business, but the BCK companies had been left to Todd (or more accurately, placed under his control) by friends who went back even further…to when Todd had first awakened on Azure.  
 
    Derek Bailey, Hiru Kazimatsu, Neill Cavanaugh and Todd had become close friends, sharing a love of beer and the desire to see Azure become fully self-sufficient in agriculture and mariculture. Kazi and Neill had dabbled in brewing and distilling, experimenting with rice, wheat, and barley, until their “hobby” had become a major industry.  
 
    Derek’s younger days in Hawaii had led him to recognize the incredible potential of Styx Valley’s volcanic soil and runoff. He’d gotten seeds and cuttings from Earth to recreate many of the foods he’d loved…pineapple, mango, papaya, bananas, citrus, taro, yams, sugarcane, cacao, coffee, and many more. He’d also imported flower seeds to provide something nice for his wife, and the uplands bloomed with hibiscus, plumeria, and orchids. Rich soils and plentiful rainfall on the coasts were perfect for rice and soybeans; temperate inland plains were suited to cereal grains.  
 
    Still, those crops didn’t touch the variety that could be harvested from the temperate, shallow Lepo Sea. The rich variety of foods more than fed the growing colony, and steady exports and sales to passing merc units fueled more investment in the products that could be made from the crops: beer, wine, spirits…and most importantly, medicines. Bailey, Cavanaugh, and Kazimatsu—with Todd’s help—backed many of the fledgling agricultural and aquacultural interests.  
 
    Azure was attractive to scientists of many types. The Wrogul added surgical skill and their own scientific interests. Not long after Todd awoke on Azure, the colony’s doctor was killed in a shuttle accident. Todd saved the pilot from the effects of a head injury and ended up operating a small clinic for a couple of years until an experienced surgeon could be recruited from Earth. That clinic grew into Cerulean, the primary interest of Todd and his descendants.  
 
    While BCK had been left in his care by Cavanaugh when Neill felt he was too old to manage it himself, Cerulean had been a wholly owned enterprise of the Wrogul from the very first. Molina’s offer to treat an injured mercenary on a ship that had stopped for provisions had opened the clinic up to treating patients from outside the Azure system. The later development of the first universal Human pinplant by Nemo, and Molina’s work to offer them to Human mercenaries, had firmly established the reputation of Cerulean and its Wrogul doctors as the best medical care off Earth. 
 
    Todd suspected pinplants would prove to be the purpose of Jackson’s call and Gamboa’s presence. Ostensibly, the purpose of today’s trip was to familiarize Gamboa with Roeder’s pharmaceutical interest in Styx Valley with a courtesy tour of the clinic. However, it was strange that neither Roeder nor Wells chose to accompany the two on the tour. 
 
    Todd was on his own. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jackson greeted them at the maglev station and provided a flat ground car with low sides to better accommodate Todd’s travel tank. It had been considerably upgraded since his first one, a transport container for fresh fish, filled with the low-salt, high-mineral water preferred by Wrogul and propelled by a cargo shifter. The current version consisted of a kleerplas water chamber on a combination track and wheel chassis, with its own articulated arms, magnetic floats, and grapples to transfer itself to other vehicles. Once in the ground car, the mayor of Loihi started the tour. 
 
    “Mister Gamboa, Mister Todd, welcome to Loihi.” 
 
    “Mister? Greg, how many months did we spend together on Nautilus? Please, call me Tony.” 
 
    “Likewise, Mayor. I am simply ‘Todd.’ How does being mayor suit you?” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “Very well, Tony, Todd. The job of mayor would suit me better if it wasn’t mine, though. I’m a merc, not a politician.” 
 
    “So Mayor Ennovy reminds us at every opportunity. I would say that is a good recommendation.” 
 
    Conversation continued with small talk and conversation regarding the general layout and growth of the Loihi settlement. Originally planned as Cerulean Clinic’s constant-gravity location for rehabilitation and recovery, it had expanded with the discovery that people might visit the Clinic for a more casual form of therapeutic treatment. The renamed Cerulean Clinic and Spa now provided the original rehab services, but also served as the center of a retirement community. Moreover, the new city was rapidly growing in terms of shops and restaurants, particularly with the opening of Marinara’s new Azure Bistro.  
 
    Well to the north and west of town, the land rose in an escarpment, and growth thinned toward the Kali Heights, remnants of the volcanic origins of Azure’s landmasses. The still-active Mount Sparky was a safe distance away, but the upland headwaters of the Styx River provided the rich minerals that made the Styx Valley so fertile. They also provided enough of a change in elevation to create a spectacular waterfall (complete with hiking, climbing, and camping opportunities) as well as Class Three through Five rapids. On a clear day with moderate winds, hang gliders and ultralights caught updrafts and swirled around the edge of the escarpment. 
 
    It was the perfect place for people to relax and enjoy the outdoors, or even seek out a few of the thrills craved by retired mercs. For those not ready to retire, a training ground was taking shape in the high mountains, where extinct and dormant volcanoes created a rough landscape similar to those encountered on airless moons and arid planets. A complementary site in the marshes of the Styx Delta was already in use by Riedel’s Rächer and the fledgling Cobalt Company, which was organized to serve as planetary security for Azure.  
 
    “We’ve got enough armament to start equipping a company, and thanks to our Wrogul mechanical genius Jack Sparrow, we’re getting the mechs back in working order. Jack’s also got a few ideas for what he’s calling ‘JSACS,’ or Jack Sparrow’s Azure Combat System. I told him they’d just end up being called ‘CASPers’ like the rest.” Jackson finished the tour back at the Clinic entrance. “Which brings me back to the issue I wanted to speak with you about.” 
 
    “Here it comes,” Todd flashed, then started at the vibration as his translator rendered the glyphs into English. “Oops, did I flash that out loud?”  
 
    The two Humans laughed at Todd’s flash of embarrassment. “The issue is pinplants.” Tony nodded. It was clear he was expecting this as well.  
 
    “We do those at the orbital station. What is the problem?” 
 
    “We need to do them here as well—or instead. I don’t care how you handle it, but we have mercs with damaged ‘plants, obsolete pins, and a few like me who need additional implants. Sending us to the station and back is a waste of effort. As it is, there’s quite a few Azure residents who should be pinned in order to operate their equipment and interface with computers, but they don’t do it because they’d have to go to what, in their minds, is an Intensive Care center. Providing pinplants here in Loihi would remove that stigma and serve the rehab clinic as well.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. I’m willing to go to orbit—when I can afford the time off—but it is clear to me that I cannot be as effective as Roeder in running Teal, simply because I am not pinned.” Gamboa looked sternly at Todd, but it wasn’t confrontational, merely adding emphasis to his words. “Not having to take more than a few hours off for the procedure would be a considerable bonus.” 
 
    “Wells said much the same to me before today’s meeting. We will need to rotate some Clinic staff, but it can be done.” Todd paused, then resumed flashing, this time with an overtone of amusement. “You realize this could have been handled over comms, right?” 
 
    “True, but then we wouldn’t have been able to enjoy dinner at Marinara’s!” Tony chuckled as he flashed a small square of plastic with raised lettering. “Mi amico has a table reserved for us tonight.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Time to make a decision, old man.” 
 
    “Et tu, Wells? This is unlike you.” 
 
    “No, it is exactly like me, Grandfather. You just have not noticed before now.” 
 
    “Harryhausen has been a bad influence on you.” 
 
    “I rather think Ray has been a good influence, but he is not here to defend himself.” 
 
    “Indeed. How long will he be gone?” 
 
    “His Besquith partner has been home for over a year. There has been sufficient time for her to go through transition to Alpha. It should be possible for him to go to Bestat and back with little delay.” 
 
    “Ah. ‘Sufficient time’ rarely is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Prior to arrival of the Nautilus on its circuitous flight from Earth, the two Peacemakers had departed the ship to catch a fast flight to Lujkash’s home world of Bestat. The Austrian battle with Mengele had left the Besquith gamma badly injured. The werewolf-like aliens had three sexes—the female Alphas were larger and dominant. They formed family units with a harem of males—Betas. Gammas were smaller and sexually neutral, although they could undergo forced puberty to become Alpha or Beta according to the will of the Alpha and needs of the family. Lucky had been approved for transition to Alpha but had delayed transition due to her Peacemaker duties.  
 
    Given the extent of her injuries, Ned, the Wrogul surgeon tending to her on the Nautilus recommended getting her examined by Besquith doctors as soon as possible. Ray had delivered Lucky to Bestat and stayed long enough to hear that his partner’s best chance of complete recovery was to induce puberty and let the development into a powerful Alpha supplement her healing.  
 
    Ray had been on Azure for most of the intervening time, and it was clear his concern for his partner competed with his impatience to go in search of the mysteries behind the Wrogul who called himself Mengele. Nautilus was ready and was now crewed by a mixture of Human, Wrogul, and Arritim, courtesy of Ray’s contacts with the executive protection mercenary company Custode Sviss.  
 
    The merc unit styled itself after the ancient Swiss Guards of the Vatican on Earth. They’d formed out of the remnants of Human forces who’d protected an Arritim religious leader on San Pietro. The mixed-race unit specialized in executive protection, which included operating their own ships and escorts equipped for comfort, speed, and strong defense. Azure had offered land along the coastal shallows of the main continent Ho’opa’a. The starfish-like aliens preferred their water with less mineral content than found in the volcanic runoff of northern Ho’opa’a, but the waters near the southern tip of the continent were quite suitable, and close enough to Azure’s fourth largest town, Ualapue, to satisfy the desire to associate and trade with the Human population.  
 
    Katie Andalusia was no longer the captain of Nautilus, preferring instead to hold the executive officer billet and pilot the oversized shuttle, Whelk. Nauti’s new captain was Acksshee, an Arritim “on loan” to Azure, pending his family’s move to Ualapue. He answered to the name Jefferson. He said it was in honor of a Human martyr who’d died defending the leader of the Arrita’yTer religion—an unusual amalgam of Catholicism and an Arritim faith with similar tenets.  
 
    The remainder of the crew consisted of Human and Arritim volunteers from Azure and San Pietro, plus Riedel’s Rächer. Despite the protestations of Andrew Riedel, he was required to take over command of the mercs when Gerhard Jackson was elected mayor of Loihi. Andy swore the moment someone else took the office, he’d slap an officer in order to be demoted and hand the company back to Greg. 
 
    For this trip, there would only be two Wrogul on board. Ray was planning to add a full science team, but had not yet figured out who to recruit. The message from Lucky—“Get me out of here!”—caused him to accelerate his plans and schedule a shakedown cruise to Bestat and back for the Nautilus. 
 
    It also meant leaving in the middle of an argument with the patriarch of his family. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Look, Pops, you’ve got to let go.” An observer would have seen only the flashes of visual communication between Ray, Wells, and Todd. 
 
    “My grandson is correct. You must decide if you are a scientist or a businessman,” Wells agreed. “I must tell you that you are an excellent scientist. I cannot say the same for your business sense.” 
 
    “Yes, but Derek and Kazi entrusted me with the companies. Neill told me he had faith in me.” 
 
    “They have faith in you to make the right decision, Pops. This is the right decision.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd flashed a glyph of resignation. “Very well, Wells. Your grandson was quite convincing. I must ask, though, do you trust him?” 
 
    Wells was silent—both verbally and via photoglyphs—for several moments before answering. “That is hard to answer. I know Ray does. I wish he were here to say this. He is quite good at understanding Humans, much better than you or me, but this is what I believe…no, I know what he would say. ‘Gamboa is an honorable man. That is not to say he is an honest man, but he is a man who gives his word, and then honors that word.’” 
 
    “Much like a Peacemaker, then. Like Harryhausen.” 
 
    “Yes. We have known good business leaders. Roeder is one; Governor Bailey was another. Neill, for as long as he was in direct control of the Cavanaugh Brewery. Gamboa sounds like them. He speaks with confidence about the understanding of personnel satisfaction, about growth and reinvestment, about investing in the equipment that is used to do the work. He cares for the employees—he has increased benefits to include raffles for days at the spa, paid reservations for outdoor recreational adventures, and meals at the various restaurants—not just Marinara’s and Nonna’s. Spending is up, and it is not going into his pockets; it is going into the pockets of people in Loihi and Styx. Some of it even goes to Landing. When the school needed a new teacher, he offered to supplement the pay in case someone wanted to move in from the rafts. Every member of his family that can work, does work. Again, they do not all work for him. Azure is richer just by having the Gamboa family present.” 
 
    “You are saying BCK will do the same?” 
 
    “Yes, that is exactly what I am saying.” 
 
    Todd flashed a sign of amusement. “I am glad you said that. I agree. I will speak to him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wait, what? You agree?” 
 
    “Of course I agree. How could I not? Ray is very convincing.” 
 
    “And I am not—wait, you called him Ray.” 
 
    “That is what he wishes to be called, is it not?” 
 
    “Who are you, and what have you done with my grandfather?” 
 
    The glyph Todd flashed translated as laughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
     As the surviving partner of Bailey, Cavanaugh, and Kazimatsu, Neill Cavanaugh was unsurprised that Todd was entering into an agreement with Tea Light Group to manage BCK. In fact, it was Neill who suggested taking the arrangement further and making it a full merger of the two companies—the agritech giant and the biotech pioneer. He suggested the name: Cyan Corp. 
 
    Michael Caparelli, Marinara’s friend and former aide, and husband to Mari’s “sister” Meryll, had long since completed law school during the time he’d known his Wrogul friend. On the long voyage of the Nautilus from Earth, he’d worried whether there would be a job for him on Azure, considering that the colony’s constitution specifically limited the legal profession and actively discouraged government and legal interference in everyday business. He needn’t have worried, given that he was now chief counsel to the biggest corporation on the planet—on several planets, for that matter.  
 
    Tony Gamboa was now CEO of that same giant corporation, with twenty-five percent of the stock. Roeder and Todd each held twenty-five and one-half shares, and alternated chairing the Board of Trustees. Business on Azure was simple compared to the Galactic Union, and Tony discovered they’d now come to the official attention of the Merchant Guild. 
 
    “Michael, surely we can ignore them. They have ignored Humans for the past one-hundred years.” 
 
    “Sorry, Boss, the guilds don’t take kindly to that. It’s not just the Merchant Guild, either; there’s a separate Trade Guild, Banking Guild, and the Universal Credit Exchange. Oh, and the Wathayat Trading Concern wants us to sign a non-compete contract.” 
 
    “The Union is guild-happy. I thought the Euros were bad, not to mention the rival syndicates.” Tony made a face. During his years as the face of the Naples Syndicate’s legitimate businesses, he’d had to deal with protection rackets, trustbusters, anti-crime task forces, and rival families. He considered them legitimate business risks. Government regulation and compliance was much worse, in his opinion, and here he was dealing with it on a galactic scale. A mafia turf war would—almost—be preferable.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Boss, I’m assembling a war room to deal with this stuff. The only ones we really need to satisfy are the Merchant Guild and UCX. The Exchange isn’t really a guild, but we need them to process payment off world. The rest really are piddling little concerns, and no one pays them much attention. We’ll send them a letter that says we’re complying with Merchant Guild and Merc regulations under Peacemaker advisement. That’ll shut them up. Oh, and Wathayat demands that non-compete clause of everyone. No one signs it.” 
 
    “That is comforting. I suppose they try to make things particularly difficult for Humans, too.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s the beauty of Cyan. With Todd as majority stockholder, we can register the company under the Wrogul. Human management doesn’t matter; the Wrogul are ranked as a more senior race and take precedence in commerce rankings. It’s strange, but there are rumors that the Galactics are afraid of Wrogul. No Human has ever figured out why.” 
 
    “Our experiences in Austria notwithstanding.” 
 
    “Pretty much. Okay, I need to bring in our latest hire. I think you’ll like her. If you’d be so kind as to toggle the hydrolock, Boss…” Michael stepped over to the side of the Wrogul tank as a cephalopod with brightly colored chromophores entered the enclosure. 
 
    “Mister Gamboa, I am Rosetta. I am pleased to come work for you.” The translator spoke with a female voice. 
 
    Tony raised an eyebrow at Michael but faced the tank as he spoke. “I thought all Wrogul were male.” 
 
    The Wrogul in question was fully grown, which meant the head and body were about one and a half feet long, and the eight arms were about four feet long. The eyes were a very pale green, almost blue, the shade of ocean ice, with pupils that comprised a straight bar with a slight swelling at each end. “Wrogul do not have traditional sexes since we reproduce asexually through budding. The translators translate our identity as “male” in Human terms, but we can choose any designation we prefer. I have chosen the name…Rosetta.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Rosetta. What brings you here to the company?” 
 
    “I lived in the offshore settlement, but my progenitor was never happy there. She missed interacting with Humans, and, frankly, I became curious. I believe that ‘ran away from home’ is the correct phrase.” 
 
    Tony pondered a moment. “Um, if I may ask, how old are you?” 
 
    “I was budded from Zenna in the sixth budding generation derived from Todd. I am eighteen Azure years old. If you are worried whether I am legal, I was fully mature before I was two years old and am legal even by Human terms.” 
 
    “O—kay. So, Michael, what’s the plan for our new hire?” 
 
    “Actually, Boss, she’s not new. She’s been working in the accounting department of BCK for the past year. She is an expert accountant.” 
 
    “I am also well versed in galactic law and finance, since my pinplants can access the GalNet.” 
 
    Tony shook his head. It still irritated him that Humans were barred from the universal information network. The Human AetherNet was obviously censored with respect to much of history. “Well, that should be a good thing.” 
 
    “She’s also part of our war room, in addition to Amy Roeder, To’olo’osa, and Paul—another Wrogul who specializes in data analysis. With two Wrogul and a Tosser—especially given the devious minds of Rosetta and Toozie—we are going to give the Galactics as good as we get.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I’ve met this ‘Tosser.’ The Sphen-Eudy are very good at organized crime. Even their disorganized crime puts the Chicago family to shame.” 
 
    “I am familiar with both the Chicago and Naples syndicates.” Rosetta spoke through the translator. “I have studied you ever since learning of your friendship with Marinara.”  
 
    That surprised Tony. She had studied him? He was very curious about what information might be in the GalNet regarding his Earth-side operations. He also noticed she didn’t flash her photophores at the same time the translator rendered her speech. She must be transmitting directly to the speakers from her pinplants. A very curious trait, considering what he’d been learning about the offshore Wrogul. 
 
    Rosetta continued, “I have chosen my name in honor of Rosetta Cutolo. I believe you may know of her.” 
 
    “Ah. ‘Ice-eyes.’ Very appropriate. She ran a syndicate for her brother in Napoli. Do you have a desire to run a syndicate, young lady?” 
 
    “Perhaps, if you need someone to return to Earth to take up your mantle, but that is in the future. For now, I wish to study from a master, make us a tidy profit, and give the middle tentacle to the Galactics.” She raised four arms partway, then extended one of her fiilash tentacles to its full length in the middle. 
 
    Tony laughed. “We shall get along wonderfully, Signorina. Wonderfully!” He turned back to Michael. “Very well, Signore Caparelli, let us get the rest of the War Room in here and get to work.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you can see, Mr. Gamboa, we’ve notated these strange flights and lights on our satellite and security footage. They aren’t drones or skimmers like we use to monitor the farming platforms, but artifacts from someone or something so fast, it’s almost invisible.” 
 
    “A speedster,” Tony said and chuckled. He made the chuckle sound ominous. While his gray hair and wrinkled face implied a grandfatherly personality, something almost sinister sporadically lurked behind his eyes. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” 
 
    “Nothing. A joke from Earth’s past. A mutant.” 
 
    Amy looked perplexed. 
 
    “Never mind. Can we get more numbers on this? Change the cameras and satellites?” Gamboa stared at the screens in front of him, then turned and looked at Amy. “You look familiar to me. We meet before?” 
 
    “Brent Roeder is my father. Perhaps that’s it.” 
 
    “Hmmph. Don’t think so. What else you got?” 
 
    “These reports explain our losses in production. Individual events were attributed to Human error or climate change, but when you study all of them together, you can see the pattern of manipulation emerging.” 
 
    “Hits!” 
 
    “Hits, sir?” 
 
    “Sabotage, in your lingo.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Amy hesitated. “It’s a troubling idea, but much of it seems to come from the sea, and not the land colonies.” 
 
    “Spell it out, Miz Roeder.” 
 
    Wells, who had been silently observing the presentation, pulled himself partially out of the tank. “Miss Roeder is too polite to say this in front of me, but some of us are concerned that the sabotage is coming from the colony of Wrogul who have secluded themselves in the ocean depths. We suspect they may have a misguided notion that sabotaging our mariculture platforms will cause war between the Humans and the Wrogul.” 
 
    “And will it?”  
 
    “Of course not!” Amy sputtered.  
 
    Gamboa grimaced. “Okay, while I’m listed as chief executive officer, my first concern here is security. I need to meet with the LEOs, the gumshoes, the badges. Get them online from the various platforms to discuss what they’ve seen, what rumors they’ve heard. I want eyewitness accounts. I want to know that they trust their crews. 
 
    “You like puzzles and patterns, Miz Roeder. Look at all these numbers again; check the footage. Match eyewitness reports. Get some staff to help you crunch those numbers. Charts, graphs; I want data. 
 
    “Wells, bring me up to date on all the businesses and key players. Get me the names of the top dogs and set up an online meeting. Let’s dig in, people, and find out who our enemy is and how we defeat their crew. 
 
    “We’ve got a saying in mi familia: ‘We’re going to find out who is doing this—then we’re going to the mattresses.’” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd glared at the staff assembled in seats around the conference room. Brent Roeder, Cavanaugh, Caparelli, and Gamboa were seated at the customized table. Amy Roeder was hunched over her slate, sitting between her father and Gamboa. An unknown sat on the other side of Gamboa…a Torvasi? Wells and Paul sat quietly in their tanks. Rosetta’s tank was next to the newcomer, and beside her sat the Sphen-Eudy Toozie. Mayor Jacie Ennovy and her aides sat across from the Roeders. 
 
    “Is Governor Becke linking in?” 
 
    Mayor Ennovy stirred and shook her head of curls. “Sorry, no. Zikki is meeting with several of her advisors this afternoon. I’ll report back to her.” 
 
    Gamboa’s voice rumbled from across the table. “Must be important to miss this meeting. We’re only talking about the fate of the planet.” 
 
    Ennovy snarled. “Zikki’s got a crapload on her plate right now. She has confidence in our top business leaders to do what needs to be done. Tell me, why are the rest of you so important to this meeting?” 
 
    “Let’s see, sweetheart…” Tony saw the mayor shudder and knew he’d hit the mark. “Todd here owns most of Azure and speaks for the Wrogul.” At a flash from Todd, he clarified, “Most of them. Roeder’s your top innovator and started the other half of the companies on this blue ball that Todd and his family didn’t. I was a top ‘bidniz’ leader for decades on Earth. Very profitable. Spread the wealth around. Kept things quite secure in Chicago, Atlanta, and Naples. The rest of our people here are working the problem. The question is, what you are going to bring to this discussion, hmm?” He cocked an eyebrow at the now-fuming politician.  
 
    “Enough,” Roeder said wearily. “We have more important things to discuss. Let’s move on.” 
 
    Ennovy and Gamboa glared at each other a moment, then turned toward Todd’s tank. 
 
    Todd flashed a glyph of impatience. “Tell me what you have found.” 
 
    Gamboa cleared his throat. “I have a question for you first. Has anyone been in contact with that ocean colony lately? As far as anyone has told me, the last word out of ‘em was when Rosetta left. We’re not finding any evidence of them around the sea platforms. I’m told they’re near some volcanic rift, but we’re not making any contact with them.” 
 
    Wells stirred in his tank. “No contact. We’ve sent messages, but there’s been no response. We’ve sent a few emissaries looking for them, but there’s been no sign of the colony.” 
 
    Gamboa cast a side glance toward Roeder, then Rosetta. “We can’t rule them out, but they’re your family. Try to contact them, but warn them that if they don’t respond, we may have to consider them the enemy.” He paused and turned to indicate the Torvasi sitting beside him. “This is Brul, a friend of Marinara and Michael. He met our Iron Chef in New York before returning to Te’Warri to continue his training. I asked Ray for recommendations on expanding the investigation team. Mi amico trusts him, and Ray says the Peacemakers trust him. That means I trust him.”  
 
    Todd pressed two arms against the glass of his tank. “Welcome, Brul. I heard about you and Marinara from Miss Meryll and Michael. I’m glad you are lending your expertise.” 
 
    The squat but dense humanoid nodded his head but remained silent. 
 
    Gamboa started again, but one of Ennovy’s aides interrupted. “Are you seriously accusing Wrogul of this destruction? How can you say that? Why would they destroy what their colleagues have built up? It’s unheard of that family would fight family!” 
 
    Gamboa stared at the aide and raised one eyebrow. “Son, do not lecture me about la familia.” 
 
    The young man shrank in his chair but continued, “Look, I don’t know who you are, but the Wrogul have treated us well here in Styx Valley. Sure, Verne went off and joined the mercs, but as an engineer, not a violent psychopath. Look at what so many Wrogul have done…science and medical breakthroughs, Marinara’s fame—” 
 
    Mayor Ennovy laid her hand on the aide’s arm. “Steve,” she whispered, “let them tell us what they’ve found. We need to see and discuss those results.” 
 
    Gamboa started again, but Amy Roeder raised her hand and gestured toward the aide. “We’re not saying it was the Free Colony, Steve, but we have serious concerns that need to be addressed. Mister Gamboa and his associates look at this differently than we Azurians do. We need to let him present his ideas and concerns.” 
 
    Todd swung his glance between Amy and the aide, then settled it on Tony Gamboa. “Continue, Tony.” 
 
    Gamboa straightened. “As I started to say, we’ve looked at the footage from the platforms and satellites. Miz Roeder has prepared some slides of dates and details. Here…” Tony swiped his slate, and lists of dates and damage appeared on all slates and Tri-V screens.  
 
    “It’s been going on for at least two years. Just little things at first, but this is what you all missed…” Tony swiped his slate again, and Mayor Ennovy and her aides gasped. The Wrogul’s agitation frothed the water in their tanks. 
 
    Todd watched the video silently, then raised his green eyes to the CEO. “What is this, Tony?” 
 
    Gamboa shrugged. “We’re not sure yet, but according to Roeder and Cavanaugh, it’s definitely not something they’ve seen before.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A UFO? Oh, that’s rich.” Ennovy laughed, and her aides chuckled, eager to show that they agreed, even if their faces revealed a lack of comprehension. 
 
    “An unidentified object, yes,” Roeder explained. “On Earth, we called them UFOs, and there were many sightings, mostly over the oceans in the early twenty-first century. They’d come and go, but we had some pilots and radar operators see them rise from the ocean and speed into space. They were rarely caught on tape or radar, but it seems there was some credible evidence before aliens really did contact us, so the American Pentagon acknowledged some of the sightings. At one point, the Americans and Israelis were saying aliens had contacted the Earth governments.” 
 
    Now it was Gamboa’s turn to laugh. “But when the aliens did reveal themselves, they didn’t look at all like we thought they should. But this…this looks like—whaddaya call ‘em—the ‘tic-tacs’ the pilots reported back in the day.” 
 
    “We don’t know what they are, sir.” Amy looked at Todd and around the table at the others. “The ship profile doesn’t match anything on the AetherNet, and Paul says they’re not on the GalNet, either. We don’t know if they’re piloted or drones. We can’t even determine what weaponry they have. The minute glimpses we’ve gotten when we’ve slowed down the satellite footage show them rising from the ocean and speeding toward the sea platforms. We suspect laser cannons but can’t confirm it from the vague images we have.” 
 
    Jacie Ennovy spoke with a break in her voice. “So it could be the ocean-dwelling Wrogul?” 
 
    “Or something else,” Wells interjected. “You say they rise from the ocean, but your footage is not complete. We do not have flyers or drones that look like that. Why do you think the Hau’ula Free Colony has such transport? It is not possible.” 
 
    “‘Everything is theoretically impossible, until it is done.’” Brent Roeder shrugged at the puzzled looks. “What? Some twen-cen Earth philosopher said that.” 
 
    “Question,” Brul interjected. “Why was primitive Earth technology able to capture such footage and not Azure tech?” 
 
    “I have a theory,” Cavanaugh said. “They didn’t fear what they considered primitive Earth responses, so they weren’t concerned about being seen. Whoever they are, they have been more careful in their exposure to Azure tech.” 
 
    “Let’s lay this out,” Gamboa reminded the room. “Miz Roeder, you’ve organized a lot of data. What do you have?” 
 
    Amy aimed her slate at the Tri-V screens, and they filled with images of charts, graphs, and timelines. 
 
    “About five years ago, businesses started to see a decline in maricultural output. Small losses were logged at the end of the growing seasons. Some loss was attributed to operator error—insufficient water, fertilizers, and other chemicals. There was one incident in which a herd of cattle broke through a fence and trampled several acres of a pineapple farm. Another in which a worker swore the irrigation system wasn’t hooked up to any saltwater lines, yet entire fields were destroyed, and the fields had to be plowed and left fallow to recover.” 
 
    “Operator error, right, Miz Roeder?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s what the reports say. Two years ago, we saw a rise in damage to sea platforms. In some cases, produce never germinated, or was much less than previous years. We saw problems with our fishing and breeding pools. Fishing companies reported a scarcity of sea life, or damaging algae blooms. We had a season when all the shrimp harvested around No’apua were carrying a virulent toxin. When citizens began experiencing gastroenteritis, it was traced to those shrimp harvests. We were also seeing produce recalls because of salmonella.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Steve Whipple groaned with a pained expression. “I remember the shrimp debacle.” A few others in the room winced or snickered. 
 
    “This past year, as you can see from this slide, more damage is coming from the farms in Styx Valley and the sea platforms, looking less like accidents and more like deliberate sabotage. Now consider these years of farming accidents with the recent barrage of strange lights and sonic booms that have been recorded. We need to ask ourselves if Azure is under some sort of attack.” 
 
    Mayor Ennovy looked frightened. “Is there any chance the galactic troubles are spreading to Azure?” 
 
    “Hold on, Jacie,” Brent Roeder said. “We’ve got good monitoring of the system. Sure, we get a lot of traffic, between the He3 facility on Verdant, the clinic, and food exports, but there’s nobody coming into the system that we don’t at least monitor. That’s good Cyan Corp tech monitoring the emergence point. No one has entered unannounced.” 
 
    Gamboa spoke up. “We need to double check the security at the stations, Roeder. Let’s also look at increasing security in the farming communities and platforms. Do we need someone checking on the fishing communities? 
 
    “And, Todd,” he continued, “we are going to need double the security at our medicinal plants and farms. Those products are necessary to your operations at Cerulean Clinic. We’ve got more people coming to us for medical and surgical needs. We need to meet further on this.” 
 
    Todd flashed agreement, then levered himself above the edge of his tank. “This has been a productive meeting. We know now that we are not seeing carelessness and random acts of nature. Tony already has his forensics and analysis department—he calls it his ‘War Room’—to deal with our relationship with the rest of the Union. I think they should form the nucleus of a task group. If you’re here and you don’t have representation in that group, assign someone. Amy Roeder is our team leader and will be your contact.” He pulled himself up out of his tank and perched on the edge so that he could make eye contact with Mayor Ennovy. “Jacie, you and the governor need to send a representative, but I want to make it very clear. They are there for information sharing. Tony is in charge. You don’t give orders; you don’t make decisions.” 
 
    Ennovy fumed but said nothing, so Todd continued, “Very well. We—” he gestured with one arm to indicate Roeder, Tony and himself, “—need to meet with the task group in a week to see where we stand and what we’ve learned.” 
 
    “Group U, for unknown,” Roeder supplied. 
 
    “Good. Group U. That works.” Todd slid back down into the tank as his translator broadcast, “Thank you for attending.” 
 
    Gamboa beckoned to Roeder and turned to the Torvasi. “Brul, get with Amy and Paul and look at those security logs. See if you notice anything out of the ordinary. New security guys, suspicious absences, that sort of thing.” Brul nodded, turned, and made a beeline for Amy.  
 
    “Okay, Todd, Brent, we need to talk about our security budget. We’ve got some hiring to do. Lucky for you, there’s plenty of retired mercs in Loihi…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is ‘Azure?’” 
 
    “It’s the planet that little squid-head cook comes from.” 
 
    “‘Squid-head?’” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, floppy head, two funny blue eyes, lots of tentacles.” 
 
    “That’s an octopus, not a squid. Those are called ‘arms,’ not tentacles.” 
 
    “Who cares? It’s just another damned alien trying to take Human jobs.” 
 
    “That’s just one creature. What about the planet?” 
 
    “Buncha squid-lovers, but they have good food.” 
 
    “Food? What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “When was the last time you had pineapple? Chocolate? Good coffee?” 
 
    “They grow that stuff on Azure?” 
 
    “I don’t know about grow, but the squid doesn’t seem to have any trouble getting those ingredients. Plus, lotsa fish. Big fish.” 
 
    “Octopus, you idiot. Hey, wait. That’s the planet with the merc hospital. There’s going to be tons of mercs there.” 
 
    “Nope, they cater to Human mercs. I’ve heard General Peepo put the word out for other merc units to avoid them. With the Horsemen on the run, and the only Human units working for the general, they won’t have any protection.” 
 
    “Hmm. I see. So, they could be ripe for the picking. Okay, I’ll discuss it with the board. Now, give me some of those nuts—where did you get them?” 
 
    “Some of the boys raided the squid’s restaurant after he took off.” 
 
    “Really? Mmm, they’re good. Yeah, that is a nice planet they’ve got there. Shame if someone threatened to drop a rock on it!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Six: Ragamuffins 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And emergence in three, two, one…emergence.” The ship screen cleared to show that they had arrived in the system of a roughly Earth-sized blue world. There was a scattering of white cloud cover on the globe, but for the most part, it was simply…blue. Azure, to be exact. 
 
    “So who are we, again?” the captain asked the man standing behind his chair. 
 
    “Tell them you’re the free trader Beowulf and you’re suffering some difficulties. If you get the type who sees through the ruse, I can tell them you were just protecting my interest in trading possibilities.” 
 
    “The free trader Beowulf? Really? You really want me to use that one?” 
 
    “Why, what’s wrong with the name?” 
 
    The captain looked at the man for a few moments, incredulously. “You really don’t know?” 
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    The name Beowulf was often used by ships that chose not to reveal their identities, at least not to the authorities. Most systems with habitable—and occupied—worlds challenged arriving ships immediately upon entrance to the system. In return, very few ships gave an accurate name to the initial challenge. It didn’t matter if the reason was piracy or protection from piracy, giving out too much information at once was risky. Only Peacemakers and mercenaries arriving on a contract gave their real names on arrival.  
 
    “Very well, then,” the captain said. He floated over to the comm console and clung to the back of the comm officer’s chair. He pointed over the man’s shoulder to a blue button and nodded. The comm officer pushed the button and a recorded message played over the open channel: 
 
    “This is the Free Trader Beowulf…Mayday…we were attacked by pirates. Our drive is offline and weapons are gone…Mayday…life support is failing. Calling anyone…help us, please…we’ve been attacked. This is Free Trader Beowulf…” 
 
    Bento Silva looked at the captain and comm officer in confusion. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s the Beowulf ruse. We’ve used it a few times, especially on these backwater worlds. They don’t suspect us, and when they send a rescue ship, BAM! We take them.” 
 
    “Turn that off. There’s no need for that nonsense. We’re a legitimate trade mission.” 
 
    “No, let’s let it play out. Trade is always better when you start from a position of strength.” 
 
    Silva tried to shake his head, but the absence of gravity started his whole body spinning. He frantically grabbed onto a console to steady himself. He was embarrassed, and there was nothing worse than being embarrassed in front of these lesser ranks.  
 
    To hide his shame, he focused his attention in turn on the various screens around the bridge. Let them think he meant to rotate himself. A closer look at the principal world in this system showed that the blue was broken up by a ring of green—islands, perhaps a small continent or two—but for the most part, it was an ocean world. He’d heard that there was excellent agriculture on those islands on those dots of green and that Earth life thrived in the seas. There were many goods, many foods that were considered rare luxury items on Earth to be had from this world. Better yet, they had no defenses. It was all ripe for the taking. 
 
    Officially, Silva was the lead trade negotiator for “El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense,” an Earth trade union charged with oversight of import and export of traditional Terran foodstuffs. The CRRG actually existed, but they didn’t bother with extraterrestrial food, rather their primary interest was in returning “conquered” lands to native peoples and instituting trade protections that prevented anyone else from profiting from native resources. Once he was able to ingratiate himself with the Azure government, he would let them know that the foods produced on Azure “infringed” on the rights of the native food growers on Earth. For a fee, he would negotiate the tariffs and trade agreements to open up new markets and provide Azure with advantages that they wouldn’t be able to access otherwise. 
 
    Of course, what Silva wouldn’t tell them was that he would take the goods, whether or not the people of Azure wanted to trade. He’d hired the Nico to take him to Azure. His own forces would be arriving in two more days. 
 
    The captain allowed the recording to play for several minutes, then cut it off. “Let them mull on that for a while.” He touched a comm button. “Engineering, let us drift a while until they either contact or send a ship. Give us just enough on the maneuvering thrusters to get us clear of the emergence zone.” 
 
    While the captain communicated with his crew, Silva took a look at the rest of the system on the orbital plot. There was a gas giant in the next orbit out from the blue world. Scans showed activity in the atmosphere. He3 processing; he would send two of his ships to secure it when they arrived. There were two small, rocky worlds toward the sun, and one more past the gas giant. Two medium-sized moons. That would make for some interesting tides on a nearly all-water planet. 
 
    Two orbital stations circled the blue world. One was in low orbit and appeared to be a typical freight and passenger transfer station. It was old and had probably been there since the planet was first colonized nearly one hundred years ago. The other was newer and higher up. It appeared to be geosynchronous and holding position over one of the larger landmasses on the planet. The anchor point was not entirely green, or brown for that matter; it was a darker color than the rest of the land—redder and blacker—and there was smoke evident from several mountaintops. Volcanos, then. 
 
    “That other station—what is it? It seems to be holding position over those volcanoes. It seems a little large for a scientific observation station.” Silva spoke aloud to the bridge crew. If the captain didn’t like it, well, he wouldn’t get paid.  
 
    The captain looked at the orbital plot, then floated over to one of the other stations. The crewman at the station spoke as the captain approached. “It’s not identified. There’s a transponder code, but it simply says ‘Cerulean.’” 
 
    “What does that signify?” the captain asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s a name for the color blue.” 
 
    “Everything about this planet is blue,” Silva complained. “There’s no telling what it is. Could be industry, could be another transfer port. It could be a luxury hotel. It will belong to us eventually.” The captain looked up with a gleam in his eyes. “To the Consejo,” he clarified. 
 
    “Any other ships in system?” The captain floated back to his command chair. 
 
    “No, sir,” the comm officer replied. “Nothing big. There’s a couple of tankers, one going to, one coming from the gas giant. There’s a shuttle at the big new station, and a couple of work-boats at the older station.” 
 
    “Good, that means there’s no one to get a good look at us until we get in closer to the planet.” He paused, then continued, “Send the recording again. Play it every thirty minutes, change it up a bit, don’t send the same thing each time.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are they?” Todd flashed. 
 
    There was snickering in the conference room. “They said they were the Free Trader Beowulf,” Cavanaugh replied. 
 
    “Ah yes, Beowulf. Let me guess, they’ve been attacked, lost their drive, and are losing air.”  
 
    “I should never have taught you to play Traveler.” 
 
    “Why not? I am prepared. What do you think? Mercs? Aliens? Pirates?” 
 
    “My money is on pirates, old friend. Not Pushtal, though. The message is in English, and it’s being varied. No evidence that it’s going through a translator, although it could certainly be recorded.” 
 
    “Did we not hear that there were Pushtal on Krifay who spoke English with one of the North American accents? Could they have followed Nautilus here?” 
 
    “That’s unlikely. Not after two years.” Neill gestured at the screen again. “They’re still drifting, but I expect they will manage to get a single engine barely going in the next few hours. That should be enough to let them ‘limp’ down to WS. We aren’t answering, after all, and we don’t really have any ships nearby to help them. We’ll watch them for a while; there’s a telescope trained on them from Cerulean, and Kona and Hilo have them in view for a short time each orbit.”  
 
    Azure’s moons, like many features on the planet, were named for locations in Hawaii and Polynesia. The moons were mostly just rock—no atmosphere, no water, and few resources, except for automated survey instruments.  
 
    “We? I do not suppose I can remind you that you are retired and we have managers who are supposed to handle this sort of thing?” 
 
    “I know for a fact that Roeder and Wells are in their respective offices watching the same thing we are. I’ve had a message on the secure fiber.” 
 
    “Very well, then, keep me apprised, Neill. I will go talk to Gamboa. Roeder will probably head there next. We need to be prepared.” Todd flashed a glyph of resignation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Tony? They come in here squawking about the Free Trader Beowulf and acting like they are crippled. The emergence point ‘scopes say they aren’t leaking air, water, or fuel, and there’s no evidence of battle damage…at least not anything new. That single engine they’ve got firing is pretty erratic, but I’ve got folks telling me it’s under control and being deliberately varied.” When Todd arrived at Gamboa’s office, Roeder was already there and discussing the new arrival to the system.  
 
    “We can’t really do anything until they make their intentions known,” Tony said. “It could be a merc unit that needs to send some people out to the clinic. They might need fuel. We won’t know for a while yet, but I agree, this just doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Has Wandrey Station answered them yet?” Todd flashed. 
 
    “Only the standard query for identity and instructions to stand off until cleared to approach,” replied Roeder. “Governor Becke contacted us just before you got here, Todd. We don’t have anything in system to meet them, nor to counter them.” 
 
    “What about your big Wrogul ship?” Gamboa asked, turning from the screen to look at Todd. “You said it looked like a warship of some sort despite the big water bubble in the middle.” 
 
    “It looks like a cobra swallowed a beach ball, is what it looks like.” Roeder laughed as he said it. 
 
    “Or a hammerhead shark swallowed them both.” Todd flashed amusement. “It is possible that Nautilus could handle anything a ship that size could throw at us. Unfortunately, Harryhausen took his new crew out on a shake-down cruise to Bestat to pick up his Peacemaker partner Lujkash. They left a week ago, so figure at least two months until they return.” 
 
    “Or longer,” added Gamboa. 
 
    “Or longer,” Todd agreed. 
 
    “All right then, we sit and wait. I’ll call the governor back.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t buying it, Mister Silva.”  
 
    “Thank you, Captain Silver. I can see that for myself. It’s been a day, and they haven’t changed. ‘Please identify, we have no ships that can come to your aid, please stand off and await instructions.’ Very well, you may drop the ruse and bring your drives back to normal function. Head for a low orbit, one that’s between the two stations. My ships will be here in a few hours.” 
 
    “Very well.” The captain activated his comm. “Engine room, bring the engines up to full power.” Releasing the button, he turned to his helmsman. “Mister Teach, you heard our passenger. Head for the planet and ready one of the ‘special’ packages. The sooner we can drop our cargo, the sooner we get paid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alert. Alert. We have multiple ships in the emergence zone. Two, four, six ships. They’re lighting engines and scattering.” 
 
    “Very well, Aliz, designate them Red Two through Red Seven. What’s the status on Red One?” 
 
    “Entering orbit at ten-thousand kilometers.” 
 
    “That’s a six-hour orbit. I don’t like it. Notify ground control that Red One is likely hostile.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Notifying Landing City Ground Control now.” 
 
    “Better ping the governor’s office as well.” 
 
    “Wait, they’ve changed their message.”  
 
    “Okay, tell me now; I’ve got the governor on the line.” 
 
    “There’s a new voice. He says his name is Negotiator Bento Gonçalvos Silva, and he is with El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense. He says he holds a warrant from the UN, Pacific Rim Agricultural Authority, to enforce free trade statute number 1003-3-1496, traffic in illegal products. We are to open our stations, farms, and processing facilities to inspection and potential confiscation. He says he has a Writ of Compliance from the UN to enforce it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll pass that along. It’s above our heads now.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this? Agricultural Authority? Free Trade Statutes? Why the hell is the UN trying to enforce regulations on the colonies? Isn’t there Galactic Union law to cover this?” Mayor Ennovy from Styx Town was getting red in the face. The growth of the Styx Delta industries had shifted much of the processing to Styx Town and away from Landing City. The fact that Styx was closer to the spaceport than Landing meant shorter transport from field to warehouse as well. 
 
    “The UN does not have any authority here. Our colony charter gives us full autonomy, answerable only to the colonization company, Astra Polynesia. We bought the contract out twenty years ago with biotech profits. We’re fully self-governed.” Governor Zikshita “Zikki” Becke had called the meeting in the Assembly Hall in Landing. Assembly members and business representatives alike filled the chamber, although many of the Wrogul members were conspicuously absent. On the other hand, Todd, Wells, Cavanaugh, Roeder, and Gamboa were present, although at the back of the chamber. 
 
    “What is this ‘free trade statute number 1003-3-1496?’” asked one of the Assembly members from the rice farming regions on the coast. 
 
    “According to this, certain foodstuffs are forbidden to be imported or exported because they are ‘indigenous products’ reserved for the ‘protected and native peoples of the Pacific Rim.’” Becke read from her slate. “Pineapple is a forbidden product. Macadamia nuts are a forbidden product. Coffee is a forbidden product…” 
 
    “Coffee is a forbidden product?” Cavanaugh whispered to Todd and Roeder. “Have they told the mercs?”  
 
    “Shhhh.” Gamboa hushed them. “We a’ here only b’cause da Gov’na owes Todd a fava’.” By now, they had noticed that Tony’s accent only came out when he was angry, or when he was testing to see if people were going to stereotype him as a typical Earth gangster. The five of them knew each other well enough by now, so Todd was pretty sure it was anger.  
 
    Neill nodded acquiescence, as Todd and Wells both flashed a muted glyph. Over the past months, even Tony had learned to recognize certain bits of the Wrogul light-flash language. This one was annoyance overlaid with impatience. They all wanted to know what was coming next. 
 
    “Mangos are a forbidden product. Orchids are a forbidden product. Chocolate and all derivatives of the cacao plant are forbidden products…” 
 
    “There goes white chocolate,” whispered Roeder. Todd flashed agreement. Cacao oil and cocoa butter were favorites of the cephalopods.  
 
    “Sugarcane is a forbidden product.” The governor paused for a moment in her reading. “It says here that the statute forbids unregulated export of these products by or to any Human facility, Human colony, or Human ship. We are to open the warehouses and turn over our inventory for inspection. They are sending teams to examine the fields, processing plants, and all our books and records with respect to the crops.” 
 
    “How can they do that?” asked one of the Assembly members. 
 
    “They can’t do that!” another shouted, triggering an uproar throughout the chamber. 
 
    Becke pounded her gavel, to no effect. She pressed a small button at her bench that sounded a very loud horn throughout the hall. “Did you not notice the six new warships in our sky?” she roared at the now silent crowd. “There’s nothing we can do except comply.” 
 
    The Assembly dissolved once more into shouts and recriminations. “Dat’s enough a’ dat. Let’s get outta here,” Tony said, loud enough to be heard by Roeder and Cavanaugh. He made a hand gesture in the direction of Todd and Wells’ travel tanks. Cavanaugh’s eyebrows went up, and Todd immediately flashed a glyph of surprise at Wells.  
 
    “He’s using Paul’s Human-Wrogul sign language!” Todd flashed. 
 
    “Tony is extremely smart. You and I both know that. Amy Roeder mentioned that he asked Paul to teach him the signs. He said Humans need to learn photoglyphs and to respond to Wrogul with sign language instead of just relying on translators,” Wells flashed as they headed for the exit. 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like something Derek Bailey would have said. Hmm. It never pays to underestimate our new friend and business partner.”  
 
    Ahead of them, they could see Tony Gamboa smiling. 
 
    It wasn’t a friendly smile. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The five traveled back to Styx in silence. For most of the seventy-five years since Todd’s arrival, Azure grew slowly. Landing was still a small town, albeit with a university and the seat of government. Styx, on the other hand, was becoming a bustling metropolis with the industry and technology to support a larger population. But even that growth only really happened in the past twenty years. In Landing, you could almost believe you were on early twentieth century Earth. A ten-minute maglev ride to Styx, and you knew you were in the twenty-second century. 
 
    Roeder sold Tony one of the old apartments he’d kept for “visiting family members.” Considering the size of Roeder’s family, it probably was for family, and not just for a mistress; but, either way, it was a nice residence. There was a large water tank similar to the ones found in many of the combined Wrogul-Human offices around Styx. It had a recessed sitting area, bounded on two sides by the tank. From the look of surprise on Roeder’s face, it hadn’t been part of the original floorplan. Tony went up yet another notch in the Wrogul’s opinion. 
 
    Tony sat down after pouring himself a bourbon and offering drinks to Brent and Neill, and beer to Todd and Wells. Neill also took a beer. Roeder asked about something called grappa and was surprised when Tony pulled a bottle out from under the cabinet. 
 
    Drinks in hand, or under the mantle, Gamboa addressed the others. “I know what this is. This looks exactly like a protection racket. If we pay, they’ll let us continue to operate and sell, although they’ll probably limit us to off-world or to mercs only. Just wait, there will probably be some rule that says we can keep selling as long as we pay licensing fees or something like that. Wait for the hint that they’re protecting us from this statute.” 
 
    Neill nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard of this. It was fairly common in a lot of cities back on Earth. Todd, you remember how we paid ‘licensing’ to scatter Derek’s ashes on Earth? They wouldn’t let us do it in Hawaii or San Diego, even though he was born in ‘Diego and got his PhD in Honolulu. They’ve become so insulated. That’s why we went to North Carolina. At least it was his mother’s state.” 
 
    “Wasn’t there an outfit out of New Orleans that tried this in Houston Startown?” Roeder asked. “I heard that the mercs surrounded the enforcers while wearing CASPers. The ‘protectors’ left in a hurry.”  
 
    Tony nodded. “Cajun Syndicate, not the sharpest spoons in the drawer.” 
 
    “We do not have mercs, let alone CASPers. The Rächer left with Nautilus.” Todd spoke through his translator and was surprised to find that his voice came from indirect speakers around the room. He’s really gone out of his way to make this a Wrogul-friendly place. A distant hint of memory made him tense up at the thought. Tony grinned at Todd’s inadvertent flash of surprise, but it was a pleased grin, not a predatory one, and Todd relaxed.  
 
    “No, we don’t have a merc company…right now…but we have mercs. Jackson and the retirees made it clear that they consider themselves to have stepped away out of necessity, not choice.” Tony looked sharply at Todd. “I understand the retirement community and ‘community watch’ was your idea, Todd. Feeling prescient?” 
 
    “Actually, it was Jack Sparrow’s idea,” Wells said. “He’s sort of following in Verne’s footsteps. He doesn’t exactly want to be a merc, but he wants to build stuff for them.” 
 
    “‘Jack Sparrow.’ Fancies himself a pirate, does he?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but his father is Bruckheimer. Jack researched the movies made by the Human with that name. He liked Jack Sparrow.” 
 
    “I thought Wrogul only took a single name.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Todd said. “My great-grandson Harryhausen prefers to be called Ray. Then there’s his cousin, Molina. He has changed his name a few times: Squiddy, Crusty, Bob, Octavius…” 
 
    Roeder looked up in surprise. “I didn’t think you knew that last one.” 
 
    Todd flashed amusement. The speakers rendered a decent version of Human laughter. “I am in regular communication with Molina. He is not so lost as he—and I—would have people believe.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change the fact that even if we have mercs, we don’t have CASPers, or even weapons for mercs.” Neill finished his beer and rinsed his bottle in the Wrogul tank. Tony scowled, but Neill laughed. “Old habit. Todd always gets the last drop.” 
 
    Tony’s expression lifted, and he, too, laughed. “We are all full of surprises tonight. Well, then, here’s mine. I convinced Ray to take everything out of Mengele’s cavern that we could fit.”  
 
    “Everything? It was like, several wars’ worth. Lots of antiques, too.”  
 
    “I like museums. You have noticed how big Ray’s ship is?” Even though Todd and Wells had gone to orbit to tour the ship, their respective families were unwilling to allow Brent and Neill to go. On the other hand, Tony had been on the ship for the journey from Earth. “The extra mass just made hyperspace that much more efficient.” 
 
    “Antique weapons are no match for CASPers. If this El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense has state-of-the-art equipment, we do not have anything to match them.” Wells thrashed the water in frustration. 
 
    “I…may have a few CASPers. After all, I did have a merc unit of my own before Earth became…unfriendly.” 
 
    “How many is a few?” Neill asked. 
 
    “Four, maybe five dozen.” 
 
    Roeder whistled. “Sixty CASPers is an army. Where are they? What condition? I’ll bet Jack could get them fixed up if he needs to.” 
 
    Tony ran a hand through his thinning hair. His face fell. “They are still on Nautilus.” 
 
    “And Nautilus is on its way to Bestat to pick up Peacemaker Lucky.” Todd flashed a glyph of embarrassment.  
 
    “Can we call them back? Or maybe hire a contract unit?” Neill looked hopeful. 
 
    “No, that only works when one ship can take a shorter route. Nautilus is taking the shortest route to Bestat,” Todd said apologetically. 
 
    “As for hiring our own mercs, the Merc Guild is still not allowing new contracts,” Tony added. “In fact, that’s what first tipped me off about this Consejo. They claim to be from the UN, but after Peepo ran off, the Horsemen rooted out the collaborators and pretty much wiped out the UN. Jim Cartwright has a new government in the works, but they don’t have their feet under them yet. These…brigands…don’t have any authority.” 
 
    “Unless they have a Letter of War.” 
 
    “There’s that. We have news that Peepo issued Letters of War against other Human colonies.” 
 
    “If the Consejo has a Letter, we’re screwed.” 
 
     “Not necessarily. We did offload the museum pieces. They’re not obsolete by a long shot. Here’s what we do…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next week, Senhor Silva communicated additional restrictions to the Azure government. There would be an immediate halt to all harvests and transport of restricted foods. A newer, longer list of foodstuffs was communicated over the AetherNet to all communities and farms. It was notable that none of the restricted foods were derived from the mariculture and mariculture facilities. There were numerous rafts out in the protected waters of the Lepo Sea, producing spirulina, chlorella, sargassum, porphyra, and other oil- and nutrient-rich algae. In the shallows, shrimp, crab, mussels, and oysters were farmed, not to mention the Azure sea bass, which Marinara made famous in his Iron Chef win. Given the Earth-side scarcity of Chilean sea bass—which Marinara was known to sneer at and call “inferior” to the Azure variety—it was surprising that there were so few mariculture products on the list. 
 
    Did that mean that the Consejo was simply not familiar with the high-quality nutrition of the algal and seaweed foods? Or were they left unrestricted to provide cheap protein for Earth’s growing crowds? If the Consejo truly meant to ensure high quality for Earth’s markets, then surely they would want to cash in on all of Azure’s produce. 
 
    The same day as the meeting in the Assembly Hall, Negotiator Silva sent representatives to secure the docks at Wandrey Station and took a shuttle to Landing to meet with Zikki Becke. One of the newcomer ships accompanied Silva to Landing, while others moved to prevent arrivals or departures from the He3 processing plant and Cerulean Station or took up orbit around Azure. The original ship that brought Silva to the system retreated to the system’s asteroidal zone past the gas giant. It remained in-system, and its continued presence felt like even more of a threat than the three ships orbiting the planet. 
 
    The ship at the starport disgorged troops, about one-fifth in CASPers. A new checkpoint appeared at the starport and at the maglev station in Landing. Interestingly enough, while troops continued to appear at warehousing facilities in Landing and at the starport, none had yet appeared in Styx Town. 
 
    It was only a matter of time until they appeared in Styx, forcing Todd and the others to respond. It already felt like an enemy occupation.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What is the official government reaction so far?” Todd asked. 
 
    “You’re co-governor, Todd. Don’t you know?” Roeder asked incredulously. 
 
    “Zikshita does not confide in me. She considered my appointment to be simply a paperwork formality.” 
 
    “She has not communicated to the business leaders, either,” Tony said. “My sources tell me that the governor has been cooperating with the inspectors. To date, all they’ve done is send people to fields around Landing and the distribution centers. There have been a couple of inspections at the processing plants, but for the most part, they’re looking at where we store most of the crops. They seem to be most interested in pineapple.” 
 
    “I understand there have been some losses.” 
 
    “Yes, it appears our inspectors and auditors are helping themselves to the inventory. The numbers for pineapple have changed at least three times since they first started counting. An accurate count of macadamia nuts is pretty much hopeless at this point. Those disappear faster than they can count them.” 
 
    “Pirates, as you said, Tony. Brigands, pirates, or whatever they pretend to be,” Neill practically spat the words. “They are thieves.” 
 
    “As I told you and Todd. This is going to turn out to be a protection racket. Silva doesn’t represent any official organization on Earth. They heard about us, though, probably through Mari’s restaurants. Earth isn’t organized enough just yet to send out this kind of force. They either had a contract from Peepo and just got delayed, or they decided on their own that we would be easy pickings.” 
 
    “Well, we are easy pickings,” replied Todd. “We do not have our own defense force. We do not have any warships. We do not have a mercenary company to protect us. How is that going, by the way?” 
 
    “Most of the museum equipment has been sent out to Jack Sparrow. Apparently, he has a forge set up near Mount Sparky. He’s been using geothermal heat since it’s less risky to a Wrogul than an electric furnace. He’s pretty excited by the tanks. Panzer Vs—the Panther—and Tiger 3s were to be expected, but the cavern yielded what Jackson said is a Maus, a Löwe, and a Ratte.”  
 
    Todd flashed an indeterminate glyph, and Neill got a faraway look in his eyes. They were consulting the GalNet and AetherNet from their respective pinplants. 
 
    Neill whistled. “There were supposedly only two Maus built and only one turret. The Löwe was never built, and the Ratte is just a propaganda myth…well, it was a myth.” 
 
    “They are real enough. It’s true that the Löwe and Ratte were never built—officially. They were mostly just a design, but they built some parts…and everyone knows ‘mostly just a design’ means a little bit was actually built! I saw them when Ray took Mari up there. My little buddy worked so hard to convince me to come with him. The Ratte is five times the size of the Maus, and the Maus is three times that of the Löwe. ‘Rat,’ ‘Mouse,’ and ‘Lion,’ indeed. Someone mixed up the sizes.” Tony grinned at the other two. “Anyway, Sparrow says he can work with the armor to fix some of the weaknesses and upgrade the main guns.” 
 
    “Upgrade, how?” Todd flashed. 
 
    “He’ll convert them to caseless ammunition, strengthen the breeches to handle higher pressures, and re-rifle the barrels to improve range. He’s also talking about coaxial MACs.” 
 
    “Magnetic accelerator cannon? On a World War Two tank?” Cavanaugh looked incredulous.  
 
    Tony laughed, and Todd flashed a glyph of amusement. “They won’t be expecting it.” 
 
    Todd flashed satisfaction. “What about the retired mercs?” 
 
    “Jackson has them drilling up in the Kali Heights. There were a few old-model CASPers in the cavern in Austria, and a few of the guys brought their own equipment with them. I only wish the Rächer had not left with Nautilus. We could use that platoon of CASPers.” 
 
    “But we’re still quite some time away from being ready to fight them on their own terms.”  
 
    “Yes, we are. It’s going to take weeks to drill and get back to any sort of proficiency. It’s been two years or more since some of them shot, fought, or used their equipment. These are men who came to the clinic to recuperate or retire. They are a long way from being up to the status of a regular mercenary unit.” 
 
    “Todd, it’s been two months. Shouldn’t Nautilus be on its way back?” Neill asked. 
 
    “No. We received a message uploaded to the ‘net this morning from a ship passing through to Eta Carinae. Ray needs to wait at Bestat because Lucky is not ready to travel yet. Apparently her pubertal transition is going slowly. He also mentioned that he got something called a ‘Storm Watch’ notice from the Peacemakers. They tried to pull him into something on another Snowmass—it is one of those so-called ‘Dream Worlds.’” The translator somehow managed to convey Todd’s derision. Ever since Harryhausen joined the Peacemaker Guild, Todd monitored information sources that mentioned Peacemakers. The Dream Worlds Consortium seemed to be involved in quite a few incidents, and not in a good way. “Ray told them his assignment to track down Mengele is not yet complete, since no one knows where he was from, or who he was working with.” 
 
    “What about Vern and the Copperheads?” 
 
    “Apparently they were badly damaged in the fighting at Earth and have laid low, healing up. They are stuck because of the abnormally high fees the gate masters are charging Humans for passage. I sent Verne the codes to draw from Wrogul accounts to pay the gate fees. That way they can come here and take advantage of the clinic while helping us. Still, it will take them weeks to get here, but at least they are already on the way. I also spoke to representatives of the new Arritim colony. The Custode Sviss can send a ship in their defense, but it will not be too big or too heavily armed. It will be frigate-sized, like the Consejo ships.” 
 
    “How are we paying them? The Merc Guild still hasn’t authorized contracts.” Tony opened a window on his slate and showed it to Todd and Neill. “I have assets protected, but they’re still vulnerable to these…Ragamuffins.” 
 
    “The Copperheads will be paid in clinic services. The San Pietrese are acting in defense of their own people, although we will pay them in real estate at Arritim colony.” 
 
    “As long as the Consejo lets us keep it.” Neill paused a moment, as if remembering something. “Wait, Tony, you called them something else…ragmops?” 
 
    Gamboa laughed, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Ragamuffins. It’s from Earth history. In the old Brazilian empire, there was a civil war because the empire allowed Argentinians to sell cattle in the cities and northern Brazilian provinces. The ranchers—gauchos—in the southern provinces protested. They sent troops to destroy the Argentinian competition.” 
 
    “A trade war. Protectionism as combat. I see why you called them that.” Todd flashed agreement. “I like the name. They are Ragamuffins.” 
 
    “Huh. Yeah. I get it. Still, it sounds like weeks or even months before we get help.” Neill’s voice faded out, and his face held a look of despair. 
 
    “It will be okay, Neill, commilitone mio. We bide our time. Although I’m certain the governor and mayor won’t be happy when we do make our move.” 
 
    “No, they will not. But these are our companies, our people.” Todd’s flashes took on an abruptness the Humans had come to read as anger. “These are our lands, our products. What kind of custodian would I be of Bailey and Kazimatsu’s legacy if I let some thugs walk in and just take it away?” 
 
    “Agreed, my many-armed amico. Agreed.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was only a matter of time before the Ragamuffins, as Tony named them, began to move on Styx. A few troopers arrived on the maglev and started scouting around town, but then a convoy of ground-effect vehicles arrived overland from Landing. 
 
    Their leader immediately went to see Mayor Ennovy. The rumor mill in town was rife with the news that she’d thrown her lot in with the invaders, given her contentious relationship with the heads of the companies that represented most of the “forbidden products” on the Consejo’s list. Troops began to appear patrolling the streets, and visiting the farms and ranches in the Upper Styx Valley.  
 
    “They closed the rec center. We can’t meet there anymore,” Neill told Todd, Roeder, and Tony. “They raided the fridge in our usual spot and took all of the beer.” 
 
    “You don’t look any the worse for it, Neill,” Roeder told him. “In fact, you’re looking a bit healthier these days.” 
 
    “And I have you to thank for that, Brent. I talked with Clarke about that stuff from Avander Pharma that Nautilus offloaded on Cerulean. They shipped some of that down to Loihi last year and have incorporated it into the treatments for the injured mercs. It was exactly what you said it was. Remarkably similar to the formulas you and Molina cooked up. I get stronger every day.” 
 
    “That could be very useful, my friend. I also think it is a secret best kept between us,” said Tony with a wink. “Dese goons allus unduh-estimatate whad’dey don’ unnuhstan’, capisce?”  
 
    “Indeed. Wise counsel as always, Tony,” Todd agreed, flashing amusement in concert with Roeder and Cavanaugh at the affected accent. 
 
    “Now to business.” Tony touched a control on his desk. “Rosetta? Get Toozie on screen and tell us what you know so far.” 
 
    The large conference screen on Tony’s office wall opposite the water tank lit up with the split-screen image of a Wrogul and a Sphen-Eudy. The Wrogul flashed, and the speakers rendered a female voice. “I have been attempting to trace the financing of the Consejo. We all know locking Humans out of the GalNet is a ploy by the guilds to keep them from figuring out what they are up to—but they did not realize that Azure’s non-Human residents would have no such issue. I have more access than Toozie, but between us, we have a better picture than you would get, Tony, Brent, and Neill. Certainly better than the mayor and governor.” 
 
    “Rosetta has been tracking financing, while I have dug into guild comms,” Toozie said from the other half of the screen. “What I can tell you is, the Consejo does not appear to be backed by any of the major guilds, although we can’t rule out that a minor guild, such as Mercantile Transport, is involved.” 
 
    “They are not being paid by Peepo or anyone associated with the Merc Guild. That was unlikely in the first place since no one has heard from the head of the Merc Guild since the Goltar broke the siege of Earth.” Rosetta’s image shuddered slightly when she mentioned the squid-like aliens that were now in control of the Merc Guild. “Still, someone is footing the bill, and the money trail twists and turns and ends up in an account supposedly for supporting Peacemaker Guild Enforcer actions.  
 
    “The tell-tale there is that it is not the primary account for the Enforcers. In fact, the only withdrawals from this account are listed as ‘Consejo’ and ‘crusaders.’ I have seen no other reference to the latter group—but I will keep digging. There are records for the Consejo that refer to it as the CRRG, but they don’t regulate food or crops. Their main activity seems to be evicting ‘colonizers’ from productive lands, and returning them to unskilled natives, who promptly ruin any productive potential. There was a merc unit of the Republica de Rio-Grandense called the Conquistadors, and Peepo used them as site security in Sao Paolo. They all supposedly died in Cartwright’s Raknar rampage.”  
 
    “Whoever these people are, they are using names of convenience. They certainly don’t have any legitimate reason for being here. This is a shakedown, just as you said, Boss,” Toozie concluded the report. 
 
    “This is bad news, though,” Tony rumbled. “If they are not here with a legal writ, then they do not have any constraints on them. There will be resistance, and they will react badly. We need to try to manage this as much as we can until we have the force in place to counter them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reports of Consejo “inspectors” visiting outlying farms and warehouses increased, along with new reports of resistance and fighting back by those same farmers.  
 
    Inspectors at a pineapple farm north of Loihi were pelted with rocks. 
 
    A warehouse on the outskirts of Styx was found to contain spoiled pineapple, mangos, and taro. 
 
    A shipment of macadamia nuts to Landing was mixed with river gravel from the Upper Styx. A considerable amount of ground lava was included, making it impossible to sort out what was essentially ground glass. The entire shipment had to be discarded. 
 
    Somehow shipments of produce managed to leave the planet’s surface and make it to Cerulean Clinic with no indication of how those items were transported. 
 
    Finally, an office building was bombed using a fertilizer-based explosive. It damaged only the local office of the Consejo and was remarkably contained for such a crude bomb. 
 
    This latter action was deemed too severe not to warrant a response, and Silva ordered the governor to declare martial law. When she refused, he sent troops to Styx to enforce it himself. The new rules dictated a curfew that limited movement between sundown and sunup. This effectively eliminated any restaurant traffic to Nonna’s and Mari’s restaurants, and the two ran Tri-V messages protesting the action.  
 
    Marinara was recording Wrogul Iron Chef cooking lessons for broadcast to his fans back on Earth. Tony suggested that he include a message about conditions on Azure, even though he doubted it would do any good. For messages to leave the system, they had to be broadcast to a ship about to transit the gate. The Ragamuffins were effectively blockading the system from the inside, and Silva openly admitted that the Consejo petitioned the Cartography Guild to designate Azure as a closed system, pending the outcome of the “quality inspections and tariff negotiations.” 
 
    The final straw came when a ship appeared at the emergence point that was not approved by the Consejo. The ship transponder identified it as San Pietro registry, marking it as a ship belonging to the Custode Sviss. Todd, Neill, and many others were grateful that the requested help finally arrived, but Tony and his War Room counseled caution. 
 
    The ship was relatively small, just a frigate, and barely a match for one of the Ragamuffin ships. Moreover, aside from identification, it was squawking an emergency code and requesting direct transit to Cerulean Station. Silva’s crew on Wandrey Station ordered the ship to proceed directly to the gate for boarding, inspection, and deportation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
     
 
    Todd and the others were once more in Tony’s office, listening to the comms between WS and the newcomer. 
 
    “CRRG Approach Control to unidentified vessel. You have entered an interdicted station. Cease acceleration and heave-to for boarding.” 
 
    “CRRG Approach, this is Captain Perna of the Jefferson, San Pietrese registry. I have been to this system many times and do not recognize your codes. Where is the controller from Azure Approach or Wandrey Station?” 
 
    “Jefferson, be advised, El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense has taken control of this system pending results of an investigation into violation of UN statutes. We are ordering you to alter course to the gate, where you will be boarded and inspected. Attempt to transit the gate or go anywhere else in the system, and you will be destroyed.” 
 
    “CRRG, I don’t know who you bastards are, or what right the UN thinks it has to interfere with the lawful government of Azure, but I have wounded aboard who need to go to Cerulean Clinic immediately. We’re making course for the station and will take our chances with your popguns.” 
 
    “I have to admire his guts,” Tony said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Perna is known to us. He is a friend of Harryhausen’s. I am concerned about his report of wounded personnel. Could that be a ruse? If it is real, they may not be the assistance we hoped for.” 
 
    “We must wait and see, my friend.” Tony turned to the screen showing his Sphen-Eudy aide. “Toozie, you’re on Cerulean, and the security has been beefed up thanks to you. Keep a close eye in case Jefferson needs assistance.” 
 
    Instead of answering, the rockhopper penguin-like alien just waggled the bright yellow feathers of her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of the six ships that entered the system since Negotiator Silva’s arrival, one was on the ground at Landing, and three were in various orbits around Azure. That left one each to interdict Cerulean Station and the He3 facility at the system’s gas giant, Verdant. There was also Silva’s original ship, which was hiding somewhere in the outer system. Fortunately, the distance and the emission-control routine necessary for stealth meant they would also not be much of a factor in any inner-system battles between the Jefferson and Ragamuffin forces.  
 
    Sure enough, Captain Perna accelerated hard toward Cerulean Station, and the Ragamuffin ship came out to intercept. The ship at Verdant also burned thrusters to break orbit and intercept, but it would not arrive until well after the first ship crossed trajectory with the Jefferson. 
 
    “Designating the Ragamuffin ship from Cerulean as Rogue One and the other as Rogue Two. I am projecting that Rogue One will intercept Jefferson at turnover and will be well outside our defensive perimeter here at Cerulean. Provided that Jefferson proceeds toward us, Rogue Two will intercept at the outer limit of our defenses. I am warming up the lasers and particle beams just in case.” Toozie provided a voice-over commentary from the space station. The clinic maintained geosynchronous orbit above Styx to minimize communications delay for surgical consultation and tele-medicine, but that arrangement was also optimum for maintaining a view of the coming battle. 
 
    “Jefferson is still squawking emergency medical but is accelerating very hard. They must be experiencing three Gs onboard.” 
 
    “That will be very uncomfortable and could be quite dangerous if there are indeed wounded on the ship,” Todd commented. 
 
    “Yes, but they are half-crewed by an aquatic species,” came Paul’s voice from Tony’s new War Room facility in the Kali Uplands north of Loihi. “They will have water-cushioned biobeds and fluid-filled chambers.” 
 
    “If they have enough.”  
 
    Todd was about to reply to Tony’s observation when Toozie’s voice came back over comm. 
 
    “Intercept in ten seconds, turnover in five…four…three…two…one.” There was a pause as they watched the tracks cross on the mapping display. “Jefferson has failed to turn over and is continuing to accelerate. They are past Rogue One, and there appears to have been weapons fire.” 
 
    They all waited tensely for the next report from the higher resolution sensors on Cerulean. 
 
    “There was an exchange of laser and particle beams, and Jefferson appears to have launched grape shot in their wake. Rogue One has stopped acceleration and is leaking atmosphere. There are indications that a reactor may have gone…” 
 
    There was a bright explosion in the Jefferson’s wake. 
 
    “Rogue One is gone. Jefferson has cut thrust and begun turnover. Rogue Two has stepped up acceleration instead of turnover. One of the Ragamuffin ships in Azure orbit is thrusting to break orbit; designating that one Rogue Three.” 
 
    “Betcha Rogue Two is going to cross Jefferson’s trajectory and drop mines.” Neill got up out of his powered chair and stood at the edge of Tony’s desk. It was clear that he wanted to pace but was still a bit unsure of his leg strength. 
 
    “No bet, Neill. I could always beat you at poker.” The voice from Todd’s translator was accompanied by photoglyphs that signified laughter. 
 
    Roeder stood up and moved to Neill’s side. “Come on, old friend. We’ll pace together,” he said as he placed a hand on the other’s elbow. He turned to Tony and winked. “It’s a good thing your office is big enough for all of us, let alone big enough for us to pace.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is the best way to think, or to relieve stress. That’s why I designed it this way.” Tony’s rumbling laugh triggered the same in the other Humans both in the room and on the comms.  
 
    The laughter was interrupted by Toozie’s update. Brent and Neill stopped pacing to look back at the map screen.  
 
    “Jefferson has flipped back over and is thrusting again. They have changed course and are no longer directed toward Cerulean. They will definitely pass within our defensive envelope, though. Rogue Two is no longer on intercept and…they are now changing course. Intercept will be within the defensive envelope. Jefferson is coming into range now. They have cut thrust but have not turned over for deceleration. Rogue Two is decelerating for their intercept. Lasers are firing between the ships. Missiles from both ships and Cerulean defensive installations are in flight.” 
 
    The room was silent as they waited for the next report. 
 
    “Rogue Two’s point defense has eliminated all missiles. Two of theirs got through to Jefferson. She’s damaged, but intact, and still fighting. Rogue Two is in range of Cerulean particle cannon. 
 
    “Target is painted. 
 
    “Firing. 
 
    “Rogue Two is hit. He’s stopped thrust. A couple of escape pods have popped, but not all of them. Marking Rogue Two as likely still combat effective and highly dangerous. It is a good thing you sent some Cobalt Company troops up here, Boss; there’s CASPers in flight. We’re going to have to brace for boarding. I’ll stay on as long as I can. 
 
    “Jefferson is now in a breaking orbit for atmospheric insertion. Rogue Three is moving for intercept, but they’ll be too late. You may need to brace for them to follow Jefferson in and land troops.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, Toozie, we have a few effective defenses in Styx.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cerulean went off the air, so the others watched the rest of the battle unfold on the screen. Jefferson was indeed decelerating to enter the atmosphere but was clearly not heading for the starport at Landing. 
 
    “They’re heading for Dillingham! Is the ‘port ready for them?” Neill asked as he nodded to Roeder, took his arm back, and sat back in his chair. 
 
    “It was scheduled to be ready next week. The beacon is effective, but the field is not completely fused. There will be dangerous flying debris.” 
 
    “The only crew at the ‘port right now is Jack Sparrow’s crew, and they are buttoned up and waiting.” 
 
    Several of the retired mercenaries in Loihi had a keen knowledge of Earth’s military history. The new mercenary training ground in the Kali Heights north of Loihi had been named “Schofield” in honor of the training ground in the middle of Hawaii’s capital island of Oahu. In fact, most of Gamboa’s “War Room” staff were currently in a bunker nicknamed “Red Bank” that was dug into the red volcanic rock of the Heights hillside. Likewise, the clandestine starport being built on a high plateau had been named “Dillingham” in honor of an airfield that played a pivotal role in fighting back against the Japanese air raid just after dawn on December 7, 1941.  
 
    “Red Bank, send the word to Jack to expect incoming. Tell him he is ‘weapons free,’ but also tell him he is NOT to hit the Jefferson.” The screen was now split between the orbital tracks and the image of the Wrogul Paul, who was currently in the bunker coordinating information flow between Cerulean, Styx, Schofield, and Dillingham.  
 
    “What does Jack have that can reach Rogue Three if they don’t chase all the way down?” Roeder asked. 
 
    “Oh, Jack is very inventive.” The screen now showed Gerhard Jackson in his office in Loihi. “He’s been up there working with some of those old tanks Tony had us bring from Earth. Apparently, he’s been reading some old Earth science fiction about AI-controlled tanks called “bolos.” He dug into GalNet sources for intelligent controllers until I reminded him about the ban. He pouted for a while, but then just wired them for pinplant interface and recruited his brother James and nephew Peter to operate them.” 
 
    Greg was interrupted by Toozie reporting from Cerulean Station. “Tony, we have boarders. Cobalt Company is suited up in their surplus CASPers and combat armor. We have all patients in life support pods, just in case, and the station staff are in environment suits. Rogue Two is still not under thrust, but they popped a couple of missiles at us, and one got through. One of the mercs was badly injured by a collapsing bulkhead. Ridley performed emergency surgery, then hopped into the guy’s empty CASPer. He’s not the steadiest on two legs, but he’s adapting very fast. He’s on the line with the rest of the security force.” 
 
    “Ridley is Harryhausen’s bud. This does not surprise me. He will defend the station and provide emergency medical services without blinking,” Todd supplied. 
 
    “Things are about to get exciting up here. I’ll send updates when I can, but we’ll be a bit busy in the interim. To’olo’osa for Cerulean, out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jefferson was decelerating, and it had to be getting very uncomfortable for any injured personnel aboard. The high acceleration during the battle imparted so much velocity that the ship was now decelerating at a steady four Gs, but with the engines occasionally throttled up to a six-G deceleration. They had to, otherwise hitting atmosphere would have been the equivalent of hitting a solid steel wall in a ground vehicle moving in excess of fifty miles an hour. 
 
    “Jefferson has cut thrust and has reached atmospheric interface. They have turned over and are now thrusting at right angles to reentry to shallow out their approach. They will be hitting ionization in ten seconds.” Paul had taken over reporting the battle ever since Toozie went off the air the first time. His synthesized voice was calm and efficient and would’ve had a soothing effect, if not for the overwhelming strain of the situation.  
 
    A new voice came on the comm, and Roeder started for a moment, before realizing the speaker was at Red Bank, probably the safest place on the planet right now. “Rogue Three is decelerating for reentry. They have launched missiles at Jefferson.” Amy paused, then continued, “Some of those are going to miss and hit the surface…no, correction, those missiles are definitely aimed at the surface. We have incoming orbital bombardment to Dillingham. They know we’re here, now.” 
 
    “That’s against galactic law!” exclaimed Neill. 
 
    “We’ve been pretty sure all along that they aren’t following any sense of law,” chided Tony.  
 
    Amy resumed reporting. “Jack has activated point defense. Löwe and Ratte are firing.”  
 
    Following the defeat of Mengele, Harryhausen’s team discovered a cache of weapons hidden inside a cavern under the Alps outside Innsbruck, Austria. Tony suggested they bring as much of it as possible. Only the large museum pieces were offloaded before Nautilus left, but the resident Wrogul armament genius Jack Sparrow was thrilled to upgrade them to modern weapon systems. In particular, he turned the three World War II German supertanks—named for lion, rat, and mouse—into a planetary defense system. Unfortunately, it was limited by line of sight, and mainly covered the Styx Valley. Still, the current situation was perfect for the first use.  
 
    The map view changed to ground-based cameras tracking both Jefferson and Rogue Three. The latter could be seen launching missiles at ground and air targets alike. A steady stream of yellow light flashes indicated the rounds from the oversized magnetic accelerator cannons—MACs—mounted to the Maus or “mouse” tank under James’ direction, and the smaller Löwe or “lion” tank under the direction of Peter. Jack would be manning the Ratte. Despite the implicit size ranking of the names, the Löwe was the smallest, at seventy tons, equivalent to the largest Russian and American tanks of that age, and for several decades after. At two hundred tons, the Maus was three times larger than the venerable American Abrams tank that was the model for the Combat Assault System-Vehicular, or CAS-Vs, that many mercs referred to as tanks.  
 
    A new line of bright orange flashes began to streak skyward from the largest of the supertanks. “Ratte’s railgun is firing.”  
 
    As far as history was concerned, the Ratte never left the drawing board. At one-thousand tons, it would have been the land equivalent of a battleship, and even at one-hundredth the mass of a WWII ocean-going battleship, it would have been able to field equivalent firepower. For planetary defense, Jack had fit Ratte with a huge railgun.  
 
    It took a half-dozen rounds for Ratte to get the range on Rogue Three. Given their willingness to fire on ground targets from above the legal ten-mile limit, the Styx defenders had no qualms about unleashing Hell’s fury on the Ragamuffin ship. Four more rounds, and the observers could see Rogue Three break into flaming pieces as atmospheric friction finished the job started by the Human-Wrogul weapon. 
 
    “Jefferson is landing,” Amy reported after the screen switched back to a view of Dillingham’s designated starship landing pad. “There’s a lot of debris because we haven’t got the surface cleaned off yet.” 
 
    “It’ll be cleaned off now,” Tony remarked under his breath. 
 
    “Jefferson is down. They look bad. There is considerable damage, and not all of it is new.” Paul took over describing the ship from his closer viewpoint through the closed-circuit monitoring from Dillingham to Red Bank. “There is damage all the way down to the engines bells, and one landing strut looks…” 
 
    “It’s collapsing!” Amy’s voice interrupted the Wrogul as the observers watched the multi-story frigate begin to tilt. Apparently someone at the helm was still alert, because maneuvering thrusters fired on the downward side of the fuselage. It appeared that the ship was about to roll, but again, a thruster fired, and the ship settled to the ground in a reasonably controlled manner.  
 
    It was a crash, but one the crew would likely walk away from. 
 
    Unfortunately, Jefferson was unlikely to fly again, and Azure’s best, most immediate hope of orbital defense, collapsed with it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Azure Approach Control was no longer in charge of communicating with incoming ships to either the system or the planet. The Ragamuffins took over those duties, and since the arrival of Jefferson, they actively jammed any possible communication between ground and orbit.  
 
    That didn’t mean the facility was left unattended, though. Tony made a case to Governor Becke that they needed to keep AAC active, tracking the Ragamuffin ships so they would know if they were going to make a move on the planet. Ever since the space battle surrounding Jefferson’s arrival, relations were strained between Styx and the official government offices in Landing, but that just made it even more important to keep an eye on their mutual enemy. 
 
    “Incoming! We have incoming.” 
 
    A second voice joined the first. “Ballistic inbound track. It appears to have originated above the atmosphere. It looks like a meteor, but it’s very, very large.” 
 
    The watch commander hit a large red button on his console, and an alarm began to sound. He picked up a phone that rang in two offices—one in Landing, the other, presumably, in Styx. “Governor, Mister Todd, we have an alert. Incoming ballistic object, mass between fifty and one hundred kilotons, moving about twenty KPS.” 
 
    “Yes sir, that’s pretty damned slow for a meteor; nevertheless, it’s still three times escape velocity, and there won’t be any time to intercept.” 
 
    “No sir, I wasn’t aware of that.” 
 
    “Sir, look at this!” The watch commander turned from the comm images of Zikshita and Todd to see an orange streak rise from the planet’s surface and strike the meteor, fragmenting it. 
 
    “Hairston, get me tracking on those fragments!” He turned back to the comm. “Very impressive, sir. That bought us some time. It looks like most of the fragments will hit the ocean instead of the settlement.” 
 
    “Sir! We are tracking three fragments in excess of five kilotons. We have an eight-kiloton piece that will land approximately three hundred kilometers west and one hundred fifty south of Landing. The other two will hit open ocean. The first will impact five hundred kilometers due south of Landing, at six-point-five KT. The last big fragment is right on five KT, and we’re looking at impact one hundred sixty klicks southwest of the Uturoa Seamount.” 
 
    “Ma’am, sir, did you get that? Those fragments are in the range of the ones that created Lonar, Meteor, and Wolfe Creek Craters on Earth.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am, we can expect tremors from the badlands strike. Also, we need to alert Ualapue and the Arritim Colony to brace for tsunami.” 
 
    “No ma’am, the entire Nanakuli peninsula is between Landing and the impact sites. We shouldn’t see more than a large wave as it wraps around.” 
 
    “No sir, I was not aware the Wrogul had a colony off of Uturoa. Yes, sir, an alert is going out to the rafts even as we speak.” 
 
    “Boss, first impact in thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, sir. Styx may get some wave coming up the delta. Everyone needs to brace. One question—do we notify Negotiator Silva and the Consejo? 
 
    “Oh…OH! Yes, understood sir. Yes, I agree, it would have been a world breaker without your defensive system. If you two will excuse me. Everyone needs to brace for the ground shocks. AAC out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That was clearly meant to be a punitive strike in response to the farm rebellions and Jefferson’s arrival.” Roeder, Todd, and Gamboa were no longer in Tony’s spacious Styx office. The earthquakes that had occurred in the aftermath of the badlands strike cracked the large Wrogul tank in one corner. They were now in a remote facility Tony had intended to be a private vacation spot on the north coast of Ho’opa’a, the same distance from Landing, but in the opposite direction of Styx Town. It hadn’t been intended as a secret hideout, but recent events suggested one might be needed. 
 
    In particular, word from Landing was that Silva had sent forces to arrest Governor Becke, and soldiers had been reported in Styx, looking for Todd. Strangely, the Humans seemed to be ignoring the Wrogul, despite it being common knowledge among Azure inhabitants that Earth considered Todd to be co-governor with Becke. As far as Todd himself was concerned, he had never sought that level of attention and was prepared to remain a relative unknown as far as the Ragamuffins were concerned. 
 
    Tony’s family was mostly in Loihi, surrounded by mercs. Roeder’s family was scattered all over the planet, but considering the number of colony members with Roeder genetics, they would not have been useful in threatening him. Amy was safe in Red Bank, and she was the one who mattered most. Oh, and Meryll, but she was with Marinara. Guido and Nunzio would keep them safe. 
 
    Cavanaugh went to Ualapue to advise on the reconstruction of the remote town following the double damage caused by the earthquake and tsunami. As the person most responsible for the physical growth of Styx, and with his newly restored strength and mobility, he was the logical choice to supervise the cleanup. Both the fiber optic and maglev lines to the remote town were cut, so he travelled on a wingship that was modified—since the loss of LUN-180—with jet turbines capable of limited flight in case of large waves. The aftershocks from the strikes were still reverberating around the planet, and the waters of the shallow Lepo Sea were still in turmoil.  
 
    “Have we heard from Cerulean yet?” asked Tony.  
 
    With the Ragamuffins blocking all communications, there was no direct comm traffic with the orbital clinic since a brief message saying that the boarders had been repelled. Neill suggested they attempt direct laser communication with the station. Since the station was geosynchronous, they could use either a communications or astronomy laser to send a modulated light signal to the station. It was Todd who answered the question of how to ensure the station knew that it was a signal and not a weapon. 
 
    “Wrogul communicate with light pulses. We simply modulate the laser in tune with my photophores. Any Wrogul seeing the laser will instantly interpret it as words. We just detune the laser so it spreads enough to be visible throughout the whole station. Passage through the atmosphere should handle that.” 
 
    “I have been in touch with Clarke. They are well, treating wounded and making repairs. They lost two of the Wrogul doctors, and one Human doctor. Lloyd and Clive were performing battlefield medicine when a bulkhead blew out. Doctor d’Almeida was in surgery when the boarders breached the OR. He saved the patient and fought off several Ragamuffins. It is amazing what a scalpel will do to an environment suit. Unfortunately, there was one too many, and they shot him.  
 
    “They also lost about half the Cobalt Company mercs. About half of them are simply combat-ineffective and are being patched up. We still lost sixteen percent of our fighting force to explosive decompression, and another ten percent to enemy fire. 
 
    “By the way, it may interest Gerhard Jackson to know that the Coonradt kid—Derrick? Well, once again, he came through a battle unscathed. He even managed to take out four of the enemy without friendly fire this time. He is finally earning his team name ‘Sharpshooter.’”  
 
    The last comment earned laughs from Tony and Roeder. They’d heard from Harryhausen and Jackson that the young merc had been the sole survivor of his squad, coming through totally untouched by weapons fire himself, and then managed to shoot Ray’s Peacemaker partner Lucky with a grazing shot from his laser.  
 
    “Tony, Clarke told me that To’olo’osa asked the two of us to set up a relay so that she could talk with you directly. She asked if we could handle this through Wrogul translators, or perhaps set up an encrypted laser transducer for a private conversation. I am not certain of what she wants, but she told Clarke she may be able to get us some help. On that basis, I told him to agree. Since he and I would still have access to any Wrogul translation, I told him to work with Paul to get laser-encryption set up. We will let you know when the link is ready.” 
 
    “Hmm, I wonder what that is about,” Tony mused. “Very well, it will have to wait. The report from Dillingham is that the Jefferson was carrying the remains of your grandson Verne’s old unit, the Copperheads. They were stranded on Orcutt by the Siege of Earth, and then attacked by a company of Goka. Most of them were walking wounded even before their crash landing. Right now, the only two combat effectives are Verne and Colonel DiNote of the Custode Sviss—and DiNote lost a leg in the Siege. Fortunately, he drives a Mark Eight CASPer and uses pinplants to operate it. The Jefferson is a total loss. We have ship’s crew and additional troops after they are patched up, but I fear we will not have enough time for them to recover.” 
 
    The comm screen lit up with the image of Michael Caparelli, Cyan Corp’s legal advisor and liaison to the Azure government office in Landing. His face looked dour. “Gentlemen, I have unsettling news. The Consejo has announced the arrival of their chief counselor—a Mister Giuseppe Garibaldi. His first act as soon as he set foot off of the shuttle was to declare Azure in rebellion against lawful UN authority and order the execution of Zikshita Becke for treason.” 
 
    “He can’t do that! We’re a Human-Wrogul colony and fall under Union jurisdiction, not Earth!” Roeder jumped up, jostling Todd’s travel tank and spilling water on the floor. 
 
    “I would tell you to calm down, my friend, but I am afraid I cannot do so myself. Unfortunately, they already violated Union law by bombarding us from above the ten-mile limit. They are…” Todd’s translation stopped as his photophore flashed in the pattern Tony and Brent recognized as “talking to himself.” 
 
    “The word you want is ‘brigands,’ I believe. The land version of pirates.” Tony retrieved a towel and was wiping up the spilled water—not out of any concern over the expensive wood decking, but rather because both he and Roeder needed to pace. 
 
    “Yes, brigands, although there are many better words in my language. You might pronounce it as <click>hiss<click>ah-ta-lee<sh>. There is no English equivalent, but it means a person who would bombard his own position out of spite over being deprived of a prize.” 
 
    “We call that an ‘asshole.’” 
 
    “Yes, Brent. Very appropriate.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took several days to set up a reliable laser decoder that could handle both the Wrogul light-flash language and spoken English without connection through the translator network. Toozie explained further that it wasn’t that she didn’t trust the Wrogul, nor was she worried about them listening in—in fact, she encouraged Todd, Wells, Paul, and Brent to hear what she told Tony.  
 
    “It’s just that my people learned long ago not to trust the GalNet. The Humans had a company that professed ‘don’t be evil’ and then proceeded to spy on everyone who used their services. The Information Guild never made such promises about GalNet, and it has been obvious for centuries that periodic updates to the translator network could be used to monitor conversations all across the galaxy.” 
 
    Wrogul language was one of the few exceptions, since the translators did not actually interpret photoglyphs, but rather interfaced directly with Wrogul pinplants. Some of the notes Nemo provided with the initial designs for Human pinplants warned that such technology could be hacked. He expressed concern that his friend Sato’s pinplants were hacked, and his behavior influenced, while he was working on behalf of the Science Guild on Azure many decades ago. Molina, Roeder, and several expert programmers designed safeguards into the current iteration of Human brain-computer interfaces, but they were well aware that a motivated adversary would be able to overcome the firewalls, given time, effort, money…and motivation.  
 
    The Wrogul data analyst Paul developed a rudimentary sign language to communicate with his Human friends in the combined Human-Wrogul schools in Styx. Derek Bailey attempted the same many years before Paul but could not get anyone to adopt it. By starting with Human teens, the language caught on, and many workers in jobs that served both Humans and Wrogul now knew at least a few of the common signs.  
 
    Paul and Amy were refining the language through the use of gloves that emitted different colored lights on different fingers. The lights were activated by flexing the fingers, expanding on the basic signs, and providing much greater communication. Programming for the Azure Sign Language gloves was hard coded into the devices, and not pinlinked to either AetherNet or GalNet. That made the processing chips for the ASL gloves the perfect encryption system to secure communications between Cerulean and Styx—as well as Styx and Loihi, Schofield, Dillingham, and Tony’s unnamed retreat. 
 
    When the system was ready, Todd notified Clarke, and Toozie called the others at Tony’s home. “Sophonts, I feel it is time to tell you a bit of the history of the Sphen-Eudy. Most likely the only information you have about my people is the experience of Doctor Roeder and Dr. Octavius on To’Os.” 
 
    Paul and Wells flashed a glyph of query to Todd. He answered by flashing “Molina” while Roeder answered “Squiddy.” 
 
    “Yes, the Wrogul you called Molina and the Humans called Squiddy was registered on To’Os as Doctor Otto Octavius. His presence on our planet was certainly felt deeply. 
 
    “He introduced a tailored virus that caused avians to molt, and he held the antidote hostage until the local bureaucracy saw things his way,” Roeder said in response to Toozie reaching out and touching the bright yellow feathers that formed her eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, indeed. It was a very Seepha way to do business.” Toozie paused a moment and then corrected herself. “My apologies, Seepha is simply what we call ourselves. ‘Sphen-Eudy’ is a contraction of your Human terms ‘Sphenicidae’ and ‘Eudyptes’—the family and genus for the creatures you call ‘rockhopper penguins.’ We are larger, but the resemblance is uncanny, and our scientists have been debating the reason ever since the GalNet was updated with details of Earth’s flora and fauna. 
 
    “But I digress. We realize most Galactics call us ‘Tossers’ because of our world, To’Os, but that planet was not our home. Our original planet was taken from us by the powerful guilds as punishment for our race’s attempt to defeat or subjugate many of the—ahem—lesser species such as Veetanho, Goltar, MinSha, and so forth.” 
 
    “Lesser races?” Tony muttered under his breath. “They think of Veetanho as a lesser race?” 
 
    “Indeed, for that is what they were to us. F’awkl’n was our original home, and, from there, Seepha set up to expand into local space. We found other sophonts and either swore them to our service or defeated them when they resisted. We controlled dozens of worlds. 
 
    “We were undefeated…but then we were betrayed.” 
 
    “You are not one of the thirty-seven mercenary races. Why is this not in GalNet history?” Paul had been listening, and his photophores were muted as he compared what he was hearing to official GalNet accounts of the Sphen-Eudy…no, Seepha.  
 
    “We never fought for pay, and we never hired out to others. We conquered worlds for our own use. We were never mere mercenaries.  
 
    “We conquered several of the colonies of the lesser races, and their home systems grew angry. They banded together and denied us supplies, they embargoed our shipments, and worst of all, they denied us passage through the gates. To ensure passage, we were forced to pay exorbitant gate fees and also bribe the gate masters. 
 
    “We equipped some of our fleet with hyperspace shunts, but we did not have the technology ourselves. It had to be bought—or stolen. As markets were closed to us, we lost control of our subject worlds. Many systems rebelled, and we put them down—until the lesser races turned off the gates. 
 
    “Our fleets were stranded in many of our colony worlds. The commanders were ordered to secure their vessels—to preserve them where possible—and to hide them. We were spread too thin, with no way to maintain control. 
 
    “We lost our colony worlds. We were forced to stow away on other vessels to return to our home world, and many of us never managed to make it there. To this day, stargates will not activate for a Seepha vessel. Eventually we lost our home world as well. The last world we occupied with any sizeable population was To’Os, and it was three gate jumps from our home—the location of which is now lost to all but a few. 
 
    “The commanders of our last fleets hid them well and passed down the secrets across the hundred generations since our betrayal. The fleet personnel became families as we attempted to hold our people together in small systems across the galaxy. Many of those families have been lost, as well as the fleets they protected.” Toozie took a deep breath as she finished the story. 
 
    “So, why are you telling us this?” Tony asked. 
 
    Todd looked carefully at the Human. If he was reading the expression correctly, Tony already knew the answer. Todd was certain he knew as well. 
 
    “I and my family are the last of the line of Fleet Commander To’omys. I know where there is a fleet of warships in need of a crew.” 
 
    “That won’t do us any good if you can’t get them through a gate. Does the restriction still hold after this many generations?” 
 
    “Once each generation, we test the gates. The restriction still holds, although it is uncertain the Sumatozou controlling them even know the interdiction codes are still active. However, my grandfather’s fleet has hyperspace shunts. The ships were moved to a nearby system once we started studying your people—both of you, Human and Wrogul.” 
 
    “Both of us?” 
 
    “Yes, we had the opportunity to observe both Roeder and Octavius in close proximity. You have a delightfully…flexible…approach to ethics. The Mercenary Guild is correct to fear Humans. Left unchecked, you will rule the galaxy within a few generations. The Wrogul are powerful and fearful allies. In fact, I do not think you know your own potential.”  
 
    Paul began to flash a glyph of query, but Toozie cut him off before the translator could voice the question.  
 
    “There are many things I cannot tell you, many things I do not know myself, only that Seepha lore mentions your race with awe. What matters is that we like you, Humans and Wrogul alike, and I have been authorized to offer you the six remaining ships of To’omys’ fleet. They will need crews, but I believe you have trained personnel from the Jefferson, do you not?” 
 
    “We do, at least those who were not injured.” Tony looked at Todd and received a flash of assent. He turned back to Toozie’s image on the comm. “That does not explain how we can break through the interdiction in our own system.” 
 
    “I have a ship parked at Verdant, among the tankers. There is a way to ensure the gate activates, but I can only use it a single time. As Captain To’omys’ heir, I was given a token—Humans would call it a ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card. I can take the volunteer crew to the Phinglas system, where my uncles are waiting. They have prepared the ships and are awaiting my signal.” 
 
    Tony and the others were silent for a few moments. Finally, Roeder spoke up. “Why are you doing this? Squiddy’s and my experience with Tossers is that you don’t do anything without reward. What’s the price? For that matter, what’s the explanation for To’Os? How do you go from being so good at warfare, to running the biggest syndicate of organized crime in the galaxy?” 
 
    “There is no price, other than a place to live that is not To’Os. There are too many of us condensed into one place, and some of us are tired of the bird-eat-bird society.  
 
    “As for an explanation…when the Seepha were exiled to To’Os, the only thing left for our species was crime. Given our racial traits, if the only choice was to be criminals, we were going to be the best criminals in the galaxy. Don Gamboa, you ran a syndicate on Earth. Why did you come to Azure?” 
 
    “For one thing, I was invited.” 
 
    “Would you then invite us? We can be productive members of your colony.” 
 
    “What makes you think we’d accept war-penguins into our midst?” 
 
    “Five hundred generations changes a species, sir. War is counterproductive. Business is something entirely different. We’ve also learned that with good business partners, we can do more to achieve our goals of being free from the type of galactic interference Earth recently experienced at the hands of the Mercenary Guild. We do not wish to conquer you, because we see you as our equals. 
 
    “I will leave you to discuss my proposal. Todd can notify Clarke when you have decided.” 
 
    The comm blanked, and Paul confirmed that the link had indeed been terminated. 
 
    “Can we trust them?” asked Todd. 
 
    “About as far as we can toss ‘em,” Roeder replied with a grin on his face. 
 
    Todd flashed a glyph of derision for the pun, and Tony just grimaced. 
 
    “Besides, I still have the virus Squiddy used to embarrass them—plus a whole lot more.” 
 
    After several more minutes of discussion, Tony cleared his throat. “Gentlebeings, I suggest we take the evil penguins up on their offer.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few weeks involved several changes to the personal habits of the “Core Planners,” as Roeder called them. The number of Ragamuffin troops in Styx Town increased, and they started going door-to-door looking for “the collaborators Gamboa and Todd.” There was no indication that the troops were aware that Todd was a Wrogul, however. While the whic-whac, along with all other public gathering sites, were closed for the duration of the “emergency,” there was no move on the Wrogul pools and habitats. Nevertheless, Tony suggested that the four of them—himself, Todd, Roeder, and Cavanaugh—should split up and not be in the same place at the same time.  
 
    Tony was officially at his retreat, but actually in yet another location, secured by members of his family who’d accompanied him from Earth. Roeder was avoiding contact with family members and staying with a family friend on one of the mariculture rafts off the Nanakuli Peninsula. Cavanaugh traveled to the southernmost settlement, Ualapue, to assist one of his nephews with tsunami recovery. Todd remained in Styx but moved to the underwater cave near Ye Olde Blacksmithe Shop where Verne lived before leaving to join a merc unit. 
 
    From his sources in Landing, Tony learned that Governor Becke’s execution hadn’t gone the way Silva and Garibaldi expected. He was able to intercept a conversation in which Silva was explaining that civil authority on Azure didn’t revert to the lieutenant governor—who was apparently in the Consejo’s pocket—but to “co-Governor Todd.” Apparently neither Silva nor Garibaldi realized that Todd was Wrogul, either, and while they were combing through Styx Town, they never thought to look in the water. Furthermore, they seemed to think the Wrogul whose badly damaged ship had appeared in the system seventy-five years ago was Marinara and were unaware that there were over one-hundred Wrogul on Azure. 
 
    Never interrupt the enemy in the process of making a mistake. Todd pondered on the wisdom of Tony’s words as he met with Paul in his underwater retreat. 
 
    “Have you heard from the Azure Free Colony?” he flashed to Paul. 
 
    “They call themselves something unpronounceable in the Human language but will consent to being called the Hau’ula Colony. And no, I have not heard from them since the attack. I worry, though. The shockwaves must have done much damage to their settlement.” 
 
    “I worry, too. I know why Jacques left. Part of it was the disagreement with me, and part of it was pressure from Ballard and Olivier to explore the deep ocean. That does not change the fact that they are my offspring.” 
 
    “He does not blame you anymore. He has seen young Wrogul leave—Rosetta is one—and a few have joined him. He considers Hau’ula an experimental colony and opened contact with me to explain that they were not behind the raft sabotage.” 
 
    “That is still unsolved, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, but Amy is wondering whether it was an advance effort by the Ragamuffins to distract us as they ‘scouted the place out,’ in her words.” 
 
    “That is possible, but there is something familiar about the unusual sightings. I fear there is something in my lost memory that knows what all this means. I know the Human call this déjà vu.” 
 
    “Amy and I have explored every aspect of your recorded memory from your first awakening on Azure. Furthermore, I have made Human and Wrogul memory my particular field of study. Your memory was not blocked, it was totally erased. Human déjà vu comes from the confluence of sensory cues with the context of memory, and not just memory itself. I am unsure how you could have stored contextual memory to account for this feeling, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, Grandson, it is the same feeling I have regarding the intentions of the Galactics toward Humans. There is great danger coming. We must be prepared—both for the immediate battle, and the coming larger conflict. I want you to go to Raft Complex #44 and see if you can make contact with Jacques. You may tell him you are my emissary, or on your own, however you see fit, but please convey that I am concerned for their safety.” 
 
    “I will go as your emissary. I believe Jacques will be receptive.” 
 
    “Go, then. Be safe, be careful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next meeting was held in a place that was considerably less comfortable than Tony’s retreat. At the same time, it was larger and more secure, so it had that going for it. 
 
    “Welcome to Trippler, gentlebeings,” Mayor Jackson greeted Todd as his travel tank rolled into the large underground room. “After we started Cobalt Company, we realized we would need a medical facility suitable for active-duty mercs.” He pointed toward the ceiling. “The clinic is above us, run by docs on loan from Cerulean. Irwin is our head Wrogul surgeon, and he’s currently working with the surviving Copperheads.” 
 
    Jackson turned to indicate the cavernous room around them. “Mercs undergoing treatment really don’t want to be far from their CASPers, so we figured we’d need a facility to park the mechs nearby. At the same time, we figured having some secured meeting and storage wouldn’t be a bad idea.” 
 
    “Events have proven that to be correct,” Todd replied. 
 
    “Yes, they have. The meeting room is this way.”  
 
    The concrete floors, walls, and ceiling reminded Todd of something he had seen during his and Neill’s trip to Earth. A…parking garage, I believe it was called. Sure enough, there were several ground vehicles, as well as CASPers lined up along the walls. To one side was a tall, wide door, and next to that was an unusual oversized mech with extremely wide legs and arms. As they got closer, it became apparent that each leg and arm could actually be divided into two independent limbs, yielding a total of eight configurable appendages.  
 
    “Verne is here?” 
 
    “Yes, the injured mercs on Jefferson were from his unit—the Copperheads. They were badly mauled at Orcutt, and the evasive maneuvers didn’t help.” 
 
    “He is…well?” 
 
    “Come see for yourself. He’s the acting commander now, and is with Colonel DiNote of the Custode Sviss, waiting for you. 
 
    “I must confess…I am nervous.” 
 
    “Don’t be. He’s been closeted with Jack Sparrow most of the time but kept asking when this meeting would occur and imploring us to see to your security. He appears to be worried about you.” 
 
    “That…is gratifying. Let us go in, then.” 
 
    Inside the conference room were two large water tanks, several Humans, and multiple wall screens displaying other members of the Core Planners. One Human was seated in a device that stood on eight legs. He had one natural and one artificial leg. As Todd watched, he maneuvered his conveyance to greet Todd and Jackson as they entered.  
 
    “Greg.” He nodded toward Jackson. “Mister Todd, I am Colonel Christopher DiNote of the Custode Sviss, late of the SPMS Jefferson.” 
 
    Todd pulled himself up out of the tank to extend an arm in a traditional handshake. “Just Todd, please. I am pleased to meet you and hope the others of your ship are okay.” Todd shifted his gaze toward DiNote’s perch. “I see my grandson has provided for your comfort.”  
 
    “It’s remarkable. We spend much of our time in zero G, and most of the time I’m planet-side, I’m in a CASPer. Given the need to re-learn to walk with an artificial leg, I’m grateful to be able to ride, and he designed it to respond to my pinplants just like my CASPer. He’s calling this ‘Verne’s Assistive Mobility, Personal’ or VAMPer. I suspect my troops will be calling me ‘Colonel Vampire’ before too long.” 
 
    DiNote and Jackson laughed, and Todd joined in. “So where is my genius grandson?” 
 
    “I am here, Grandfather.” A Wrogul with gray-gold eyes was perched on a high stool similar to the ones used by the clinic doctors. This one clearly showed Verne’s influence, as it moved under its own power toward Todd’s tank.  
 
    Verne reached several arms out to Todd, who reciprocated by entwining arms with his offspring. The two communed for several minutes via light flashes alone, before separating. Todd flashed a glyph of contentment and turned to the Humans. “My apologies, but my grandson and I have not seen each other for more than fifteen years. It is good that he is well.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Jackson rubbed his hands together and gestured toward a U-shaped table with the open end facing the wall screens. “Let’s get started, then.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they took places around the curved base of the table, the screens lit up to reveal Brent and Amy Roeder, Neill Cavanaugh, Tony Gamboa, and Paul. The image of the latter was clearly in an aquatic setting, as his photophores began to flash and the speakers translated his glyphs. 
 
    “I am at Raft #44. No sign of Jacques’ people at all. I have a diving bell to maintain the salinity and sulfur content of my environment, so I will attempt to descend to the colony and contact them personally.” 
 
    “Please convey our concern for their wellbeing. That is the main reason I sent you,” Todd added just before Paul’s image faded from the screen.  
 
    Amy Roeder spoke up next. “Toozie got her ship down to Dillingham to pick up some Arritim and Human crew for her family ships. They ran the gate last night and got through before the Ragmop ships could catch them.” 
 
    “‘Ragmops?’” 
 
    “I got tired of calling them Ragamuffins. It’s too long. I’m certainly not going to dignify them with the Consejo title.” 
 
    Tony Gamboa guffawed. “I like it! ‘Ragmops,’ it is!” When the laughter died down, he continued, “How will Humans and Arritim manage on Sphen-Eudy ships? They’re only three to four feet tall.” 
 
    “Actually, they resemble the Eudyptes moselyi rockhopper penguins in that they hop as much as they walk. That requires somewhat higher ceilings. A Human over six feet will have to duck frequently, but Arritim are only five feet on average. A moderate-sized Human will find it close, but tolerable. The problem is, the control stations are low to the bulkhead. The starfish-like Arritim will manage, but Humans will have to sit on the floor.” 
 
    “I have a mental picture of sitting za-zen in front of a pilot console and being one with the ship…” Jackson’s quip brought additional laughter. It was one of those meetings where dark humor was necessary to relieve the tension. 
 
    “Neill, how is the Arritim settlement?” 
 
    “They like the shallows right on the edge of shore, and the double tsunami really did a number on their buildings, but they’re okay, as long as they can find some shade from the direct sun.” 
 
    “Ah, much the same as we Wrogul.” 
 
    “Yes, so we’ve provided something similar. We have temporary awnings erected, and the locals from Ualapue are helping with cleanup and rebuilding. Onshore is rather marshy now, but the Stars say they like that even better. Back on San Pietro, they have a region known as The Wet, which is a large tidal marsh. They’ll be fine in the long run, and the combined reconstruction effort is good for neighborly relations. Ualapue took very little damage, other than losing the comm fiber for a while, and the maglev being down.” 
 
    Roeder cut in to say, “It may be a good idea for you to remain at Ualapue for a while. The troops are very active in Styx right now.”  
 
    Cavanaugh nodded. “I’m staying with my grand-niece. Reggie’s got room, and her husband and I are heading up the rebuild with the Stars, so that’s fine.”  
 
    “Speaking of troops searching,” Gamboa resumed, “Todd, the Ragmops are looking for you in earnest now.” 
 
    “Well, if I am in Earnest, I am not in Styx, am I?” 
 
    “Wait, was that a joke?” 
 
    “Perhaps a small one.” 
 
    “So far, they haven’t ventured into the Upper Styx. That is surprising, since they must know the weapon which shot at Rogue Three was up in the Kali Heights.” 
 
    “That means they are planning something—” Todd was interrupted by alarms. The screens switched to show orbital tracks and zoomed out to show three large ballistic objects headed toward the inner system. One appeared to be targeted at Cerulean Clinic, with two more headed for planetfall. 
 
    “Amy, does Jack have the defensive cannon ready?” 
 
    “It’s ready, Tony, but just wait for a moment.” The icon object headed for Cerulean blinked, then disappeared, replaced by many small icons, now on a course diverging from the geosynchronous station. The other two objects continued to approach the planet, then the same thing happened to both of them. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Mines. A little parting gift from Toozie. She left us with a hold-full of proximity mines. When inert, they can only be detected by the people who put them there. We had a couple of orbital workers placing them in a position to interdict Azure and the Clinic.” 
 
    “Who did you get to do that?” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “Peter and James. Jack Sparrow isn’t the only mad Wrogul genius up this way. Those two have been itching to try out the orbital maneuver suits he made for them. Toozie dropped them at Cerulean, along with the new comm gear, before she left.” 
 
    “It might not be a bad thing they are up there. The Ragmops—” Gamboa chuckled as he used the new nickname, “—have either suborned or coerced the gate master. The Sumatozou are a mercenary race, in addition to supplying most of the gate crew. If Gate Master Tsanghopal was his own ‘phant, he would not allow these orbital bombardment attempts. We will probably need to send a team to retake the gate.” 
 
    “I will lead that team,” Verne said, for the first time in the meeting. “Getting to the gate will require stealth for as long as possible, then high-G evasive maneuvers. Humans cannot withstand the gee-forces necessary. Arritim might be able to, if fully immersed. Wrogul will have no problem as long as we have a ship.” 
 
    “We can supply that,” DiNote said. “Captain Perna laid the Jefferson down very carefully to avoid blocking the cargo and shuttle access bays. It was a remarkable feat of piloting.” 
 
    “How is your captain?” Gamboa asked. 
 
    “He’s in guarded condition, with considerable internal injuries. He took many high-G maneuvers getting here. He sent all of the crew to gee-couches, fluid-filled chambers, and biobeds. He alone remained at the controls, with no protection from the inertial forces. He stayed on the controls until the Jeff came to its final rest. A true hero.” 
 
    “He must receive our best care.” 
 
    “He is, Todd,” Roeder interrupted. “Irwin and Walt are treating him, and they’re using the Avander treatment as well. He has a very good chance of full recovery, but it will take time.” 
 
    “For which the Custode Sviss thank you, Doctor, gentlebeings. In the meantime, one of our Arritim shuttles is equipped to function completely water-filled. It should serve to place a unit of Wrogul with stealth and flexibility. If you have the squad, I have the ship and the pilot for you—Corashee is the best I have. She not only passed our Executive Protection Evasive Piloting course, she redesigned it three times to make it more comprehensive.” 
 
    “Excellent. Verne, start choosing your crew.” Verne flashed acknowledgement to Jackson, as one of the screens lit up with another Wrogul, this one clearly on land and surrounded by machinery. “Jack Sparrow. Excellent timing. We were just about to discuss ground forces.” 
 
    “Aye, mate. ‘At’s a good ‘un, but ol’ Jack’s got just the thing for ye.” It was hard to tell which was more shocking to those who hadn’t met Azure’s tech genius—the Caribbean-style Earth accent, or the use of contractions. “Ay’ve always wanted a railway gun, a’ it’s a dam’ shame th’ Pearl did nae bring one from yon evil squid’s cave.” 
 
    “Jack, talk normal.” 
 
    “Righty-o, mate. Railway guns. Great big cannons mounted on a rail car so they could be transported anywhere there were rails. My Ratte is really too heavy for roads, and there is no way to equip it for ground-effect. But I can mount cannon on maglev cars and position them anywhere from Landing to Ualapue…or at least, most of the way to Ua. It’s a shame Tony and Ray didn’t bring Big Bertha from Mengele’s cavern, but given a choice between Ratte and Bertha, I’m glad they brought the Rat. 
 
    “On the other arm, I’ve found plans on the AetherNet from an Earth inventor named Rex Mason. I can scale down Ratte’s railgun and make several rail-mounted cannons. They can be moved or hidden; they can evade or get up close to a target. I’ll have four of them ready for an assault inside of a month.” 
 
    “Four? Why four?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Landing, Styx, starport, and one for backup. We were just about to connect the inclined spur from Dillingham to the Loihi maglev station, anyway, so we’ll keep them hidden, but they can be deployed in under an hour, and on-site in two. It’s up to the rest of you to provide the troops.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to me,” said Jackson. “We have CASPers for a short platoon and infantry armor for a company. The retirees can mostly fill out a TOE, but we need more bodies.” 
 
    “Those of the Custode who are capable will help.” 
 
    “As will the Copperheads.” 
 
    “Very well, then, welcome to Cobalt Company. Let’s get your people up to Schofield, and we’ll get organized.” 
 
    The rest of the meeting continued with details of merc organization, armament, command, and communications. They would still be outnumbered by the sheer number of Ragamuffins who’d arrived over the last few months, but they had the means to fight back. 
 
    As long as they had time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul sat in the idled boat at Raft Complex #44. His trip in the diving bell to the outer perimeter of the colony had been fruitful. Davy Jones had slipped away from the recovery and repairs to assure him several Wrogul would meet him at the mariculture platform. Paul was shocked by the damage left by the rock fall and tsunami. He’d left messages for Davy saying he was waiting at the platform, but so far there was no response. His Human driver, Ojo, slouched with his legs propped over the side of the boat, his skin glistening with lotion to protect his already-tanned skin. 
 
    The meteor that had hit the Lepo Sea demolished many of the platforms Paul passed on his way to Raft 44. The islands and shoreline of Uturoa showed much damage. The sand was littered with the effects of the tsunami: tree trunks, kelp mounds, and beached sea life decayed in the sun. He waited anxiously in his protective suit, hoping someone from the colony would arrive soon. Paul loaded the boat with travel tanks to transport any Wrogul who wanted to return to the continent. 
 
    “How much longer?” Ojo asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Paul replied. “How are we on power?” 
 
    “The regenerative electric motor is doing okay, but I’d like to get started soon. We’ve got to get across the Lepo Sea, preferably before dusk.” 
 
    Another fifteen minutes had passed since Paul’s last message, transmitted to Davy via pinplants, and he was getting nervous. He began drumming four arms on the gunwale. Ojo raised his shaded eye protection and looked at the Wrogul. “I do that, too, when I’m tired of waiting.” The driver drummed the four fingers of one hand several times on the steering wheel. “Either that or play air guitar.” The Human began thrashing his arms and threw back his head, bellowing “Wah—Waaa-aah. Wzzzzzt!” 
 
    Paul flashed a glyph of humor and drummed the gunwale with four arms, keeping a complicated beat, while the driver wailed his song and played his “guitar.” The two were on the third repeat of the chorus when Davy pulled himself out of the water into the boat. 
 
    “Bruh!” yelled Ojo. 
 
    Paul reached over to help Davy into a nearby travel tank, and the two communicated with photophores. Paul turned to Ojo, who was on his way back to the transom, and Paul’s translator sputtered with instructions. 
 
    “We need room for eight to ten Wrogul, Davy says. Help me get the shades up over these tanks and get the lids off!” 
 
    Davy flashed more instructions as Paul replied via his translator, “Yes, I have your pack. It is heavy, Davy; what have you got in here?” He reacted in surprise and glanced at the pack. “Armor and weapons? Oh, sharks and predators. Yes, that makes sense.” 
 
    Paul looked over the side of the boat and reached down with four arms. Zenna pulled herself over the edge and collapsed. Ojo ran over to pick up the Wrogul and put it in the same tank with Davy. Davy flashed another message, and Paul reacted again. 
 
    “Jacques…really? Oh, no, how badly? Okay, I think I see them coming. Gambit and Mystique, you say? Yes, they are in sight. They have Jacques between them. Ojo, let us give Jacques his own tank; he is badly hurt.”  
 
    Paul helped the trio approaching the boat, stabilizing Jacques at the side before lifting him upward. Davy launched himself out of the tank to the gunwale and dropped into the sea. He swam under the colony leader and supported him from below as Gambit, Mystique, Paul, and Ojo struggled to gently lift the injured elder into the boat. Paul and Ojo carried the nearly unresponsive Wrogul to an unoccupied tank and gently slipped him into the Styx Valley water. Jacques spread out on the tank bottom and closed his eyes. Gambit, Mystique, and Davy climbed over the transom and into the tanks. 
 
    “Six more, Paul. Four adult and two of the younger,” Davy flashed. 
 
    The four adult and two older buds were brought into the boat, the adults dragging bags of tech and armor. 
 
    “Is this it?” Paul flashed. Davy replied in the affirmative, and Paul instructed Ojo to make haste for the Delta. He parked himself in front of Davy’s tank and flashed a barrage of questions. 
 
    Zenna laid an arm over Davy’s head. “I have forgotten how good Styx Valley water is,” Zenna flashed. Davy closed his eyes. She turned to Paul.  
 
    “Thank you, Paul, for coming for us. We are the first group returning to Styx, but others will be coming as well. Olivier is overseeing the colony safety and evaluating the damages. Magellan is helping him but plans to come to Styx as soon as he can. Some of the older Sixes and Sevens are watching over the buds and injured who cannot travel. We left Davy’s two with the colony; they are too young to travel far.” 
 
    Paul flashed a glyph of sadness. “I am very sorry about your buds and Ballard, Zenna, but we can use your help and encouragement. Every Wrogul in Styx Valley and Landing is united for the battle ahead of us.” 
 
    Jacques stirred in his tank, opened his eyes, and flashed, “Can you brief us, Paul? Or should we wait for Todd?” 
 
    Paul flashed a glyph of concern. “Todd is anxious to see you, Jacques. He said to get you all to safe harbor, then he will meet with you. But what to tell you? Simply, we are under attack by Human trespassers who want to take Azure away from the Human colonists. Verne is here, and he and Jack Sparrow are leading the Wrogul fight for the planet.  
 
    “The Human pirates are evil; they executed Governor Becke, and they are looking for Todd. We have a very intelligent Human leader named Tony Gamboa, who has had his own encounters with violence on Earth. He recognized these pirates for what they were. He has been very insightful during this time. We have a War Room. We have defenses, and we have a merc company, albeit mostly retirees or recovering mercenaries, to help us. The Arritim have aligned with us as well.” 
 
    “But how did this begin? And why was our colony attacked?’ 
 
    “Oh, where can I start?” Paul responded desperately. 
 
    “Start at the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd was nervous. He moved around anxiously within his mobile tank in Jackson’s conference room. Paul and the Hau’ula colonists would be arriving soon. Those who were returning to Styx and joining the fight for Azure were few in number at the moment, but more importantly, Jacques was returning with them. Paul sent Todd a coded message on what to expect when they arrived. When Paul mentioned Jacques had been injured but was returning to Styx, Todd quickly sent a message to Verne. Verne replied he would be in to see Jacques only after Todd and Jacques cleared the air. He was also working with Jackson to make sure Jacques would get the best in Wrogul medical treatment. 
 
    Jackson ducked his head into the conference room. “They’re here. Paul is bringing Jacques to us. The others are meeting with Verne and Jack Sparrow.” 
 
    Paul and an aide moved the mobile tank containing a feeble Jacques to face Todd’s tank. Paul motored to the back of the room and remained near Jackson. 
 
    “So, what’s happening?” Jackson whispered to Paul. 
 
    Paul minimized the volume of his translator to a whisper. “I am translating the conversation and messaging Amy and Brent via pinplant. Oh! You mean what are Todd and Jacques conversing about? Right now, just polite small talk. Todd is gratified that Jacques has returned for medical help. 
 
    “Jacques says it is more than medical need. If he had kept in contact with the continent, the sea colony would have known of the threat to the planet. He stubbornly prevented any contact, but realizes now the younger Wrogul thought they were missing out on experiences their progenitors had. He says if he had allowed some limited contact, the rock and tsunami would not have surprised the colony. He has told Todd that he thought a life in the open sea was a more natural lifestyle for Wrogul. He realizes now that his stubbornness and closed mind are partly to blame for the death, destruction, and injuries to the colony.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” whispered Greg. 
 
    “We think this change of attitude may help the relationship between land and sea. Amy and Brent are guardedly optimistic.” 
 
    “So what else? That’s a lot of flashing.” 
 
    “Todd says he mourns the deaths, that all Wrogul are his buds. He wishes he had been more tolerant of Jacques’ plans for the sea colonies, that if he had not taken it as an offense to his leadership, they could have worked on plans to coordinate the move to the sea for those who wanted to leave.” 
 
    “Jacques says he realizes he, too, was most stubborn and forceful about his own plans. He says he is sorry the price is now so high for both of them. He says the fight for Azure is also the Hau’ula Colony’s fight, and perhaps when this is over, they can agree on plans that will benefit all Wrogul. Jacques agrees that when this war is over, they can make plans, but for now, they must concentrate on the battles ahead.” 
 
    Paul turned to Jackson, then blinked, and Greg recognized that faraway look Humans and Wrogul got when reacting to pinplants.  
 
    “Amy suggests we leave Todd and Jacques to their private conversation, and Verne says he wants us to meet with Davy Jones and the Hau’ula Wrogul.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Toozie informed the Core Planners that it would take at least five days to bring her family’s ships up to full power once she arrived in Phinglas System. Normally it would take many weeks to bring the Arritim and Human replacement crews up to the needed skill level with the unfamiliar ships, but she had simulator programs that could be run via pinplant-supported Virtual Reality during the 170-hour hyperspace transit. The plan was for the crews to train in VR during transit and in person during the warm-up sequence. Once all six ships were at full power, they would spend three more days ensuring all crew were ready before gate transit. The 170-hour return trip would be used for further drill, as well as preparation for hostile reception upon emergence.  
 
    Phinglas was a dwarf star with no habitable planets, only a long-abandoned Science Guild station that had been stripped of all equipment and decommissioned. The ships were parked in a semi-stable orbit at the L-3 Lagrange point relative to the rocky world where the station had been located, with the stargate and emergence zone at the L-4 and L-5 points, respectively. Straight-line transit from emergence to the gate was ten hours. Rendezvous with the six remaining ships of the To’omys family fleet would take twenty hours due to the distance and the need to match orbital velocity. Fortunately, once the ships were crewed, powered, and ready to go, they would be able to accelerate most of the way to the gate, making the transit in fifteen hours.  
 
    Round trip from Azure to Phinglas and back would take nearly twenty-four days. Furthermore, the Phinglas gate had only a skeleton crew since the system was mostly used as a waypoint to worlds further out in the Tolo arm. When the fleet powered up and started to move, they’d be visible to the gate crew. Toozie’s single-use gate token was preprogrammed to get her to Phinglas. There was no knowledge of Azure nor need to transit to that system five-hundred generations back when the fleet was mothballed. Thus, the fleet didn’t have the coordinates for the ships to jump to Azure without updating their systems. They would have to use the gate, and they would have to pay or otherwise convince the gate master to cooperate. On the other hand, Tossers were good at obtaining material that was embarrassing to others. Once Toozie’s ship arrived at Phinglas, a courier would be dispatched to gate control with several records that the current gate master really would not want the Cartography Guild to view. A few red diamonds, a generous gift to the Guild Retirement Fund, and a time-delayed data release that could only be canceled by successful transit would ensure the gate master stayed bought. 
 
    Meanwhile, Azure needed to hold out for three and a half seven-days.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clocks at Red Bank were set to a 24-day countdown once Toozie’s ship left the system. At T minus 4 days, Verne loaded his team, consisting of himself, Peter, James, Mystique, and Gambit, onto the shuttle piloted by the Arritim Corashee of the Custode Sviss. They would boost for Cerulean, supposedly with medical supplies for the clinic. One other supply mission had been allowed to go through in the past week, provided the shuttle submitted to boarding and inspection. Verne’s shuttle had no intention of being boarded, though; on approach, they would perform a ten G boost instead of turnover, then go dark for a long, parabolic trajectory to the stargate by diving toward the sun and looping back the long way to the gate. It would take them most of those three days to get there, and they timed the assault to take place when the Sphen-Eudy fleet was due. 
 
    The five Wrogul-adapted mechs were locked into place, and the time for launch was approaching. There was room for one more, and Verne was shocked when Todd’s second-in-command, Wells, showed up in a VASPer just before the shuttle was due to depart. 
 
    “Uncle, what are you doing here?”  
 
    “You may need medical help. These two renegades—” Wells gestured toward Peter and James, “—have more ambition than sense. These two—” Wells gestured toward Mystique and Gambit, but with photoglyphs that indicated a kindly concern, “—have not grown up with your adventures. You are in command, but I am along just in case you need some elder counsel.” 
 
    Verne reflected on the fact that Uncle Wells encouraged those adventures when he was a young Wrogul. A few rather dangerous flirtations with coal-fired forges and electrical circuits had left a mark—both physically and mentally—but the budmate of his progenitor Jacques was always available to heal, console, and even assist in those early experiments. “Uncle, I would be honored to have you along. You can handle that VASPer okay?” 
 
    “Whippersnapper—who do you think tested and fixed the damn things when you were recuperating from each accident?” 
 
    All the Wrogul shared glyphs of amusement as Wells backed his VASPer into the clamps, and the shuttle ramp closed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd elected to stay at the secure facility underneath Trippler instead of returning to Tony’s or Roeder’s hideaways. It was clear that he could not return to Styx Town, and he did not wish to endanger the security of the Red Bank complex. The clinics were his creation, so it only made sense for him to take refuge at the most secure clinic location…at least the most secure on the surface. 
 
    It also allowed him to maintain communication with Jacques and Paul as they managed the rescue and evacuation of the Hau’ula colony site. Details of the deaths and damage were appalling, but even more shocking was the reconciliation with Jacques, and the colony’s intent to join the fight against the Ragamuffins.  
 
    The future of the site was still uncertain, but Todd was going over the scientific data Paul—and Jacques—transmitted. The adaptation to the higher salinity and lower sulfur content of the open ocean was encouraging. Moreover, Davey and several of the fifth generation Wrogul were experimenting with various technologies for living and exploring the deeps. It was surprising how easily Mystique and Gambit adapted to operating VASPers, but Paul explained they were using diving assist suits with control interfaces similar to Verne’s mech interfaces.  
 
    If they got through this, the possibilities for Wrogul—all Wrogul—on Azure would be greatly expanded. 
 
    One issue was bothering Todd, though. The farm and raft sabotage and mysterious blue lights appeared to coincide with reports of activity that Jacques and Ballard had initially dismissed as seismic activity. He was reminded of one of his friend Derek Bailey’s favorite Tri-V entertainments about military vessels that conducted battle beneath the surface of Earth’s oceans. In the movie, one vessel had a radical new drive system, and their opponent’s sensors classified its use as “seismic disturbances.”  
 
    Could the Ragamuffins be using undersea vessels to attack the rafts and shore facilities? Had they been on Azure before Negotiator Silva arrived with the Consejo edicts?  
 
    There was an Arritim subsurface transport on the Jefferson, but it was trapped in a bay underneath the damaged starship. Two of the Red Bank technicians, William “Wild Bill” Weed, and Raymond “Dutch Boy” Grenke, were working to free the vessel. They planned to float it down the Styx at night and cruise to Ualapue, which was still largely ignored by the Ragamuffins. There were also two wingships in Ualapue—LUN-181, currently out of the rotation for raft supply runs, and Neill Cavanaugh’s private transport, “Styxty Minutes.” The three ocean-going craft, plus Hau’ula Wrogul, Arritim, and Human volunteers from Ualapue, would be instrumental in retaking the mariculture facilities from Consejo troops.  
 
    The problem would be whether the Consejo and Ragamuffins had their own subsurface ships, as suggested by sightings of the mysterious blue lights. Once he had a chance to compare notes with Jacques, it bothered Todd that there might be a third entity involved in the battle for Azure. One that had been sowing seeds of dissent between the Wrogul and Humans since well before this current…invasion. So far, the Ragamuffins didn’t seem to be paying the Wrogul too much attention, but whatever or whoever was behind the blue lights and sabotage certainly was.  
 
    He had voiced his concerns with Tony and Brent, but they counseled against addressing more than one problem at a time. The Ragamuffins were the current and most immediate danger. They had violated galactic law with orbital bombardment, and given that the damage to Hau’ula and targeting Styx threatened the only known Wrogul colony in three arms of the Galaxy, a case could be made for attempted genocide.  
 
    Yes, the Ragamuffins and whoever or whatever was behind them needed to be dealt with. The clock was counting down on Azure’s turn to fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Three Days 
 
    The Jefferson, like its shuttles Franklin, Washington, and Adams, was named for a Human hero of one of the galaxy’s rare religious wars. Humans on the planet San Pietro had found themselves sharing their world with starfish-like aliens who called the world Arrita. Humans and Arritim initially fought, even though they preferred totally different climactic zones and habitats. It was the discovery of a common religious belief that eventually united San Pietro when members of the Arezzo race—home of the Arritim—attacked what they considered a breakaway colony of heretics. Colonel Franklin Washington Adams Jefferson led a team of one-hundred eighty-nine mercenaries hired to guard the Arrita’y’Ter religious leader, and gave his life in a last stand protecting Patriarch Clement’s retreat. The sacrifice was considered even more meaningful, given that the priest was Arritim. 
 
    The remnants of the Mercenario Svizz formed the Custode Sviss and specialized in executive protection as a nod to the similarity of their history with the Vatican’s famed Swiss Guard. Tradition was strong in the Custode, and it showed in the naming of ships for the heroes of the rearguard: Frank Jefferson, Nicholas Stihl, Torvald Schmidt, and Michael Roeder. Harryhausen frequently contracted the Custode Sviss for transport in pursuit of his Peacemaker duties and took passage on each of the four cruisers. He’d once asked Doctor Roeder if the San Pietrese martyr was a relative, but the scientist was unaware of any family members in mercenary service. It was possible, but if so, not a close relative.  
 
    Captain Perna and Colonel DiNote were the only surviving officers of the Custode Sviss, given the losses of so many merc units to the brutality of the Merc Guild’s assault on Human forces and colonies. They did not even know if San Pietro had survived aside from the colonists who’d transferred to Azure. As far as the San Pietrese mercenaries were concerned, Azure was now home to the only colony of their people that they knew of. This fight had become theirs, which was why the Jefferson was now being gutted to provide war materials for the coming fight. 
 
    “The spinal cannon is now out and mounted on a maglev car,” reported Ian “Crane” McCranie. “I don’t know how they do it, but these Wrogul are even more adept in and out of water than our Stars.” 
 
    “I think having eight arms instead of two or four might have something to do with that,” DiNote answered. “Any idea what they’re going to do with the point-defense systems?” 
 
    “There are some small tanks being refitted to defend against rockets in case the Ragmops decide to completely flaunt galactic law and launch orbit-to-surface missiles. There are some ground-effect transports and, of course, the maglev cargo pods to get them into position.” 
 
    “The ‘Ragmops,’ as you call them, have already broken that law. The meteor attacks are proof of that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but as long as it’s just meteors, they can claim, ‘Oops, sorry, yes, that’s our fault for knocking it out of orbit. We didn’t expect it to land there!’” 
 
    “Now you sound like a lawyer, Crane.” 
 
    “I would take offense at that, sir, but you are my superior officer. I was training for the priesthood and took the VOWs to work as a chaplain for a few years—until Peepo declared war on us.” 
 
    “Ah, my apologies. So, how is it working with the Wrogul?” 
 
    “Not too much different than the Stars. Strangely enough, they’ve got me working with an Octo named ‘Crane.’ Funny, isn’t it? His older brother’s a Peacemaker, and his dad is the Number Two for their colony. Not too much different than home.” Crane paused for a moment. “Speaking of which, sir, any word?” 
 
    “Not so far, but the head Octo says they can send their battleship Nautilus to San Pietro once this situation is resolved.” 
 
    “That would be good, sir. Quite a few of my family served the Patriarch. It would be good to know the old man is okay.” 
 
    “I do hope you never called Patriarch Salvatore that to his face.” 
 
    “Great-grandpops Teofilo will celebrate his one-hundredth birthday next year. He likes being called the Old Man.” Crane’s face fell. “Or, at least, he did.”  
 
    DiNote reached out and placed his hand on the merc’s shoulder for a few moments as they shared a silent prayer for their homes. They both stood and nodded in unspoken agreement. If this world was to be the last of their colony, it needed to be saved. Then they could worry about San Pietro.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Two Days 
 
    As the clock counted down, Azure’s defenders knew the next day would determine the fate of their home. Preparations proceeded as quietly and discreetly as possible, but it was impossible to move troops and equipment without any trace. The Ragamuffins stepped up their patrols and became more aggressive in their search for Todd. The Core Planners were having another meeting when an urgent message came in from their undercover agent in Landing. 
 
    Jim Cullen appeared on the screen, displacing the image of Neill, who was reporting on the readiness of the wingships that would drop troops at several of the mariculture rafts that were completely taken over by workers who’d sworn loyalty to the Consejo. Cullen was dressed in an old trench coat with a floppy fedora, causing Jack Sparrow to comment that he looked “just like Uncle Harryhausen.” While on the Peacemaker, the look was an affectation, in Landing it was necessary due to new weather patterns. The coastal city experienced rain most days, and temperatures dropped from the storms off the Hi’ohi’ona Ocean that built strength over the Lepo Sea due to the increased heat and water vapor from the meteoric ocean strikes.  
 
    “Someone told the Consejo you’re a Wrogul, Todd, and Silva ordered his troops to drain all the Wrogul pools in Landing and Styx. I hope you’re safe, and somewhere else, Boss. It’s gotten distinctly unpleasant here.” 
 
    “Not to worry, ‘Trench,’ we have Todd in a secure location,” Gamboa supplied. “We’re just surprised it took them this long. Have they not looked at colony records?” 
 
    “Apparently not. I’ve been embedded with the governor’s office for a while now. Silva doesn’t strike me as all that bright. Garibaldi is the brains of the operation, but I’ve heard him refer to some high official backing their play.” 
 
    “So, what changed?” 
 
    “Silva shot Lt. Gov. Antunes and called Jacie Ennovy to Landing to take his place. Jace didn’t want to do it, but I counseled her to play along. Big mistake. They tortured her, anyway, and she told them that the official government systems can only be unlocked by the Wrogul co-governor.” Cullen took off his hat and held it over his heart in contrition. Doing so revealed a fresh scar across his forehead and considerable hair lost where the scar crossed into his scalp. “Sorry, Boss. I should have whisked her into protection, too. I know you had your disagreements, but she really did speak of you with respect. I did manage to get her out of there, but now Garibaldi has given orders to blow up the canals and dikes in Styx and arrest everyone with a relationship to the Wrogul.” 
 
    “You’re injured, James. Can you get to Loihi?” Todd flashed glyphs of concern. 
 
    “We have a pretty good hiding place here. It’s best if we stay out of sight for the next couple of days. Perseus is with us. I grabbed him from the local clinic outpost when I grabbed Jacie. He’s treating us both right now. Just—” Cullen stopped and gulped. “Just get in here and kick their asses, Boss.” 
 
     “Yes. We shall. Take care, James.” As Cullen’s image window closed, Todd turned back to the assembled planners. “Twenty-four hours, gentlebeings. We must save our people.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus One Day 
 
    The Arritim vehicle looked like a cross between a surface boat and a submersible. It was piloted from an open bridge, whether on top of or underneath the water, so it required an aquatic or amphibious pilot. While there were plenty of Arritim from Jefferson who could pilot the craft to the mariculture rafts, Todd was surprised when one of the young Hau’ula Wrogul stepped up to volunteer.  
 
    “You are Five point One-Three? Thank you, but are you certain you wish to do this?” Todd flashed at the gray-gold-eyed young Wrogul. The eyes marked him as one of Todd’s own direct lineage, given that green eyes were a trait shared by Jacques, Perseus, Ward, and Irwin. He was only aware of one of that line who joined the Azure Free Colony—although he must remember to call it Hau’ula in the presence of those Wrogul. “You are a bud of Olivier, I assume?” 
 
    “Indeed, Great-grandfather, I am Davy Jones, and my father is Olivier. He opposed our coming to Styx, but I was budded here and wished to join in the fight.” 
 
    “It is dangerous, but we appreciate your assistance.” 
 
    “It is dangerous in the Deeps, Progenitor.” The way he flashed the word indicated there was some significance to the deep ocean for this Wrogul. “This? Thin air? It is merely hazardous. I am used to hazard.” 
 
    “Very well. Who will you take with you?” 
 
    “We are going to dive deep to avoid detection. I will take several of our high-salinity, high-pressure adapted Wrogul from Hau’ula. They do not have names, only generation numbers. 6.10 and 6.11 are Zenna’s and my siblings from Olivier and Ballard. 6.09 budded from Clarke and chose to join us when our immediate progenitors left Styx. We can take two Humans in the diving suits we found and repaired at Raft #44. The pressure will be extreme, but these ‘Jones Suits’ have hard shells like the mollusca.” 
 
    “That sounds like what the Humans call a ‘Jim Suit.’ Derek Bailey used to wear one when he had to solve problems underneath the rafts.” 
 
    “That may be so, but I have greatly modified the suits. They are now very much my own design, as I hoped one day to have one of my two-leg friends from Styx join me in exploration of the Deeps.” 
 
    “Very well. I shall ask Mayor Jackson to recommend two to accompany you.” 
 
    “That is appreciated, Great-grandfather, but he already has. Julian Thompson and Kendall Varnell are his most experienced in ship-to-ship and station combat. They needed to be proficient in zero G and gravity, and water is both the best and worst of the two. We will take care of them in the Deep, and they will take care of us in the Thin.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Twelve Hours 
 
    Jackson and Todd moved to Red Bank after Ragamuffin troops raided the merc clinic at Trippler. The invaders disrupted many of the treatments and took Captain Perna away, but they never breached the underground storage and meeting rooms. Nevertheless, the only facility that remained totally secure was the bunker in the Kali Heights overlooking Dillingham. That and the Ratte, Maus, and Löwe serving as fixed defenses at the starport ensured the best security on Azure short of being in the ocean deeps.  
 
    Roeder and Gamboa were on their way, but hadn’t arrived yet. They were still on secured comm via laser relay from Cerulean. Jackson was finishing his presentation while the Core Planners converged on the newly designated command post. 
 
    “The farmers are now armed. Most of the Ragmop troops in the farming areas have medium arms—lasers and projectile weapons—certainly no heavy armor or crew-served weapons. About one in twenty of the Consejo troops in the cities have heavy armor, and the heavy weapon ratio is about one in ten. They have almost no CASPers, and the single platoon we’ve seen is in Landing.  
 
    “On that basis, I’m deploying my CASPers to Landing with the railway guns. I’ve got thirteen total, although three have limited mobility. Those will guard the R-guns. Jack Sparrow offered to make us additional mechs, but my people can’t learn to operate something intended for eight arms in the time we have. 
 
    “If there’s no objection, I’ll sign off and join my troops for the assault on Landing.” 
 
    “You’re going, Greg? I thought you were putting ‘Sharpshooter’ Coonradt in charge of the assault force?” Gamboa’s signal wavered a bit as his transport passed through a deep canyon on the flanks of Mount Sparky, the nearest active volcano to Landing and Styx, and the best way to camouflage his movements. 
 
    “Derrick is too young. I’ve got some vets in the squad with more service hours than I have. There’s a grizzled old gunnery sergeant named Zach Ritz who should be leading, but I pulled rank. None of them have read Sun Tzu.” 
 
    “‘On deadly ground, fight,’” quoted Todd. 
 
    “Yes, exactly. I’m a bit surprised that you’ve read Sun-Tzu, though.”  
 
    “I obtained it for Verne when he announced his intention to be a mercenary. Wells and I have read it and discussed it at length. I confess that we do not entirely understand it, but there is something that resonates with the memories I have lost.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it resonates with mercs. Very useful to a commander. And that’s why I’m taking personal command.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Six Hours 
 
    All teams were dispatched, and the last of the Core reached Red Bank. Cerulean reported receiving a triple-flash of comm laser from Verne. That was the signal that they were approaching the ring control station. Neill’s Human-Arritim forces were headed to the southern mariculture rafts, while Davy’s submarine team approached the closer northern rafts with heavier Ragamuffin presence. The railway guns were staged just north of Loihi on several spurs to the maglev that were built specifically for the purpose. Greg Jackson’s CASPer squad was on the second car that would float into Landing behind the first of the rail-adapted railguns. A second gun accompanied the mercs in heavy scout armor who were tasked with taking the spaceport, while a third gun and an infantry platoon would proceed to Styx Town.  
 
    All that was left was the waiting. 
 
    “Emergence!” Amy’s shout was nearly deafening in the tense quiet of the Red Bank command center.  
 
    “They’re early,” Brent Roeder said in a loud whisper. 
 
    “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven ships!” 
 
    “Seven? To’olo’osa said her family only had six ships.” Todd’s flashes were fast and agitated, and the translator rendered them with a hint of tension. 
 
    “No. Not Seepha. Transponders are showing UN codes. They’re talking to a ship in the outer asteroid belt. Now they’re communicating with WS.” 
 
    “Ragmops.” 
 
    “Idents coming in. Confirmed, they are providing authentication with the Consejo mouthpiece at WS. Three transports, two frigates, one cruiser—Maki built. One battlecruiser—Izlian built.” 
 
    Roeder muttered a curse. “Well, this sure changes things. They’ve got reinforcements.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Sixty Minutes 
 
    Verne and his squad braced for a hard dock with the stargate control module. They’d been decelerating at ten Gs for the past hour, bleeding off all the velocity they’d built up in the slingshot maneuver around Azure’s sun. The interior of the shuttle was completely filled with water, and they wouldn’t bother pumping it back into tanks prior to entering the docking bay. In fact, the plan was to open the shuttle ramp as it entered the docking bay and let the pressure inside the vehicle vent to space, producing a sizeable cloud of ice crystals to obscure the VASPers from internal sensors.  
 
    The Ragamuffins knew they were coming. Rather than a smooth deceleration, their Arritim pilot Corashee had been evading incoming fire ever since turnover. They’d scored a few hits on Franklin, but Cora was just that good. They’d arrived intact…so far. 
 
    Franklin was equipped with two bunker-busting missiles to open up the shuttle bay, just in case. The missiles had separated from the shuttle just two minutes before, with no propulsion except for a brief separation burn. With the shuttle still decelerating, the missiles would arrive well before Verne and his troops, but with no active drive signatures to attract the attention of the gate defenses. They were counting on all attention being on the rapidly approaching shuttle. 
 
    They’d seen the emergence signatures of the Ragamuffin reinforcement fleet. The warships were bad enough, but the purpose of the transports was a puzzle. If these were simply additional troops, only a single transport would have been needed. If the ships contained workers for the rafts and farms, the intention was much more sinister. 
 
    The Consejo, particularly in their latest actions to target Wrogul and the entire colony leadership, clearly intended to displace the current inhabitants of Azure. Wells told the rest that his new friend Tony Gamboa had a phrase for their current situation: “War to the knife.”  
 
    Fortunately, Wrogul didn’t need knives. 
 
    The missiles impacted the bay doors, and the combination of the outward expulsion of air, the minor deceleration caused by Franklin’s venting of water, and the final deceleration surge of the main engines brought the shuttle to a stop inside the chaotic ruins of the primary shuttle bay. The gate’s own shuttle sat in a cradle to one side, with exterior panels and ramp open. Several Humans had been working on the shuttle, as evidenced by the bodies now drifting into space through the shattered doors.  
 
    “Everyone out. Vacuum operations for this deck and the next three. If a door is closed, open it. If it is sealed, blast it. We’ll erect a temporary lock before we breach the control center. Move it, move it, move it!” 
 
    Since Wells had insisted on accompanying the squad, Verne had placed him second in command. In this case, that meant Wells was responsible for studying and updating the battlespace maps in the VASPer heads-up displays with gate details he’d obtained from a deep dive into some of the less accessible areas of the GalNet. “Doorway right, there is a corridor on the other side that runs seventy meters to the next level access.” 
 
    “Viper Three, Viper Four, breach the door. Viper One and Two, enter and split up. Cover each direction. Wells, you’re with me.” Verne paired each Hau’ula Wrogul with one from Styx. Peter and Gambit were Viper One and Two, respectively, while James and Mystique were Viper Three and Four. They’d performed virtual reality simulations for the past seventy-two hours of silent running. “There are no Azure Humans on this station, only the Sumatozou gate master and Zuul security. Assume any Human works for the Consejo.” 
 
    “Clear left.” 
 
    “Clear right.” 
 
    “Good. Viper Five—Wells—and I will enter and hold at the doorway while Viper One leapfrogs to join up with Viper Two. Proceed down the corridor to the left, and we will follow ten meters back. Viper Three and Four, follow us the same distance back and cover our rear.” Verne toggled his radio to speak to the shuttle, although the team frequency was still open. “Viper Six to Foxtrot One. Cora, disengage and exit the bay. If that cruiser or one of the frigates comes sniffing around, hide. If the battlewagon comes, run.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Viper Six. We are T-minus fifty to projected Sierra arrival. The newcomers are still 12 light minutes out. They will know we decelerated, but they won’t know we’re here for another nine minutes. Good hunting. Foxtrot, out.”  
 
    There was no sound in the evacuated corridors, but they could feel the vibration as the shuttle fired maneuvering engines to exit the bay and hide against the opposite side of the station. The spreading cloud of ice crystals was further disturbed by its passage, and would only serve to further camouflage the shuttle to all but the most intensive scans. 
 
    “Contact! Barricade ahead. Humans in vac suits and a crew-weapon.” 
 
    Verne’s HUD indicated that Peter and Gambit were taking hits from laser fire and hand-held magnetic accelerator cannons. The “combat nanny” feeding sensor updates directly to his pinplants informed him that a crew-served MAC was targeting him. “Viper Team, T-mode, Tortantula maneuver.” 
 
    Each of the VASPers looked similar to the Human CASPer, with two legs, two arms, a central armored body housing the operator, and lots of integral and strap-on armament. Each of the limbs was twice as wide as the Human variety, and on Verne’s command, each VASPer limb split and all of them either dropped to the ventral or jumped up to the dorsal surface of the corridor. Each was now supported on eight limbs, like a Wrogul or a Tortantula missing two legs. Having fought the ten-legged arachnids on many occasions with the Copperheads, Verne had named the multi-legged maneuver in their—dubious—honor.  
 
    The advantage to the multi-legged stance was maneuverability on all surfaces, irrespective of gravity. In the current zero-G environment, magnetic pads on the soles and palms of each limb were automatically coordinated with limb movements, and the mechs were able to move smoothly on the floor, walls, and ceilings of the corridor. That meant that Peter and Verne could now see over the barricade, and they targeted the Ragamuffins with shoulder-mounted MACs.  
 
    “Two legs are so two-dimensional,” sneered Gambit. 
 
    “Cut the chatter, Viper Two. Some of my best friends are two legs.” 
 
    “Mine, too, Boss, but it is true.” 
 
    “Agreed, Viper One, but let’s concentrate on the job. Three, Four, report.” 
 
    “Sensors have what looks like CASPers moving up behind us. They are not in view yet, but I have heavy armor and weapon indicators.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Viper One, destroy the crew-served MAC. We’ll go to W-mode and speed up.” 
 
    Peter moved into position above the cannon and disabled it with a hand-deployed micro explosive. Gambit checked each of the vac suits for surviving enemy. His orders were to treat the area as a war zone and not leave any combat-effective enemy in their rear. It was a difficult concept for Styx Wrogul, due to long association with civilized, compassionate Humans. Wrogul from Hau’ula had no problem with the orders. 
 
    “Secured.” 
 
    “Very good. W-mode and jet.” 
 
    Wrogul mode was adapted from underwater locomotion, with cranium forward and all eight arms trailing behind. In the ocean, a Wrogul was propelled by a jet of water; in vacuum, the VASPers utilized compressed gases, with a monopropellant to supplement thrust in case they needed to counteract the inertial effects of firing their weapons.  
 
    Stargate control modules had wide and tall corridors to accommodate the bulk of a Sumatozou, an alien that looked like a small elephant with a bifurcated trunk. Since even a small elephant was considerably larger than a Human in a CASPer, the trailing force was able to use their jump jets to catch up with the rapidly moving VASPers. James and Mystique started taking fire.  
 
    At the end of the corridor, Verne had Peter and Gambit make way while he blasted the lift doors. One of the lift pods was just above their current level and blocking their way. Furthermore, several CASPers were on the level below and beginning to climb up to their level. The air leaking past the pod meant there was pressure on the other side; with the damage to this level and the pressure against the seals, the lift car wouldn’t last long, so Verne leaned in and blasted it out of the way as well. The outrushing air and debris swept the enemy out of the lift shaft, so he ordered James and Mystique to enter and make their way quickly to the level past where the pod was parked.  
 
    In the event of explosive decompression, emergency seals irised out on each level and sealed the remainder of the shaft. Eventually they would need to be in atmospheric pressure, since their plan was to rescue the gate master and not have the elephant be another casualty. Wells was prepared with override codes for the emergency irises. With Beta Team scouting the way, Verne sent Wells up to check whether they could use the override two levels up. Meanwhile he, Peter, and Gambit laid down fire to discourage the rapidly approaching CASPers. 
 
    “I am hit!” Verne saw Viper One’s indicator go yellow in his HUD. “Still effective, but my MAC is down.” 
 
    “Get up the shaft. Viper Two and I will hold here.” Verne and the Hau’ulan were accumulating their own minor damage, but they’d managed to take out three of the six CASPers advancing down the corridor. “This is going to be close. Get ready to move, Viper Two.” 
 
    “Viper Five to Six. Iris is open.” 
 
    “Go, Two. I’m right behind you.” Verne kept firing two-handed with twin MACS, while a third and fourth arm came up with K-bomb launchers. The micro explosives they were using in place of K-bombs had selectable yields, anywhere from a delicate touch to removing a door from its mounting, to a one-hundred-meter radius of destruction. The CASPers were thirty meters away, and the iris was twenty meters above, so he set the radius to fifty meters and yelled, “Danger close!” as he dove through the broken lift doors and fired his jets to propel himself up the shaft.  
 
    The rest of the team was already on the other side of an open iris. Wells was at the control override and triggered it to begin closing at the moment he saw Verne enter the shaft. Verne put on a burst of speed and barely made it through. His HUD indicated a popped helmet seal from when he’d rebounded off the iris on the next level up. Apparently he’d scraped and bent this one, since Wells was indicating that it failed to completely seal the atmosphere. 
 
    Oh, well, I planned to reinforce this one anyway. 
 
    “Viper Four, deploy the quikseal and make this vacuum fast. We don’t want them to be able to open it.” There was an impact on the bottom of the iris, then the explosives blew, further deforming the seal. There were no further impacts, though, so the explosives had done their jobs, eliminating their pursuit. Mystique pulled up a small cannon that fired polymer pellets filled with a vacuum sealant. She covered each of the seams with the quick-setting epoxy, then covered the rim of the iris where it met the shaft wall for good measure. 
 
    “Just like paintball.” 
 
    “What was that, Viper Five?”  
 
    “A Human wargame using dye-filled pellets. It is not as good as a VR simulation, but many of the two-legs without pinplants use it to practice teaming and combat tactics.” 
 
    “Why am I just now hearing about this? It sounds fun!” 
 
    “Todd and I considered that it would be a valuable part of your education, but since we could not publicly support you in your efforts to become a merc, we deleted it from any of the ‘net sources you could access.” 
 
    “You and I need to have a long talk when this is done, Uncle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Commander, sir.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Thirty Minutes 
 
    There were three major sites of mariculture rafts near the Ho’opa’a mainland. The Nanakuli and Hanala’a Bay just offshore of the Styx Delta were rich fertile waters for harvesting spirulina, chlorella, sargassum, and porphyra—nutrient rich sources of plant protein that formed the staple of sustainable Human foods onboard starships. The shallow waters north of Landing in the shallow Nalu Channel between Ho’opa’a, the island of Nalu, and the Pali Seamount were ideal for shellfish farming: shrimp, crab, lobster, mussels, and oysters. Near the southern point of Ho’opa’a, offshore from the Human-Arritim colony of Ualapue, were rafts that specialized in kelp, oil-rich algae, and farming of various fish species, including Azure sea bass. There were outlying facilities such as Raft Complex #44 near Uturoa Seamount and the fishery support platforms off the distant No’opua subcontinent on the eastern edge of the Lepo Sea for both shallow and deep-water species.  
 
    The Ragamuffins didn’t pay much attention to those distant rafts, but they placed troops and Consejo laborers on the rafts closest to Landing and Styx. Moreover, activity in the Nala Channel suggested underwater activity that could be weapons installations. Thus, Davy Jones and his team would use the Arritim subsurface transport to inspect, secure, and if necessary, destroy the Nala Channel rafts. Neill Cavanaugh’s mixed Human and Arritim teams would take their two wingships and drop troops to secure the Hanala’a Bay rafts. 
 
    On dry land, Greg Jackson armed many of the farmers who’d been displaced by Consejo immigrant workers. Each farm had only a few Ragamuffin “supervisors,” so they weren’t expecting much resistance. That allowed him to concentrate Cobalt Company forces and his few CASPers in Styx and Landing, where the majority of enemy forces were actively searching for Todd. The attacks were timed to kick off thirty minutes after Verne moved on the gate, and a further thirty minutes before the expected arrival of the Seepha fleet.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Neill, you should’ve stayed behind. Aren’t you a little old for this?” 
 
    “You young whippersnapper! I’ve been piloting wingships since before your momma was born. I used to take my sister—your grandma—and her classmates to the middle of the Lepo for picnics out of range of any of the grownups. There are small islands and reefs out there perfect for snorkeling and nude sunbathing. Coming home, I’d have to dodge the Search and Rescue squads the other parents would call when the kids were gone all day.” Cavanaugh turned to his grand-niece Regina, took his hands off the controls, and closed his eyes. “I can fly this thing blindfolded and with both hands tied behind my back.”  
 
    He moved his knees up to steady the controls as Reggie shrieked. The copilot, Jackson Roby, just looked over and grinned. His own hands were in his lap, although he was poised to take control if necessary. 
 
    “Put your hands back on the controls, Uncle. You fly. I’ll get the next team ready to drop.” 
 
    The plan was to approach each raft and drop a double pair of Arritim and Humans just off each raft. The wingship would slow down and skim the surface while each team deployed. Each pair had a mobility pod to pull them to the platform faster than either bipeds or pentapeds could swim. Neill would then accelerate his craft back into ground-effect and orbit the platform until the assault team signaled success or the need for support. 
 
    Neill argued that his part of the operation, at least, should be simultaneous with Verne’s assault. His rationale was that they had more territory to cover. While the LUN-181 could carry fifty individuals, his own wingship, “Styxty Minutes,” could only carry twenty. Roeder countered that it was obvious that Neill just wanted to claim the T-minus sixty-minute launch to coincide with the name of his ship. Jackson successfully argued that thirty minutes wouldn’t allow the Ragamuffins to move any of their ships into position to launch orbital attacks before they dealt with the arriving Seepha fleet. 
 
    Unfortunately, no one expected the Ragamuffins reinforcements to arrive five hours before the Azure forces were scheduled to begin the battle to retake their planet. There were now at least seven ships in-system capable of launching missiles at surface targets. The only thing in the Azure defenders’ favor was that four of those ships were still en route from the emergence point. 
 
    Cavanaugh’s ship retook four platforms. The most recent had been a raft complex, and they dropped reinforcements twice to finally subdue the enemy and reestablish control. They also lost three Humans and two Arritim in the process; the enemy fought hard, and they’d armed the rafts heavily. 
 
    “Coming up on Raft 21. Crew of fourteen, most of whom were sent home. Last report was three Ragmops and a handful of their own workers. The engineer and lead scientist are our people.” Use of the derogative nickname for Ragamuffin troops had spread throughout the Human population over the past weeks. Even though Roby was a native of Ualapue, at the far end of Azure’s communication, supply, and rumor mill, he’d quickly picked up on the attitudes among the volunteers Cavanaugh brought from Styx to assist in recovery operations after the double tsunami.  
 
    “Got it, Co. Signal Reggie to deploy standard double team. Dropping out of wing-in-ground effect…now!” The wingship jolted, and they felt the bouncing effect of skimming over wave tops as the ship became more of a high-speed boat than an aircraft. 
 
    “Reggie says deploying in three…two…one…done. Punch it, Chewie!” 
 
    “Hey, I’m the pilot, you’re the furry sideki…” 
 
    “MISSILE LOCK! Neill! Evade!” 
 
    “C’mon baby, get in the air…” Cavanaugh muttered as he advanced the throttles to gain lift and clear the water.  
 
    It was at that precise moment that the port-side jet turbine coughed and died. The starboard engine was still at full throttle, and the craft arced to port, putting it on a collision course with both raft and incoming missile.  
 
    Fortunately, that meant they hit the missile head-on before it could arm. 
 
    Unfortunately, the cockpit took the full force of the blow. 
 
    Serendipitously, Styxty Minutes hit Raft 21 at fifty klicks per hour, incidentally knocking out the Ragamuffins’ main offshore missile site targeting Styx, and setting off all the munitions on the platform. 
 
    There were no survivors. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Todd was in the Red Bank communications room watching the reports come in from the farms and rafts. Fighting was fierce in the Lower Styx Valley around the pineapple plantations. That appeared to be the area with the greatest concentration of Consejo troops, since the closest equivalent in flavor—Hawaiian pineapple—had become so rare on Earth. The next highest concentrations of troops were found at the macadamia groves and sugarcane fields. In one instance, the Azure fighters set fire to the fields to drive the Ragamuffins and their workers back. The invaders were aghast that Azure farmers would destroy their own fields, but the natives knew that burning the fields was common between seasons once the cane was harvested. 
 
    It was just one example of the Consejo professing knowledge of agriculture that just wasn’t so. 
 
    Reports came in of large groups of Consejo workers who surrendered immediately instead of fighting. In many cases, it was learned that these people were imported from Earth, mostly South and Central America, to work the fields. They often told of children, spouses, or grandparents held as hostages in warehouses in Landing and near the starport. Todd and Gamboa spread the word as much as possible to spare the workers as long as they didn’t fight back. Once control of fields and government was taken back, they would deal with the workers, but for now, it was a distraction. 
 
    Jacques eventually came to Red Bank when the Hau’ula Wrogul joined with those from Styx. His reunion with Todd was bittersweet since their arguments had been over Jacques’ caution that Wrogul needed to separate themselves from the influence of Humans. Now they were fighting for their very lives alongside the Humans he had distrusted for so many years. At the same time, the actions of Consejo and Ragamuffins proved some of that distrust was warranted. 
 
    As a result, Jacques was present as Todd watched the feeds from Styxty Minutes. When the comm went dead after the panicked shouts, Todd sank to the bottom of his tank and stopped flashing. Jacques pulled himself up and out of his own tank and crawled over to Todd’s. He went to Todd and wrapped his arms around his unmoving progenitor, flashing muted glyphs. Tony and Brent looked on with shock, the silence broken by Amy’s observation. “Those are glyphs of comfort. He just called him ‘Father.’ That’s a big deal for Jacques.” 
 
    They would have to leave their friend to grieve on his own; reports were now coming in on the teams in the Nalu Channel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Minus Five Minutes 
 
    “Submerging now,” Davy’s translated voice came over the helmet radios for Julian “Tommy Gun” Thompson and Kendall “Ken Doll” Varnell. The Wrogul members of the squad received the message via their pinplants, since each Wrogul’s photophores were obscured by their protective armor. 
 
    The trip out to the Nalu Channel rafts required a combination of surface and subsurface travel. The Wrogul of Hau’ula studied seismic disturbances all through the shallow Lepo Sea, even into the deep channels off the Hi’ohi’ona Sea. Thompson learned that many seismic sensors had been placed by Davy and the three Wrogul who accompanied him. Not all their activities had been sanctioned by the leaders of the schismatic Wrogul colony, but Davy had insisted. Now his precautions proved valuable as the local sensors were reporting movement on the sea floor near the Nalu rafts. 
 
    The three unnamed Wrogul were odd, in Thompson and Varnell’s experience. Both the retired mercs came to Azure for medical care and found themselves forcibly retired from their units. On the one hand, they wanted to do the jobs they’d trained for; on the other hand, it meant that they’d survived the Omega War by virtue of not having been there. Their old unit, the Texas Roadrunners, was wiped out by a bad contract. Both Thompson and Varnell received pinplants on To’Os from the strange Wrogul called “Squiddy.” At Cerulean Clinic, they’d been treated by Human and Wrogul physicians working together. In the retirement community of Loihi, Humans and Wrogul even socialized together. 
 
    These Wrogul were perfectly silent and didn’t communicate—either with the Humans or, apparently, with each other. 
 
    “They communicate over their pinplants,” Davy explained. “When we go to the Deeps, we wear protective coverings, plus the lighting is different and distorts our visual perception. It is much more efficient to talk via our implants.” 
 
    “What do we call them?” 
 
    “Do not worry, I will speak to them as needed. However, you may call them Nine, Ten, and Eleven. That is the sequence in which they were budded.” 
 
    “Are they your family members, or what?” 
 
    “We are all descended from Todd. However, yes, Eleven budded from the same progenitor as I. He was one of the colony founders. Ten budded from another founder, and Nine joined us when we left Styx. Our traditions are different in Hau’ula, and we do not all follow Human naming or family traditions.” 
 
    “But you have a name.” 
 
    “I do. I was budded in Styx, before Jacques took us to Hau’ula. Many of us had no choice, but I was always interested in the Deeps. In Hau’ula, I was an explorer, even though my explorations were not always sanctioned.  
 
    “That is how I know these waters, however. There have been many disturbances in this region.”  
 
    So far, the team had investigated several such sites. At one, they discovered that the sea-bottom anchors for a raft were cut. The sunken wreckage of the raft was found scattered on the sea floor in the direction of the Channel current.  
 
    “This was a platform attacked by saboteurs two years ago. The sea anchors were cut,” Davy told them.  
 
    Another site apparently had been an exploratory mine. They’d speculated as to whether it had been for precious metals or merely minerals that were easier to gather from the ocean sediments than surface mines. As they approached the Raft Complex, they could see figures moving about in the dim light. 
 
    “Tommy Gun, Ken Doll, detach and move in under your own power. Go high and come down from the top. Ten, go right, Eleven, left. Nine, take the controls and go straight in. I am going around to the back side.” 
 
    Thompson and Varnell did as ordered. As they got a better view, it was clear that the enemy mercs had some sort of weapon installation. A series of clustered tubes sat with one end in the sediment. The mercs appeared to be working with some form of control wiring. 
 
    The former Roadrunners had trained extensively in zero-G operations. That turned out not to be the same as underwater ops, as they quickly learned. Maneuvers such as flips, turns, and rotations were impeded by the resistance of the water. As a result, by the time Thompson and Varnell were in position above the Ragamuffins, the latter had had time to bring weapons to bear. 
 
    Lasers and MACs were largely useless for aquatic battle. Photons were deflected and slowed by water, while the resistance of the water robbed most blunt projectiles of their force. That was why the two Human came equipped with spear guns and a semi-automatic that shot a smaller version of those spears.  
 
    The Ragamuffin mercs had very little experience with subsurface warfare and fielded lasers and MACs. Unfortunately, inefficient didn’t mean ineffective, and Varnell immediately caught a MAC round to his armor. It didn’t penetrate, but he now had to contend with a leak. Thompson was grazed by a laser to his helmet. Given that it was adapted to aquatic use, the automatic flash compensators were slow to respond, and Thompson suffered a flash burn to his face. 
 
    It also blinded him, causing him to miss his target and hit the weapons console. There were several flashes of light, and the enemy mercs showed evidence of panic. Davy signaled to Ten and Eleven to veer off as he summoned Nine to circle and hold. Thompson was combat ineffective, and Varnell struggled to control his leak while simultaneously dragging his teammate out of the way.  
 
    Davy moved in and examined the control console. Several of the tubes popped their covers, and bubbles arose from inside. The weapons were preparing to fire.  
 
    The lead Wrogul attempted to countermand the launch order, but the console was too damaged. The waterproof display continued to count down: 15…14…13…12… 
 
    He motioned to Nine to back off and ready the skiff-mounted MAC to fire at the weapons tubes. Meanwhile, he reached to the belt of his armor and pulled off six polymer balls. They contained a quick-set waterproof adhesive derived from molluscs. Grabbing a ball in each arm, he tossed the balls onto the top of the open tubes. The balls popped audibly and started to spread a goo that fizzled on contact with water. He quickly jetted out of the way as Nine prepared to fire. 
 
    None of them had a chance to act before a blue streak, moving impossibly fast through the water, rammed the control console and tubes. The impact dislodged the tubes from their anchors on the sea floor, and the tubes settled sideways in the sediment, pointed directly at Davy, Nine, and the two Humans. The rockets ignited, and the entire complex of tubes and missiles began to move toward them. 
 
    Then the whole assembly exploded.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In Red Bank, it was now Jacques’ turn to be stunned as they watched shrapnel tear through the Humans and Wrogul. A series of seismic disturbances were detected from the Nalu Channel, as apparently several missile installations were linked together. Forty missiles broke the surface and headed toward targets in Landing, Styx Town, and the Upper Styx Valley. Jack Sparrow’s tanks at Dillingham took care of all the missiles headed for Loihi and Upper Styx. One of the railway guns had been emplaced near Styx Town the night before, and immediately activated in point-defense mode, eliminating all but one missile—which landed in the drained Wrogul tank at the whic-whac.  
 
    Landing and the starport were not so lucky, and missiles took out the Assembly building and several warehouses on long-term lease to an offworld trading concern. At the starport, the approach control centers—both the official AAC and the substitute center used by the Consejo—were damaged. The explosion also took out two Ragamuffin shuttles and Negotiator Silva’s personal transport.  
 
    Things were not looking good for Azure, until one of the technicians in Red Bank announced, “Emergence! We have emergence. One, two, three, four, five, six capital ships. We’re also reading a drone launch. The Seepha have arrived.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Seventeen Minutes 
 
    “Emergence in fifteen seconds, brace for emergence.” Toozie hated the feeling of being turned inside out that always accompanied emergence from hyperspace. She paced the bridge but took to her crash couch for transition. She briefly felt sorry for the Humans who had to make do with cushions and restraints melded directly to the floor due to the low height of the Seepha control consoles. At least they now had seats…of a sort. One of the younger Humans from the Jefferson showed Glorious Husk of Empire’s engineer a picture on his slate of a polyplas chair with no legs. It was designed for improved posture when sitting on the floor for the ubiquitous Human Tri-V battle simulations they referred to as “video games.” It was easy to replicate, and, although it didn’t totally suit the taller bipeds, they no longer complained of pain in their spinal and pelvic regions. 
 
    Toozie was appalled at first to discover that immature Humans experimented with combat simulations of such complexity and realism. Most galactic races utilized battlefield simulation to train mercenaries and planetary security. None of them treated it as a game.  
 
    It had been one of the factors that led Toozie and her family to realize Humans were worthy allies to what had once been one of the galaxy’s most warlike races. Granted, the urge had been bred out of most of them and replaced with killer business instincts…but certain Humans excelled at that as well. Tony Gamboa was one, and Brent Roeder was another. The Wrogul were still a mystery, but tales from her uncles and aunts on To’Os suggested that at least one Wrogul was made from the same mold.  
 
    The thought caused her to rub her large, orange eyebrow feathers. The Molt, as it was called on To’Os, had caused much distress and loss of status among the bureaucratic class on To’Os. Squiddy was to be admired greatly for it. 
 
    Now to see about rescuing his world. 
 
    “One. Emergence.” The transition made Toozie nauseous. She regretted the preserved fish snack she’d consumed earlier.  
 
    “Report,” she ordered the sensor tech. 
 
    “Eight light minutes to the Primary. Fourteen light minutes to the gate. Gathering readings now.” 
 
    “We’re seventeen minutes late, Sootok! I need an update as soon as you have it.” 
 
    “It was unavoidable, Tooze,” a different voice said. Toozie had taken personal charge of the battleship her five-hundred-times great-grandfather To’omys commanded, but she was no ship captain. Captain Perna, still in a partial exoskeleton while he continued to heal from the circumstances of his arrival at Azure, currently stood at attention watching the main screen. “A seventeen-minute error is remarkable precision.” 
 
    “We should not have slowed down for Sudden Light of Vengeance. She would have caught up with us in this system.” 
 
    “And risk reactor failure in hyperspace? No, better to have her latch on. If you look at the screen, you’ll notice a few more ships. We need all we can get.” 
 
    The main display was showing ships throughout the Azure system. They arrived at the L-5 Lagrange point, equidistant from the sun and Azure. The stargate was at the opposite L-4 point—also equidistant from the sun and Azure, but nearly twice the distance from their current position. There was a cruiser currently headed at high acceleration toward the gate, and the usual approach control channel was silent. Of course, it would still be four minutes before Azure would notice their arrival.  
 
    “Tactical plot firming up, Commodore,” announced Sean Bozeman, the Human tac officer. “Ship disposition, three frigates in high orbit at Azure, non geosynch. One frigate standing off Cerulean Clinic geosynch station. I’m not reading hot reactors on that one. Transponder number says it’s the one Cerulean tagged when Jefferson arrived. There are engine readings in the asteroidal zone past Verdant; that’s likely Silva’s destroyer, the ‘Beowulf.’ There’s the fast courier at WS that brought Garibaldi. The problem is seven new ships that weren’t here when we left. Three transports, two destroyers, a cruiser, and a battlecruiser. Transponders all identify them as Consejo registry.” 
 
    “So. They have reinforcements,” Perna said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “We’re outnumbered.” 
 
    “Are we? Two battleships, two cruisers, and two destroyers against a battlecruiser, cruiser, two destroyers, and three frigates? I like those odds.” 
 
    “And the ‘Birds.”  
 
    “Yes, the ‘Birds, which I remind you we would not have if we’d lost Vengeance in hyper. I suggest we get those deployed. Mister Bozeman, send word to Sudden Light of Vengeance to launch her Thunderbirds.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus One Hour 
 
    An hour later, the tactical picture had firmed up. The cruiser was headed to the stargate control center. Perna designated it Bandit Two, with the battlecruiser as Bandit One, and the destroyers as Bandits Three and Four. Those three ships abandoned the transports and were now accelerating to intercept the Seepha fleet. Bandit Five, the missing “Beowulf” destroyer-sized ship that brought Negotiator Silva and the El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense to Azure, was moving, but Tactical couldn’t firm up the track due to a large amount of asteroidal debris in the vicinity of the ship. Long range sensors showed a spreading cloud of ice and debris at the gate. Thus, the cruiser headed for that location was likely responding to Verne’s mission to free the gate master and eliminate the Ragamuffin forces occupying the control center. 
 
    The most disturbing occurrence was when two of the three frigates—designated Rogue Four and Five in accordance with prior Azure designations—reduced orbit and fired missiles at the surface. A planetary defense installation in the volcanic highlands took out the missiles before they could impact the surface, but they also saw additional missile launches from underneath the ocean just northeast of Landing. While some were intercepted, several hit in the capital and starport districts. 
 
    The War for Azure was on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Ten Hours 
 
    “Bandit One is zero point three light seconds out, one-hundred thousand kilometers, and closing at one hundred KPS. Time to intercept, seventeen minutes. Missile range in seven minutes. Bandits Three and Four are tucked into One’s shadow.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Bozeman. Very sensible of them. It won’t work, though. Ready our own missiles and tell the fleet to be ready to launch. Get me the captains on comm.” 
 
    The tactical plot cleared, and the screen divided into six squares, with Perna’s own image in the lower right. There were two Arritim—Serafina and Clement—commanding the cruisers Sudden Light of Vengeance and Song of Conquest, respectively. Three Seepha represented the remaining ships: To’olina and Drunatha commanded the destroyers In Iron Blood and No Merciful Host. Martyr of the Sunlight, the battleship, was captained by Toozie’s uncle To’omys. He deferred overall command of the fleet, to Toozie onboard the battleship Glorious Husk of Empire, claiming that he was not a direct descendant.  
 
    “Blood and Conquest, when you see Bandits Three and Four launch missiles, I want you to change bearing by negative ten degrees for five minutes, then vector back in to get a lock on the trailing bandits. Vengeance and Host, you do the same on the opposite side, vector out by positive ten degrees for five minutes, and then back to get a missile lock on the destroyers riding Bandit One’s skirts. Empire and Martyr will go right up the middle and target Bandit One.  
 
    “Good shooting. Let’s end this quickly. We need to get to the planet and stop the Rogues from their orbital bombardment.” Even as Perna spoke, an orange flash on the tactical station caught his attention. “Mister Bozeman, report.” 
 
    “PD gun took out Rogue Four, sir.” 
 
    “Smart people, these Wrogul.” Perna slapped the right-side brace of his exoskeleton as he said it. Turning back to the ship captains, he continued, “Very well, we’ll be in mutual missile range in about four minutes. You have your orders.”  
 
    “Bandit Two worries me,” Toozie spoke quietly. 
 
    “Indeed. A cruiser against Verne’s VASPers. I’ve sent the ‘Birds that way, but they’ll be a few hours late.” 
 
    “They can increase thrust, but it will mean twelve-G braking.” 
 
    “Can they survive that? Don’t birds have hollow bones?” 
 
    “Only those who fly. We do not fly, we swim. Each Thunderbird can be filled with fluid for high-G maneuvers.” 
 
    “Ok, let them know, Commodore. We need to have reinforcements for Verne coming in hot behind that cruiser.” 
 
    Eighteen minutes later, five Seepha ships flashed through the debris and continued toward Azure. Martyr of the Sunlight took a hit to one of her three engines and fell slightly behind. Fortunately, that enabled her to drop rescue shuttles to gather the emergency pods from No Merciful Host, which lost shields at an inopportune time and bore the brunt of Bandit Three and Four’s missiles.  
 
    Score: Seepha—3, Ragamuffins—1. That was a steep ratio, considering the imbalance of forces, but they took out the Ragmops’ only capital ship, while the Seepha still had both of theirs. 
 
    Now they just had to get to Azure in time to protect its inhabitants.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Sixteen Hours 
 
    Fighting in Styx Town went house to house. The residents of Azure’s premier boom town were a hardy, independent lot, and they didn’t take kindly to occupation by “government” forces—particularly when those forces were from a government they hadn’t elected—although they trusted their own government only a tiny bit more than the UN.  
 
    As a result, there were few “collaborators” in Styx, and the Ragmops fought for every gain. In contrast, when Colonel Christopher DiNote, late of the Custode Sviss, led his Cobalt-Charlie Company into Styx, they faced a disillusioned and war-weary enemy who put up only a token resistance.  
 
    There was surprisingly little damage in Styx, aside from the canal damage perpetuated by Ragamuffin troops searching for Todd. The Wrogul-Human Interaction/Acclimation Center was a total loss, however. The recreation center was the center of Styx social life in addition to being the common meeting center for two-armed and eight-armed residents. A sudden flurry of missiles had been launched from an undersea site off the coast north of Landing. The Maus and Löwe guns shot down all but one of the missiles headed for Styx and the upper valley. That one had landed dead center in the Wrogul pool in the center of Styx.  
 
    If the Azure defenders won…and if there were Ragamuffin survivors…they would have to answer for attempted genocide for their attacks on Hau’ula and Styx. That was in addition to orbital bombardment and asteroid strikes. The Consejo was racking up quite a bill, and Azure intended to collect. 
 
    DiNote and his troops were checking the debris field in downtown Styx. “Postman, you and Troll take the south side of the rec center. There was a school group in the area when the missile hit. They’re still unaccounted for. Crane, you and…well, Crane, put the PD gun on automatic, grab your tools and get over to the east side. Help them disassemble those collapsed awnings.” 
 
    Adam “Postman” Letterman and Melvin “Troll” Jenkins were retired mercs from two different companies who took retirement after their treatment at Cerulean. When the opportunity to get back into service with Cobalt Company was offered, they were eager to get back in. Ian “Crane” McCranie had served with DiNote in the Custode Sviss; the two were relatively untouched by their adventure arriving in the system, if one discounted DiNote’s artificial leg, courtesy of the Omega War. Ironically, Crane had been paired with a Wrogul who’d selected the name “Crane” after a character in an old Earth science fiction Duo-V show about a submarine that solved scientific mysteries and fought off fanciful monsters. The two got along quite well and worked on the railway guns, one of which was set up in Styx to act as a point-defense installation.  
 
    DiNote moved to assist the teams searching for the children who’d been in the whic-whac when the alert came over his comms. “Colonel, incoming. One of the frigates has launched missiles at Styx. Time of flight, two minutes.” 
 
    “Target and estimated yield?” 
 
    “Styx Town center. Sensors suggest nukes, ten-to-fifteen kiloton yield, five PSI radius of at least a mile.” 
 
    “So, no chance of getting out of the radius. Very well. Sound ‘duck and cover.’ DiNote out.” Shutting off the comms, he muttered to himself. “Two-Cranes, your gun had better work.” 
 
    Orange streaks lit the sky as the point-defense gun activated, safely detonating all but one of the incoming missiles in the upper atmosphere.                                           
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Seventeen Hours 
 
    Keoni Haoa took personal offense at the very presence of the so-called El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense. John Hays had been just a toddler when his parents emigrated to Azure. In school, he’d always admired the Polynesian names of many of his classmates, and even looked the part of a Pacific Islander, despite his ancestry. He was a big man, broad of chest and shoulders, with dark skin and thick, unruly black hair. He’d “Hawaiianized” his own name as soon as legally possible.  
 
    He’d loved history in school, and a random search had led him down the rabbit hole of the Ragamuffin War of 1835-1845. In 1835, a general named da Silva led a war in southern Brazil, protesting the fact that Brazil’s northern provinces imported their beef from Uruguay and Argentina, and did not buy it from the southern provinces. The war was over the perceived unfair trade practices, and da Silva’s rebels called themselves “ragamuffins,” after the fringed leather worn by the “gauchos”—the cowboys of Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay.  
 
    From the moment Silva and his Consejo arrived at Azure, Haoa knew the arrivals did not have any official standing or mandate from the UN. In all likelihood, they were just another piss-poor merc unit looking for easy pickings and valuables to steal. In other words—they were thieves. 
 
    Well, he would be damned if they’d steal his chosen homeworld. 
 
    Haoa was tasked with leading the assault on the starport, midway between Styx and Landing—not because he had any particular military background, but because he’d worked there most of his adult life. He started as a field worker, then moved to warehouse loader, then cargo loader for the shuttles supplying the merc units who stopped at Azure for resupply. With continued promotion and night school, he became the logistics manager for the starport and knew every inch, every hiding place, and every place a mercenary force could be trapped or surrounded. 
 
    Greg Jackson provided a squad of mercs under the direction of Staff Sergeant Derrick “Sharpshooter” Coonradt to supplement Haoa’s group of roughnecks and loaders. The young merc had a reputation for coming through battle unscathed, although that was considered a mixed blessing, since those same battles had high casualty rates. Still, Haoa’s team considered Sharpshooter’s presence to be a good omen—not to mention that they’d be arriving at the starport on a modified maglev rail car festooned with weapons and a railgun big enough to be a ship-mounted weapon.  
 
    “Jack Sparrow said he wanted to build a ‘Sheva,’ whatever that is, but Roeder and Gamboa wouldn’t let him. When I asked, he said it was a battleship gun on a giant tank chassis. So then I asked how he was supposed to get a spinal mount out of a starship without crashing it, and he looked at me all funny, threw all his arms up in the air, and swam off.” Coonradt was checking his gear and that of his squad as the maglev approached the starport under cover of darkness. 
 
    “So, exactly why do we have this great big railgun?” asked PVT Michael “Lensman” Lesnick. “It’s way too big for ground targets. We could hit Landing from here. Hell, we could hit Nala Island from here!” 
 
    “Naw, that’s what the itty-bitty guns on each end are for. The big gun is in case we actually have to fire on Landing.” CPL Frank “Boogie” Hall pointed toward the crew-served MACs at each end of the railcar. Although they weren’t visible in the pre-dawn light, they’d been training Haoa’s fellow civilians in their use over the last week.  
 
    “‘Itty-bitty?’ The platoon-level MACs in my last unit were smaller than those monsters! I bet they could hit Landing, too.” 
 
    Coonradt sighed. “Yeah, Sparrow quoted something about ‘Rule 37’ when I asked about those.” 
 
    “‘There is no overkill. There is only open fire and time to reload,’” PVT Jim “Wheel” Farris quoted. “My favorite line from the Sergeant Schlock comics.” 
 
    “Sergeant who? Was he that drill instructor at Parris?” 
 
    “Oh, you are just a kid, aren’t you, Staff Sergeant?” 
 
    “The railgun is for shooting at ships, gentlemen.” PVT Gordon “Professor” Caldwell was the educated member of the team. He’d been teaching spaceship engineering at a college in northwest Arizona, then decided he really wanted to put his knowledge to use on starships. On his first mission, he’d been badly injured when his ship took a hit directly to the engine room. He’d been recovering at Cerulean and volunteered to join the merc assault at the starport just in case they needed someone with knowledge of ships. “If any of the Ragmop frigates come in and launch on us, or one of their dropships decides to make a strafing run, that’s what Big Bertha is for.” 
 
    “Bertha, she’s that gal waiting tables at Nonna’s, right?”  
 
    “Shut up, Carl.” 
 
    Haoa just shook his head at the banter between the mercs. He knew it was a way of dealing with pre-fight jitters. The staff sergeant was young, but he’d been in plenty of action. He heard from Jackson that Austria had been pretty bad, but the kid came out unscathed. Skill or luck, it counted pretty much the same. 
 
    “Okay, listen up. The staff sergeant may be in charge, but my people know this ‘port. We’re coming in to the maglev cargo station. Unlike the rest of the rail, it’s not elevated at the ‘port, so we’re going to have limited visibility. That works both ways, though, because we won’t be sticking up, either. The Ragmops are staging out of a warehouse on the perimeter. We could ride straight to it, but then we’d have really restricted fields of fire. That means we’re going to have to cross about fifty yards of open territory, but we’ll have cover from the MACs on the car until we hit the warehouse.” 
 
    “That sounds too easy.”  
 
    Haoa couldn’t see who’d spoken—maybe one of the mercs, maybe one of his crew—but it didn’t matter. “Yes, that’s too easy. Expect the situation to change at a moment’s notice. Be prepared to adapt.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then, we fight,” said SSGT Coonradt.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Eighteen Hours 
 
    Greg Jackson’s Landing assault team passed the starport before the assault on the warehouse kicked off. They’d planned to get all the assets into position and time them to start simultaneously, but the Styx team was forced to act early when the Ragamuffin troops conducted several midnight raids on civilian homes. The residences included those of Roeder and Gamboa family members, which suggested the Ragmops suspected a counterattack was imminent. The new timeline was scrambled by the transit times from and the need to get the teams past each successive staging point before each team began their assaults. With only a few dozen klicks’ difference between their destinations, the Landing assault team could hear the railway gun start up at the starport.  
 
    “Bertha’s firing. That means things just got interesting at the ‘port. Be alert, team.” Jackson called his team leaders on the command channel for a last-minute brief as they approached the city limits. “Smith-One, you’re taking Alpha One to secure the road to the governor’s residence. Levitt, you’ve got Alpha Two. Get bodies on the roofs and top floor windows. Urbanek, you’re leading Bravo One. Take that barracks they’ve set up in the Seafoam Hotel. Bravo Two—that’s you, Smith-Two—will leapfrog with Bravo One and provide covering fire as One takes the barracks. Jones, you’re taking Charlie One to the Executive Office Building. Richardson, Charlie Two has overwatch. Once you have those secured, I’ll take Delta’s CASPers into the governor’s office. That’s it. Expect resistance, but clear us a path.” 
 
    On a merc contract, he would have assigned at least a platoon to each target, but there weren’t that many trained mercs available. Consequently, each team consisted of a team lead and three shooters in scout armor, and a heavy weaponeer in an exoskeleton to assist in carrying what would ordinarily be a crew-served weapon. For his own part of the assault, he had a bare three CASPers plus his own. Zach “Cracker” Ritz was one of the few CASPer-qualified mercs who actually had his own mech on Azure. Shannon “Irish” Fralin and Lynette “Lifeguard” Hoff were in CASPers that had been retrieved and repaired from the wreck of the Jefferson.  
 
    The fifth member of Delta was something that could only be called a tank on legs. When he asked about it, he almost wished he hadn’t. Jack Sparrow went on for half an hour about a Tri-V entertainment called Ghost in the Shell. It was roughly crab-like, standing on six articulated legs. Its main gun was a heavy MAC, with lasers and side-mounted Gatling guns that could be fired from their surface mounts or extended on articulated arms. The Wrogul weapons designer said it was the next iteration of the VASPer, operated by other Wrogul participating in the assault. Jackson’s response was simply, “Well, then, you lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said there weren’t any dropships!” Lensman complained as yet another surface-to-orbit gunship spooled up its weapons. 
 
    “There weren’t any yesterday. These three came in last night. Probably while we were sneaking past Styx around midnight,” Haoa retorted.  
 
    It was only the latest in a series of surprises they encountered after stepping off the maglev car. First, the starport sported a new fence separating the cargo rail terminus from the main part of the port. Second was the security checkpoint where the fence crossed the road from the terminus to the warehouses at the edge of the field. Third was several dozen additional troops, likely from the troop transport grounded in the middle of the landing field. 
 
    There was no longer any pretense of sneaking up on the warehouse the Ragmops were using. They tried cutting the fence out of sight of the checkpoint, but alarms went off, and they had to retreat behind cover of the crew-served MACs on the rail car. Haoa’s civilians were looking to exploit other weaknesses, such as drainage culverts and electrical service tunnels, but so far, none of them had reported back. 
 
    “Look, we need to send Bertha back up onto the main rail spur. That will give her a better view of the field. I know we need those MACs, but we’re just going to have to set up our own.” They were in the thick of it, and Sharpshooter was all business and no banter. “Lensman and Boogie, get the MAC off the far end of Bertha and set it up here to cover the guard shack. Wheel and Professor, you’re riding back up the rail with Bertha. It’s time to take the dropships out.”  
 
    He paused as the big railgun fired again, with a loud ZINGGGG! “I’m going to get close enough to take down those guards silently before they can sound an additional alarm. We need to get explosives into the warehouse. It’s too low an elevation for Bertha, so we have to do it the hard way.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Roger, Sarge.” 
 
    The other two mercs just nodded. 
 
    Losing the close-in support of Bertha’s point-defense MACs was going to well and truly suck. They’d been hit with multiple flights of drones, and every one of them—merc and civilian—took hits. Except Sharpshooter, that is.  
 
    Lensman and Boogie were set up and drawing occasional fire, but mostly they just fired single sniper shots to take out any light sources that popped up. Dawn was quickly approaching so they’d soon lose their concealment. As the only member of the team in a CASPer, Sharpshooter got ready to move on the guard shack, popping out the sword attached to his right arm as he waited for his cue. 
 
    ZINGGG! BOOM! Yellow flames behind the warehouse indicated that the big gun had taken out the troop transport. That was the gimme shot. The five dropships would not be that easy. While the guards were distracted, Derrick made his move. 
 
    The two outside guards were on the ground leaking bodily fluids as the third guard came out of the guardhouse behind him. There was barely a hiss as Haoa stepped behind the man, grabbed his head, pulled it back, and drew a large field knife across the throat. The CASPers’ external speakers were not meant to whisper, but Coonradt’s suit had been modified by their resident mad genius. “Nice,” he said, his voice lost in the explosions now coming from the burning troopship.  
 
    “A kukri can be very useful in the pineapple fields,” Haoa responded. “After you…Lucky.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Twenty Hours 
 
    Jackson was getting bogged down in the capital. His Alpha Squad was supposed to secure the main route into the seat of government, with the first team taking the street-level and the second team taking the roofs. Unfortunately, they’d discovered that every storefront and every office had one or more enemy mercs, the stairwells and roof access were blocked, and the roofs themselves were mined. To make matters worse, stationed at nearly every window was a civilian, bound and gagged, serving as a Human shield. Smith-One—Christopher—and Levitt were reluctant to fire on Azure citizens. That attitude was not shared by the Ragmops, who posted snipers behind many of the hostages. Alpha Squad was down to barely half strength. 
 
    Bravo Squad encountered heavy opposition at the Ragmop barracks and had been out of communication for the past hour. Charlie Squad learned there were troops hiding in the rubble of the Assembly Hall—destroyed by missiles launched from an offshore site twenty hours ago—targeting approach to the EOB. While Charlie achieved their objective at great cost, there were no government officials in those offices, only enemy troopers. 
 
    Landing was turning into a real meat grinder; the only effective troops with any force multiplication capability were his CASPers, and he’d already lost Irish to a lucky MAC shot to the head, and Lifeguard’s mech was reading orange in his HUD. Only he, Cracker, and the R-3000 were still reading green. Apparently, the Ragmops had received reinforcements from the starport in the small hours of the morning and were ready and waiting for them. 
 
    Jackson’s forces were stalled, and he called in a directive to their own railway gun, Bertha-Two, to take a high angle shot and drop it on the barracks. It was the only way to ensure the enemy couldn’t circle around behind them. 
 
    One of the surprises of the morning was that Jack Sparrow was not alone in his many-legged mech. He was fully capable of multitasking and operating every system via his advanced Wrogul pinplants, but he’d decided to add an assistant gunner to watch for peripheral threats and operate the point-defense Gatling guns. The fighting vehicle was fitted with stations for a Wrogul and a Human, but they both required advanced pinplants to coordinate their actions and operate the systems without fighting each other. The Human AG in the R-3000—much to Greg’s surprise—was his friend and former senior NCO Mikhail “Mike” Ginzberg. The abnormal pinplants the insane Wrogul Mengele had implanted to torture the former merc were remarkably similar to the coprocessors and functions used to interface with the sophisticated Wrogul brains. In particular, Wrogul pinplants were grown, not implanted, and Ginzberg’s pinplants appeared to be evolving and adapting to Mike’s brain. He’d been studied and treated by the best that Cerulean Clinic offered, and it had truly been the best possible care. On Earth, Mike was only capable of rote tasks and was totally uncommunicative. Now, he was operating half of a combat mech, although he still only communicated by text messaging on a slate or over pinlink. Sparrow dubbed the combination the “think tank.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Think Tank, I’m going to need you to plow the road to the governor’s residence. We know Silva’s holding the deputy lieutenant governor and Jacie Ennovy there.”  
 
    A text stream filled the lower half of his HUD. Actually, Boss, that agent, Cullen, said he got Jacie and a couple others out of there. If we’re lucky, it will just be Silva and his people, and none of ours. 
 
    “Yes, but that would require our luck to actually change.” 
 
    “Delta Six, I’m getting a comm from Red Bank. We have reinforcements coming in!” 
 
    Well then, maybe our luck could change! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Verne and his VASPer squad had been fighting through the station for most of an Azure—or Earth—day. Every time they cleared a compartment, the enemy was right behind them. Every time they entered a new level, there were additional troops waiting for them. Each of the VASPers took damage. Verne and Mystique were yellow, Peter, James, and Gambit were orange, and Wells’ VASPer was giving inconsistent readings, varying from yellow to red, and back again. 
 
    To make things worse, a cruiser had showed up about an hour ago and disgorged more troops. Fortunately, Cora was able to stay hidden among a complex of antennae and sensors on the exterior of the gate control module. Unfortunately, the cruiser was blowing holes in the station to create blockages and keep the rescue force from gaining a pressurized route to extract the likely un-vac-suited gate master.  
 
    They were currently retreating from the master control room—not at all the direction they needed to go. They retreated into a room that was open to space on one side from one of the holes blown by the cruiser. However, the next room over appeared to be some auxiliary control. Since his mech was potentially the most damaged, Verne suggested that Wells check the control console to get a view outside as well as to see if he could establish comms with the gate master. 
 
    “Verne? You need to see this,” James commed. 
 
    At the same time, Cora broadcast in the clear, “Viper Team, friendlies incoming.” 
 
    Verne stepped to the hole in the bulkhead and watched as several dozen pinpoints of light got larger within his view. About half vectored off to harass the cruiser, and he could tell they were probably drones, although their weapons seemed to be surprisingly effective for drones. As they got closer, he realized their true nature. 
 
    Where had they gotten fighters?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Haoa led Sharpshooter to a less-used maintenance entrance to the warehouse where the Ragmops stored arms and equipment. They couldn’t do much about the personnel with just two of them, but maybe it would be possible to deny them resupply and reloads. Coonradt’s CASPer wouldn’t fit inside the doorway, so he popped the canopy and climbed out, opened an equipment locker, and withdrew a weapon that looked like a cross between an oversized revolver and an air cannon. The MB32X20-P grenade launcher was based on the Milkor M32 six-shot 40 mm grenade launcher fielded by the United States Army in the early twenty-first century. Binning had updated it with a twenty-shot drum firing grenades with varied proximity and timed fuses. It was considered a last-resort weapon for use by a CASPer pilot who needed to bail out and cover his retreat.  
 
    The grenades could be set individually and fired one at a time or full auto. The P model could also be reprogrammed on-the-fly via pinlink. Sharpshooter intended to do just that and programed the entire load for time-delayed fuses, such that half would go off simultaneously, and half would be delayed to ensure the resulting conflagration could not be easily extinguished.  
 
    Coonradt had once known a historical combat reenactor who’d called the gun a “nerf cannon.” When questioned, the friend told him all about the foam-covered nonlethal weapons for pre-First Contact crowd control. Derrick looked the name up on the AetherNet and found something totally different but admitted that the foam-covered projectiles looked awfully similar.  
 
    The door led to a small closet, and the two of them barely fit. The next door opened into the warehouse proper. The open space and dim interior were perfect for their plans. Sharpshooter lofted all twenty grenades into the farthest reaches of the warehouse, then removed the cylindrical magazine and replaced it with one Haoa was carrying. Those bombs were scattered over the nearer parts of the structure. Coonradt queried all the bombs via the cable from his pin to the launcher, and from there to low-power radio links to the individual munitions. Satisfied that they were all placed and set, the two retreated back out of the building. 
 
    Climbing back into his CASPer, Coonradt clicked his comms three times to signal Lensman and Boogie to cover their retreat. Once through the fence, the MAC crew grabbed their weapons hastily and scrambled back out of the cargo terminal and into the culvert circling the starport’s cargo district. Coonradt broadcast a “take cover” signal to all members of the starport assault team, even though they hadn’t heard back from any of the civilians so far.  
 
    The morning was rent by the rapid-fire ripple of exploding grenades, followed by secondary explosions as stored munitions cooked off. One of the dropships lifted off and drifted over to fire on anything moving near the conflagration. Fortunately, the gunship crew was only firing at debris being blown about by the continued explosions inside the warehouse and their ship’s own vectored thrust. 
 
    Until a number of surface-to-air missiles cooked off inside the warehouse. Missiles flew out of the warehouse in random directions, with no less than three slamming into the dropship without exploding. However, the ship was not so lucky with the fourth and fifth missiles. One struck an engine and blew it completely off the craft; the other passed completely through the cockpit, killing the pilots.  
 
    The severely damaged ship crashed between the guard shack and the remains of the warehouse, adding to the destruction, but also permanently blocking that access to the port. Above the irregular staccato of secondary explosions—not to mention the delayed grenades—they could hear Bertha firing. Another dropship was hit. It built up some height and speed, and was now heading toward the coast, trailing smoke and falling mercs—not all of them with jump packs or in CASPers.  
 
    Coonradt’s comm crackled as red streaks from the sky took out the remaining dropships. “Cobalt Company, all Azure Defense forces, this is Red Bank. The ships approaching the starport are friendlies. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT fire on the incoming ships, no matter how unusual they appear.” 
 
    “Huh?” Sharpshooter said dumbly. 
 
    “Unusual? More unusual than a Wrogul-shaped CASPer?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Twenty-Two Hours 
 
    Watching through the hole in the station, Verne could see the arriving fighters punching more holes into the station. The virtual heads-up display available from his pinplants overlaid those locations with his own map of their progress through the station. Each spot represented one of the places where they diverted due to an overwhelming concentration of enemy. He still wasn’t sure about turning his back to the newcomers, but if they were truly friendlies, they just might keep the Ragmops off long enough to make it to the gate master. He toggled the pinplant messaging function of his comm. 
 
    “Viper Team, we’re moving on the bridge, now.” Verne took one more look at the status readouts for his team. James and Peter had affected sufficient repairs to bring their status back to yellow. Unfortunately, Mystique was now shading toward orange. She had a small leak in the main operator compartment. Since a VASPer was filled with Styx water, the leak would alternately freeze in the vacuum and plug the leak, then break loose with movement. “Viper Four, your leak has opened up again. Apply a patch if you can.” 
 
    “I am out, Viper Six. I have used all my patches.” 
 
    “I have an extra, Four. Give me just a mil to disengage from the console here.” Verne looked at Wells’ status. He might have a spare patch, but from the look of his VASPer status, he could really use it himself. 
 
    “Viper Five, your readings are erratic. Check your readouts and give me a read back.” 
 
    “System’s fine, Six, I’m reading yellow across the board, except for being orange on ammo.” 
 
    “I’m getting strange readings. One moment you’re yellow, the next moment you’re red.” 
 
    “Roger, that’s a bad connection in telemetry. That last cluster of K-bombs shook something loose.” 
 
    “Alright, old man, if you say so. Try to keep up. Viper Team! Let’s go!” As they moved back into the station, Verne could have sworn he heard a voice on his comm channel singing “…shines the name, shines the name of Rodger Young…” 
 
    With a portion of the Ragmop forces occupied with the newly arrived fighters, Verne was able to seal a compartment behind his team and repressurize, allowing them to immediately move toward the gate control bridge. As they rounded the last corner, with Wells in the lead, they encountered return fire from a crew-served MAC guarding the bridge entrance. Verne pulled Wells back just as the latter was readying a K-bomb to throw at the emplacement. He immediately regretted the decision, as the distraction caused Wells to take a round in one shoulder of his VASPer. 
 
    “Let me go, nephew, I am in the best position to get up there and take them out.” 
 
    “Viper Five, stand back, we will find another access.” 
 
    “Negative, Viper Six, you know I don’t hear so well.” With that, Wells converted his VASPer back to T-mode and clambered up onto the ceiling. He was able to get more than halfway down the corridor before the MAC could react and aim at the unexpected overhead target. One round hit right where the Wrogul operator’s head would be in the combat armor. The VASPer spasmed, and the primed K-bomb dropped right in front of the MAC. It went off almost immediately, taking out the gun emplacement, Ragamuffins, and VASPer. 
 
    Verne was in shock. That was Wells. His progenitor Jacques’ bud-mate, and the third Wrogul to be budded on Azure. He’d been Todd’s second in command for as long as he could remember—and considering that he had his progenitor’s memories, that was longer than Verne himself had been alive. 
 
    Oh, my creator, what am I going to tell Todd? 
 
    “Door’s unblocked, Six. We need to get in there.” Vipers Two and Three were cautiously moving up to the armored door. 
 
    “I think we need to give the commander a moment,” Viper One called. “Two and Three, open that door. Four, cover them. We need to get the gate master out of there and to safety.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The arriving reinforcements were apparently arriving in individual drop shells, as each object appeared to splinter into fragments and continue falling, while a slightly larger core object decelerated on jump jets. Even in descent, the forces took the ground installations under fire. Each appeared to be equipped with twin MACs of a size normally mounted on vehicles. They were fired in pairs, apparently to keep the drop troopers from going into a spin, since small maneuvering jets on their backs counterbalanced the shots. The resistance from ground forces at the starport was silenced in the time it took for the troopers to settle to the ground; the last of the enemy dropships had already been taken out by the time the drop shells separated.  
 
    As they landed and formed up, Haoa was able to get a better look than he had while they were descending. “Are you seeing this, Lucky?” 
 
    “Some kind of birds? What are they, flight mechs?” 
 
    “Not hardly, that type of bird doesn’t fly. Those are penguins!” 
 
    After the first eight troops landed at the starport, they climbed out of their drop shells and headed toward Landing. A similar-sized force of Seepha had also landed there, while a second group touched down at the starport for security. The troopers were almost exact replicas of rockhopper penguins—including the fact that after waddling a few steps, they hopped in formation toward the capital.  
 
    As the security group landed, they took up positions around the perimeter of the starport with six standing at attention and two setting up some sort of mortar. They lobbed a round onto a group of Ragmops attempting to set up a crew-served MAC in the shadow of several oversized cargo-handling ‘bots on the far side of the field, and the people were blown in all directions. 
 
    Sharpshooter’s comm crackled, and a high-pitched voice came over it. “Cobalt Company forces, you are relieved; we’ve got this. You may fall back and avail yourselves of replenishment and medical care.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks, uh…I didn’t get your name…but thanks anyway.” 
 
    “I am Captain To’Ornalo of the Mighty Fist of Liberation, First Seepha Birds of Prey.” 
 
    “Oh, uh. Yeah, thanks again, we’re um…we’re falling back now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jackson heard the relief formation approaching well before he could see it, but it was the damnedest rhythm he’d ever heard on a battlefield: thump-thump-thump-THUD-SHHHHHHH-thump. He listened without understanding until he saw the penguins waddling into view. At first, he laughed at the idea of penguin troopers. Then he saw them—well, there was no other term for it—hop in unison and in formation. Upon landing, the front rank flopped onto their bellies and slid forward, covering the advance of the ones behind them. As the main body waddled past their position, the ones on their bellies hopped up and waddled up to form the rear rank of the formation until the next hop. 
 
    It would have been hilarious except for two factors—the first was that it had taken Jackson hours to fight through a few blocks, and these birds had just waddled straight through, ignoring the harassing fire until a single bird turned and fired its MAC, silencing the enemy. The second factor was that they were clearly armed and armored, just what he needed to break out of his untenable position. He’d lost Cracker to a volley of return fire from the direction of the governor’s residence, and Hoff had stopped to address some of her system failures when her CASPer status indicator abruptly went from orange to black. 
 
    It was down to him and the odd couple of Jack Sparrow and Ginzberg in their R-3000. He’d been considering calling in a Bertha strike to reduce the residence to rubble when the birds arrived.  
 
    Now?  
 
    Now it was time to fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Twenty-Five Hours 
 
    The downside to the Seepha troopers was that—with their hop and waddle motion—the meter-tall troopers weren’t very good for room-to-room clearance. For that matter, though, neither were the crab-legged VASPers or eight-foot CASPers, so the Seepha infantry stormed the residence, with Jackson and Ginzberg in the rear wearing only minimal body armor. He called in Human-sized reinforcements and was told that SSGT Coonradt was on his way. The damn kid had come through yet another battle unscathed, but this time his entire squad had shared that fortune, and they were now calling their squad-leader, “Lucky.” 
 
     He could hear weapons fire ahead and saw that the Seepha were clustered around the door to one of the governor’s private conference rooms. He had gotten word that there was no one in the line of succession for the governorship in the building—at least not since Trenchcoat had gotten Jacie Ennovy safely out of Landing yesterday. Unless the enemy was holding the low-level staffers, there shouldn’t be anyone in the building who wasn’t an enemy of Azure… 
 
    …until he turned the corner to see a sight that froze his blood. 
 
    The conference room was equipped for Human and Wrogul interactions with the seat of government. In fact, construction of the room—and the residence—had first been commissioned while Cynthia Bailey was governor, and her records revealed that she, Todd, and many of their mutual successors had used the room for official and unofficial business in the decades since.  
 
    The room had a Human conference table, while along one wall was a water tank, the intervening space had perches and trapeze bars for Wrogul to move about the room and participate in discussion. It would hold a dozen Humans and likely a similar number of Wrogul, but there were only two Humans and a single Wrogul in there now. Silva was in one corner, holding a compact sub-gun in a two-handed grip. His target was a young woman and a Wrogul with blue eyes. It was clear that the Wrogul was trying to shield the woman, but at the same time, the expression on her face showed that she thought that she should be guarding the Wrogul. 
 
    Jackson stepped back out of sight of the people in the room and keyed his comm. “Jack, take a look at my bodycam footage and check the last minute. Send that to Todd and tell him we need him…NOW!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There were a few shouted demands from inside the conference room, and Jackson gave noncommittal answers until the help he’d summoned could arrive. Coonradt brought his squad of four mercs, with one civilian in tow, formed a perimeter down the hallway, and covered the access stairs to the floor. It wasn’t that they didn’t think the Seepha troopers could handle it, but two of their own were threatened, and they didn’t want anything to happen that was too high for the short birds to handle.  
 
    Jackson knew exactly who Silva was holding hostage, for he’d seen those eight arms wielding knives just like the two he was using to hold Silva at bay for now. “Is Marinara protecting Meryll, or is she protecting him?” Jack Sparrow’s message came over Greg’s pinplants. He looked up to see Ginzberg assisting Jack onto a smaller version of the eight-legged mobile chair he’d made for DiNote after the crash of the Jefferson.  
 
    “I don’t know, but he sure looks fearless, for a cook.” 
 
    “He used to watch Steven Seagal movies when he was young. He might be a chef—do not dare call him just a cook—but he first became interested in knives from martial arts movies. Guido and Nunzio told me Mari’s knifework was what caused them to ask Tony for permission to study with him.” 
 
    “Speaking of the bouncers, where are they? I can’t imagine seeing Marinara here without those two. They wouldn’t have let this happen.” 
 
    “They did not. The birds told me they found a couple of ‘big-big boys’ banged up downstairs. I went to check. Those two are in bad shape, and it will be touch-and-go for them. I called Tammy. Her quadrotor is decked out for dust-off, and she is on the way. She will get them over to Irwin and Walt at Cerulean as fast as she can.” 
 
    “Oh, Mari’s gonna be mad. Not to mention Tony. Does he know?” 
 
    “He does. He is torn between escorting Todd and meeting the medevac.” 
 
    “Tell him to take care of his family. We’ll guard Todd.” 
 
    “And Jacques.” 
 
    “WHAT? Who let him out of the hospital?” 
 
    “He let himself out. He has all the training the rest of them have.” 
 
    “Oh, this just keeps getting better and better…” 
 
    A shot rang out inside the room, and Meryll screamed. There was the sound of breaking glass and the gurgling of water. 
 
    “NO! Stay back.”  
 
    Jackson and Jack moved to the doorway. Greg had his hand-held laser, and Jack was holding two hand-cannons that looked suspiciously like Flatar hypervelocity pistols. Meryll and Marinara were in the same position, but Silva was now facing the rapidly emptying water tank, where two more Wrogul had entered via the hydrolock. 
 
    The green-eyed Wrogul began to flash, and speakers around the room carried the translated voice. “Stand down and let my grandson go, Senhor Silva. I am Todd. You have been looking for me.” 
 
    “No! Lies, all lies. Everyone knows the Wrogul has blue eyes! My troops found this one in Styx.” 
 
    “Yes, that is my grandson, Marinara. I am Todd. I am currently governor of Azure.” 
 
    “No, stop lying. I know this one. I saw him on Tri-V. The general told us he escaped from Earth, and we found him here. You are no governor. There are pictures of this one all over—the squid with blue eyes. I know!” 
 
    “That is not true. There are many Wrogul on Azure. I am Todd, their progenitor. This is Jacques, and that is Marinara.”  
 
    Jackson and Jack Sparrow stood absolutely still. They knew the slightest move could make this go very badly. Despite that, they could see Jacques edge very slowly in the direction of Meryll. He saw the Human and Wrogul watching from the doorway and winked one gray-gold eye. 
 
    “No! Lies! One squid landed here in an alien spaceship. I saw the records. You are trying to trick me, just like you were trying to make me think there were penguins armed with machine guns and cannons!” 
 
    “I assure you, there is a whole colony of Wrogul on Azure. This is our home.” 
 
    “YOU LIE! This is an alien world, and they’ve enslaved Humans and stolen what should be ours! The aliens wear Human suits and deceive us all!” 
 
    Jacques reached Meryll and gently touched her on the shoulder. To her credit, she barely flinched at the light touch and weight as the Wrogul slowly eased up onto her back.  
 
    Todd kept Silva’s attention on him throughout. The man was unbalanced and in way over his head with the occupation of Azure. “Senhor Silva, surely this is not your fault. Your commander has given you faulty information…” 
 
    “Yes, it’s all Garibaldi’s fault. He told me to come here. ‘That’s a nice planet they’ve got there,’ he said. ‘It’d be a shame if someone threatened to drop a rock on it! Easy pickings, and a nice place to move your families.’” Silva sobbed. “I brought my mother here, but she got sick on the trip, and now she’s at the clinic.” 
 
    Jacques reached a position just below Meryll’s neck and carefully placed a couple of arms over the shoulder for leverage. The next series of events appeared to unfold in slow motion. Todd pulled himself up onto the edge of the nearly empty water tank as if to jump as Jacques leapt up from Meryll’s shoulder to grab an overhead trapeze bar and swing toward Silva. 
 
    Once Jacques was off her shoulder, Meryll dropped to the ground and attempted to grab Marinara, but succeeded only in knocking his perch forward, into Silva. Jackson shouted and launched himself to cover the civilians, even though his armor probably wouldn’t stop the projectiles from the subgun. 
 
    Even with Jackson’s size and reflexes, Jack Sparrow was ahead of him in an arc toward the leader of the Ragamuffins. Silva jerked backward, and the subgun discharged, striking glass, wall, and flesh. 
 
    Despite all the beings in motion, Marinara was the first to reach Silva. His photophores seemed to flash all at once, and the translator rendered an anguished “GRANDFATHER!” as his lightning-fast knives nicked both carotid and jugular, and ended with one knife in Silva’s left eye, and the other embedded to the handle at the base of the brain on the opposite side. Negotiator Bento Gonçalvos Silva of El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense collapsed to the floor, his fist still clenched on the grip and trigger of the subgun as the bolt locked back on an empty chamber and magazine.  
 
    The adrenaline rush made it seem as if all the bodies fell in slow motion. 
 
    The first thing to enter Jackson’s awareness was Meryll screaming as she stared at the Wrogul lying limp on the floor in front her. 
 
    “MEDEVAC! TAMMY, get your ass back here! We have Priority One patients for the clinic! Tell them to prep for major VIP casualties.” 
 
    “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” he heard over the radio from Coonradt.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Thirty Hours 
 
    “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill him with my own hands.” They were using Roeder’s office in Loihi, and Roeder was pacing in front of his desk as Tony sat in the large chair in the seating area next to the—empty—Wrogul tank. Greg Jackson stood at attention just inside the door of the room, and there were mixed Human and Seepha troops outside the door, as well as throughout the building. They’d decapitated the Ragmops, but the body was still twitching. 
 
    “Patience, my friend,” Tony rumbled. “We know Garibaldi hasn’t left the system yet. The Consejo cruiser is still out there, although it is playing hide-and-seek with the Seepha.” 
 
    “Death is too good for him. He needs to suffer. I’ll give him something that will make his skin slough off, then he’ll go blind, then deaf, then mute. TO THE PAIN!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, he will suffer, but let us return to the matter of Garibaldi. Verne and the gate master assure us the gate is locked down and there have been no transitions since Toozie left to get the Seepha fleet. There’ve been two arrivals, the Ragmop reinforcements and the Seepha. Garibaldi was last seen in Landing, but his shuttle isn’t among the wreckage in the starport. Verne is headed back to Wandrey station, and Brul is looking on Cerulean.” 
 
    “Cerulean? But Amy’s there.” 
 
    “Amy? She’s not at Red Bank?” Jackson finally broke his silence. He felt guilty that this was somehow his fault. Ginzberg had been sending texts directly to his pinplants to assure him that he—of all people—knew this wasn’t Greg’s fault.  
 
    Nevertheless, that didn’t make him feel better. 
 
    “No. After the Jefferson arrived, I was too worried that the Consejo would make a move in the Kali Heights. I sent her to Cerulean, with Brul as her security.” Roeder rubbed his hands repeatedly. “Oh, when I find him, I’m going to make him pay.” 
 
    “Yes, my friend. We will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    T-plus 36 hours 
 
    Giuseppe Garibaldi, late of El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense, regretted the day he’d taken the comm call from the individual with the obviously doctored voice who wouldn’t show his face. This was supposed to be an easy job. Hire Silva and his laughable little trade union, run a protection scam on a whole planet, and sit back to let the sweet, sweet credits roll in.  
 
    Silva had turned out to be a paranoid schizophrenic, the farmers fought back, and the corporate interests that owned the government were being advised by one of the most notorious mob bosses in Naples. ‘Seppe was well aware of “Big Tony” Gamboa’s reputation. He was from Naples, himself, although he’d spent most of his time running with the Argentinian Syndicate. Nobody, but nobody on Earth would have taken this job if they’d known Big Tony was at the heart of it.  
 
    To top it off, there wasn’t just one, but a whole planet full of those nasty squids. They gave him the creeps. It wasn’t natural! 
 
    The Santa Catarina, or “Beowulf,” depending on whether they changed the transponder back, was out there, slowly approaching the station. All he needed to do was set up his distraction, get in a pressure suit, grab a maneuvering suit, and go out to meet it. He considered whether to use a minor distraction, or a major one. After what this damned system had cost him, he decided to go for the biggest one he could manage. 
 
    He hurried to the utility substation he’d identified in the clinic. He could have taken out the electrical, the water, or the air, but this one handled the oxygen and anesthetic gases for the operating rooms. It should make a nice explosion. If it damaged the station, well, he was sure they had it coming. 
 
    He turned to check behind him. There had been a security detachment at the last spoke into the gravity ring. That was new. They were all Human. Well, except for one…maybe. He was roughly humanoid, about five feet tall, but he was also four feet across at the shoulders, short and squat. He’d looked at Garibaldi curiously. ‘Seppe had tried to walk by as casually as possible, and not make eye contact, but he saw the brute’s reflection in a bulkhead after he passed the intersection. He was talking into a comm, so ‘Seppe figured there’d be a tail on him soon enough. That was okay; the substation was right around this bend. 
 
    Somehow, his toe hit an obstruction on the floor, and he stumbled. The spin of the gravity section threw his balance off further, and he fell against the wall. As he straightened back up, he noticed a cat, standing on its hind legs, nonchalantly buffing a single extended claw against its fur.  
 
    He moved to step around the animal, and it held out a paw with four very long, very sharp claws extended. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    “You…you…you talk!” 
 
    “Yeah, and you apparently don’t, or at least not well.” 
 
    “Wh—what are you?” 
 
    “What—or who—is not that important to you right now. But for the sake of completeness, I am Aryss. Welcome to our negotiation.” 
 
    The cat was about two feet tall when resting on its haunches on the floor, but added another foot when she stretched upward, as she now did to stare the Human in the face. She was mostly black, but with spots of orange fur. On Earth felines, the coloration would be “calico.” She was broad at the shoulders with an unusually short tail. 
 
    Garibaldi had been in very few situations he couldn’t get out of through intimidation. In those latter cases, he could often get by on bluff and bluster, so he affected an imperious tone and responded, “What do you want? I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    “Oh, not much. Just waiting to find out the terms.”  
 
    “I don’t understand you. Get out of my way.” 
 
    The cat stepped out to block his way. Now, in addition to the wicked-looking claws, each paw held knives with even more wicked-looking points. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. I just need to delay you long enough to…” 
 
    “You, HALT! Stay right where you are!” The wide brute from the security team was thundering up the hall behind him.  
 
    Garibaldi turned to push his way past the cat, but that creature was gone. He tried to move, only to find a knife sticking through his station shoes into the floor. The surface was tinted kleerplas, there should not have been any way for the blade to penetrate. He tried to wiggle his shoe free and found that the blade was perfectly positioned between his toes. He felt a searing burn that told him he would cut himself badly trying to escape. 
 
    “Oh, crap.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Human female lay on the treatment table while the Wrogul surgeon worked over her. He hummed a tune through his translator, something about a small world. “So, Meredith Lee Kunohili, did you know your name translates to ‘Hunter’ from Hawaiian? Yes, knowing your companion, you probably did. But does she know who your father was? For that matter, do you, M’Lee?” He continued his procedure, vibrating the small, fine-tipped tentacles in the fiilash as they passed through the young lady’s skull to correct the neural imbalance caused by her unusual reaction to the gene therapy. Without turning, he spoke to the otherwise empty room. “You may come up here. I know you want to be close to her, and I can see you, you know,” he said to the small figure who’d slipped through the door and was waiting rather impatiently at the foot of the biobed. 
 
    “Yes, and how you and Ward do that is a subject of much debate,” Aryss replied. “How is she? You still have her unconscious.”  
 
    “Just a precaution. Most Humans don’t take well to the fiilash.” 
 
    “Hmph,” was the only response from the Depik. 
 
    “She has an unusual gene code in her amygdala. I must trace it down, because it likely runs in her family; that’s why the emotional bonding gene splice had such an unusual effect. I’ll have it fixed in a moment.” He withdrew the tentacles, and the young lady stirred. “So, what have you been up to?” 
 
    “Oh, this and that, watched a bar brawl, eavesdropped on station security, stopped a madman from blowing up the clinic.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. The usual then. Okay, all done here. Meredith will wake up in a few minutes, and I need to be on my way, myself. Good hunting, Madam.” 
 
    “Here.” The Depik tossed a small coin in the direction of the surgeon. “Thank you, Molina. Ward said you would know what to do.” 
 
    Squiddy looked at the coin with the stylized pawprint. He drew himself up to his full height, stretching up on his eight arms, then he bowed in Aryss’ direction. She didn’t know they could do that! 
 
    “My pleasure, but that name should not be spoken here. I am Doctor Octavius—and—I—was never here.” 
 
    The Depik gave a snort. Her companion liked that movie, too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Five Days 
 
    “I do not want this job. I never wanted this job.” 
 
    “You are the senior, Perseus. The planetary charter states that the co-governor is the senior Wrogul. Jacie Ennovy will take over the Human post, but until she is out of the hospital, you have to do it.” 
 
    “But why me, Verne? Nemo is older.” 
 
    “Really? You know Nemo. You really think he could or even would govern a part Human, part Wrogul, part Arritim world, with more species on their way? Besides, Nemo is offworld. Jacques and Wells are gone, which leaves those of us from the third budding as the seniors. With Harryhausen and Molina also offworld, replacing Todd comes down to you or me. I am just a merc; you are an administrator.” 
 
    “I did not want that job, either. I was content to be a researcher at the clinic until Wells put me in charge of the office.” 
 
    “You are stuck with it, but, honestly, you are the best of us for this job. Now, as the two-legs say, ‘get your act together;’ they are waiting in the outer office.” 
 
    “Very well.” Perseus reached up to grab an overhead bar as he moved from the Wrogul tank at the side of the room to the custom chair Verne had made to fit behind the governor’s desk. In mid swing, he caught sight of the door leading from the office into the conference room next door and almost missed his next grab. 
 
    “Smooth, brother.” 
 
    “Stuff it, Verne.” 
 
    The two Humans entered the office arguing, as they had been for several days. 
 
    “There is absolutely no point in bringing him down to the planet. He can be put out the airlock more easily up there. Justice.” Gamboa had a stern look on his face. Neither Verne nor Perseus knew him very well, but they had heard that the man’s Neapolitan accent came out when he was angry. There was no accent, so Tony was very tightly controlling his emotions. 
 
    “We still need to know what he knows. He needs to be interrogated,” Roeder countered. 
 
    “Have you heard him? Talking cats disappearing into thin air? È pazzo!” Gamboa threw his hands up in the air and finally looked over at Perseus and Verne. “Onorato governatore, what should we do?” 
 
    Both Humans looked at Perseus, and he knew this would likely be the defining decision of his hopefully short governorship. “We need a trial.” 
 
    “No! He is not just a criminal caught in the act. Era uno psicopatico—psychopath—a rabid animal. If there is anything I learned from my years with the Syndicate, it is that you don’t take chances with that type. You put down a wild animal that gets a taste for flesh.” 
 
    Roeder nodded. “He has a point. I still say we need the information in his head, invisible talking cats or not.” He gave Verne a look, warning him not to comment or react. 
 
    “Nevertheless, Todd would want a trial. That was his oath, to do no harm. Yes, he would want justice, but vengeance comes with too high a price.” 
 
    “Sí, you are right. But how are we going to do that? Who on this planet could be judge, let alone jury?” 
 
    All four reacted to the ping in their pinplants as a message came in from Red Bank. “Emergence. Gentlebeings, we have a Besquith thrust core emerging from hyperspace. They’re squawking Peacemaker idents. The thrust core is headed for the gate, but a corvette detached and is headed for Azure.” 
 
    “That…may very well be the answer to your question, Tony.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The starport between Landing and Styx was unusable between the crashed dropships and the debris from the armament warehouse explosions. The hulk of the Jefferson had been moved aside, so the Peacemaker corvette landed at Dillingham at pretty much the same time as the shuttle from Cerulean.  
 
    Amy Roeder rushed up to hug her father, while Brul escorted the prisoner to Verne’s waiting VASPer-suited mercs. “Oh, Dad. You worry too much! I was fine. Brul had it all in hand, although there’s something Garibaldi was saying about—” 
 
    Brent Roeder interrupted his daughter before she could say more. “Shhh, kiddo. Not now. That’s a story for another time.” 
 
    The corvette opened its hatch, and out came a Wrogul travel tank, a Besquith who leaned heavily on one corner of the tank, and a bear-like alien who stood over eight feet tall. 
 
    “Oh, good. An Oogar. Just what we needed, a giant purple Don’t-Care-Bear,” Roeder muttered under his breath. 
 
    The tank moved forward on its treads, and the Wrogul inside flashed, “Well met, gentle sophonts. We got here as soon as we could. I only wish it were under better circumstances.” Harryhausen lifted an arm out of his tank to wave vaguely at the Besquith. “You know Lucky, my partner. The Guild recommended additional medical care, and her matriarch agreed to allow her to finish her Alpha transition at Cerulean.” He then waved in the direction of the Oogar. “This is Enforcer Hakraa. The Guild sent him when you mentioned the violations. Hakraa, these are Roeder, Gamboa, and my brother Perseus.” 
 
    “Well met, gentlemen, Governor,” the Oogar boomed. There was no quieting the bear-like aliens—they shouted when they were angry, when they were happy…in fact, the only time Oogars didn’t shout was when they were asleep.  
 
    “Well met, Peacemakers, Enforcer,” Perseus flashed. “You have come at an auspicious time.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I understand you prefer a trial?” Hakraa pointed a giant paw in the direction of the VASPers leading their prisoner back toward the starport buildings. 
 
    “Yes, honored sir. It is what Todd would want.” 
 
    “Very well then. I will examine the evidence. If I feel a trial is warranted, I will be judge. That Torvasi, I know him. He can serve as prosecutor.” Hakraa turned to look sternly at Perseus and pointed the paw at the Wrogul. “But we will need a defender. That will be you.” 
 
    It should not have been possible for a voice rendered by translator to rise an octave and squeak, but Todd and his descendants had spent decades refining the Wrogul translation matrix. “Uh, yes sir. I will—I will do my best.” 
 
    “Very well then, let us get Lucky to her doctors, then Ray and I will look at the evidence.” 
 
    The three Peacemakers headed toward a ground car that had arrived right after the corvette. It had an open top to accommodate both the Oogar and the Wrogul tank. Perseus, the Roeders, and Gamboa stayed behind and watched while they drove away. 
 
    “Amy, would you please have Michael Caparelli comm me? I fear I must figure out how to become a lawyer as well as a governor. It would be good to have a real one at my side.” Perseus slid down to the bottom of his tank. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Michael was more than happy to coach Perseus on the formalities of a trial. On Earth, where Michael had trained, he’d had to learn a complex set of laws that were ever changing and affected by every nuance and loophole written by the very people charged with enforcing them. On Azure, the code of laws was quite simple, and boiled down to what Humans called the Golden Rule. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Most legal strictures derived from the consequences for injuring another or their property.  
 
    Within the Galactic Union as a whole, the law was even simpler: Don’t commit genocide, don’t bomb surface targets from more than ten miles up, don’t create artificial intelligence or antimatter. However, in practical terms, Union law was even simpler, if more cynical—“He who has the gold, rules.” The Union functioned mainly because a large number of guilds paid, bribed, extorted, and embezzled to and from each other while they hired mercenaries to fight their battles for them.  
 
    That left Perseus in a bad situation, because he had no idea how Hakraa was going to run this trial—by Earth law, Azure law, or Union law. 
 
    After two days of examining the evidence, Hakraa called Brul and Perseus to meet him in a surprisingly undamaged courtroom in the one remaining wing of the Assembly Hall. “I have examined the evidence, and there is little doubt in my mind of the guilt of Garibaldi, Silva, and all parties employed by this Consejo. I have enough evidence, and the authority as not only a Peacemaker, but as an Enforcer, to enact summary judgement on Garibaldi and his people.  
 
    “However, the people of Azure in the person of Governor Perseus have requested a trial so their generally lawful way of life is preserved. For that reason, I am willing to conduct an abbreviated trial. There is no reason for a jury trial, nor presentation of evidence. There is clear evidence that Garibaldi acted as the chief executive of the Consejo, that his forces violated the ten-mile bombardment limit, and that, by waging war on Azure, he threatened the only known Wrogul homeworld, violating the anti-genocide provisions of Union law. What we will do is to convene tomorrow at noon for sentencing arguments. Brul will present the case for a sentence of death, and Perseus will present the case for clemency. After the arguments, I will pronounce sentence on Garibaldi and all the Consejo troops and transportees in the Azure system.” 
 
    To Perseus, this was even worse than what he knew of jury trials. Like many young Wrogul, he had been exposed to Human popular entertainments, including police and courtroom drama. The final arguments were where the defense lawyer always made the accuser confess, right? This was not going to be like that at all! He went back into conference with Michael, and they composed his arguments for the next day.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Eight Days 
 
    The courtroom wasn’t packed, since transportation was still a problem, given the damage caused by the war. However, Michael Caparelli, Amy Roeder, Brent Roeder, Tony Gamboa, and Greg Jackson were present to observe. Verne was in the back of the room in his “wetsuit,” a lightly armored covering that kept his skin and gills moist for extended periods out of the water. Lucky and Harryhausen sat flanking the Enforcer. Absent from the room was Garibaldi. 
 
    “There is no need for the accused to hear these arguments. This is not a trial to establish guilt or innocence,” Hakraa began. “This is the sentencing hearing to determine if there is an argument for clemency. Brul, you may begin with the prosecution’s arguments.” 
 
    The Torvasi lawman spent fifteen minutes summarizing the severity of the crimes of which Garibaldi was accused. There was sufficient direct evidence to lay the blame for all the Consejo’s and Ragamuffins’ actions at his feet. There were multiple violations of the most extreme offenses, with respect to Galactic Union law. Orbital bombardment and genocide were considered to merit immediate execution on any civilized world in the Union.  
 
    After Brul finished, Hakraa manipulated his slate and turned it so all present could see the timer that had recorded the duration of Brul’s comments. It was now converted from a count-up to a count-down timer. Perseus would have no more time for his arguments than Brul had taken. 
 
    The Enforcer turned his extremely intimidating stare on Perseus. The Wrogul pulled himself up into one of the elevated cup-shaped stools frequently used by the doctors in the clinic. A small pool of water in the bottom supplied moisture, but Perseus rapidly felt like he was completely drying out, as if under a hot sun on a desert world. 
 
    “Honored Peacemakers, well met,” Perseus began hesitantly. He sent his remarks directly via pinplant to the room’s speaker system and suppressed the urge to flash his photophores in synchrony with his words. “My colleague and I—” Perseus indicated Michael, “—have considered what in all of the evidence would urge you to consider clemency for the actions of the Human renegade Giuseppe Garibaldi. Frankly, we could find none. However, in consultation with my brother, the Peacemaker Ray Harryhausen, I understand that the judgement of this assembly stands with regard not only to Garibaldi, but to all the persons transported by the Consejo to Azure from Earth.” 
 
     Perseus raised one arm and flashed a glyph to the back of the room. Verne immediately stepped out of the courtroom.  
 
    “If you would indulge me, there is one who should be heard in this matter. If his remarks sway you to clemency for all, or even part, we will be satisfied that justice is done in this matter.” 
 
    Hakraa looked at Lucky and then Ray. The Wrogul Peacemaker flashed a glyph of acquiescence and permission for Perseus to continue. 
 
    Verne re-entered the courtroom pushing a Wrogul tank. Instead of being water filled and open at the top, this one was slightly larger, mostly filled with mist, and had a sealed top. A hazel-eyed Wrogul in a wetsuit stepped in to stand at the back of the room. 
 
    Inside was Todd. He was so pale, the skin of his head and mantle was nearly white. One arm was missing, another had been amputated mid-length, and another appeared to be missing the tip. One eye was still a bright green with a bar-shaped pupil, but the other was a milky white, the pupil closed to a slit. One side of Todd’s bulbous cephalopod head was deformed, the skin almost black, and concave. 
 
    “If it please the court—” Perseus figured it would not hurt to employ the language of Human courtrooms, and so far, it was working, “—we will need an interpreter. I would ask permission for Miss Amy Roeder to come forward.” 
 
    “I am uncertain why a Human is needed to interpret for a Wrogul. Are the interpreter devices on Azure different than the rest of the galaxy?” 
 
    “Actually, Your Honor, it is not Azure, but the devices themselves. Wrogul communicate by flashes of light and color. The standard universal interpreter is primarily tuned to auditory and radio wavelengths, with limited visual range. However, a Wrogul typically communicates directly with an interpretation pendant or device via their pinplants. It turns out Union interpreters were never programmed for Wrogul glyph-speak. Todd has suffered a brain injury that has disconnected his pinplant from his language centers. Fortunately, on Azure, we have developed an augmented symbolic proprioceptive-photonic language which is beginning to see use in Human-Wrogul interaction. Miss Roeder learned the language from its creator.”  
 
    Hakraa looked over at Ray, who performed the Wrogul equivalent of a shrug. “I am familiar with Todd’s injuries and their source. Why not simply have Ray translate for you?” 
 
    “I assumed you would wish Peacemaker Harryhausen to remain independent in this matter.” 
 
    Again, Hakraa looked at Ray, then he shrugged and addressed the others. “I will allow it, but I must caution you that I can give no more time to this than I gave to Officer Brul.” 
 
    “Again, I beg the court’s indulgence. I would ask that you consider word count rather than time. You will see why.” 
 
    Hakraa nodded, and Amy stepped up at an angle where she could see both Todd and Hakraa. She carried a pair of gloves and put them on, then switched on a power cell, and made signs accompanied by flashes of light and color. While doing so, she narrated the conversation to the courtroom. “I have informed Todd that you will allow his statement, and I will interpret using ASPPL.” Todd began to flash weakly, barely moving in the tank, but he positioned his six good arms so Amy could clearly see his photophores. 
 
    “I. Must—tell.” The words were slow and halting, as conveyed by Amy, but everyone in the court could see it was because Todd was flashing his words that slowly. Hakraa nodded in understanding and touched his slate to cancel the timer. 
 
    “Before Silva…died. 
 
    “He said something…that has…haunted… 
 
    “Haunted me.” 
 
    Todd slumped down, and Amy flashed a glyph to the severely injured Wrogul. Ray leaned over to Hakraa and said in a stage whisper, “He is very weak. She is telling him to rest before he continues.” 
 
    A few moments later, Todd resumed the slow flashing. “Silva said…he brought…his mother…here.” 
 
    There was a long pause when Todd lay still and not flashing. Amy looked up at Verne, who turned and motioned to the Wrogul surgeon at the back of the room. As the doctor came forward to check the medical readouts on the tank, Brent Roeder and Ray showed a small shock of recognition. Before they could say anything, Verne interjected, “We are very fortunate that Doctor Alfred has joined us from the Hau’ula colony. He is a highly skilled bioengineer. Todd will have a long recovery, but he is in good arms.” 
 
    Brent Roeder tried to say, “That’s Squ—” but Verne interrupted him before the words came out.  
 
    “As I said, Doctor Alfred is Hau’ula’s best specialist in gene slicing and regeneration. There is much work ahead to rebuild Todd’s neuronal networks. After that, we will need to reconstruct his pinplants.” 
 
    Roeder closed his mouth and sat back, but not before exchanging glances with Harryhausen. The Peacemaker looked back…and winked. 
 
    After adjusting several settings, the therapeutic mist in the medical tank thickened slightly, and then thinned enough to see Todd moving his arms back into position to signal. Octavius—Dr. Alfred—retreated to the back of the room, and Amy continued her translation. 
 
    “Garibaldi is evil. Silva was…not right. 
 
    “The people they brought here… 
 
    “They wanted a new life. 
 
    “Let them have it. 
 
    “We will take them in.” Todd slumped down again, and Verne signaled for Alfred to escort the tank back to the clinic.  
 
    Perseus stepped forward and spoke via his translator. “I close my arguments, Your Honor. Thank you for this opportunity.” 
 
    Hakraa sat in silence for a moment and then addressed the court. “Very well. I will deliver my decision in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There is no question of the guilt of Garibaldi and his lieutenant, Silva. El Consejo de República Rio-Grandense is a criminal organization by Galactic Union law. It engaged in genocide and orbital bombardment in order to deprive the rightful inhabitants of Azure of their very lives.  
 
    “Garibaldi has been sentenced to immediate execution, which I have already administered. 
 
    “‘Negotiator’ Silva has already suffered his fate, albeit at great cost to the citizens of Azure. We find him posthumously guilty and will seek to root out and shut down any remnants of the Consejo found off Earth. 
 
    “We located Garibaldi and Silva’s vessel when it tried to sneak out the stargate. Captain To’omys shared the sensors and video recording. The ship was completely vaporized. 
 
    “As for the transportees, we are moved to clemency by Todd’s arguments. Truly, he has taken to heart the oath created by the Human Hippocrates to do no harm, to break not his oath, and to swear before witnesses. Azure has a treasure that must be protected at all costs—it’s compassion. A parole office will be created and staffed by the Peacemaker Guild to ensure that the transportees work to earn their way in this society. They are not indentured, although they will need to work to earn their pay.” 
 
    Hakraa looked at Gamboa. “Has Missus Silva been located?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. She is at the Cerulean Clinic in Loihi undergoing a hip replacement.” 
 
    “Very well. Please see that her bills are paid. The Peacemaker staffing the parole office will provide an account. 
 
    “As for the staffing of the office, Peacemaker Lujkahs is still on convalescent leave for the foreseeable future. Guild Master Rsach has recommended a desk job, and we feel the Parole Office would be a good opportunity for her to serve the Guild as well as receive the expert medical care of Cerulean Clinic. 
 
    “This matter is closed.” For the very first time, a slight smile appeared on the Enforcer’s face. “Thank you for flying Oogar Air. I know it’s been a bumpy ride, but knowing this young’un—” he slapped Ray on the back, incidentally hitting the exoskeleton the Wrogul wore under his trademark trench coat and fedora, “—I have great confidence in you all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 T-Plus Thirty Days 
 
    The mixed group of Humans, Wrogul, Arritim, and Seepha, plus one Besquith, lined the dock and stood at each species’ equivalent of attention. On the end of the pier, a brass bell was mounted. Brent Roeder stepped up to the bell, grasped the cord, and rang it, two short rings, then two more, then two more. 
 
    Ding-ding…ding-ding…ding-ding 
 
    Amy handed him a microphone, and he addressed the gathered crowd. “I speak today on behalf of Todd, who coached me in the ritual he performed on Earth for his good friend Derek Bailey.  
 
    “No man has ever served at sea without knowing that each day could be his last, and no one would even know where at sea he lay. No man served a day at sea without the knowledge that the ship he sailed might not survive to sail another day. But no man at sea let these fears overcome him. He knew his shipmates were beside him to help stand the watch, to plot the course, and to be the family and support we all need to meet and survive another day. They were his shipmates. As each day ended, men at sea counted their blessings of a day well done, and to mark the end of their watch, they would toll the bell, the eternal mark of the passing of time at sea. 
 
    “On Azure, we live with the sea each day, but today we honor those who serve their watch on land and in space. It is ever the same. Each one stands with their mates and counts every day they survive as a day well done.  
 
    “Today we tally the Butcher’s Bill, as every merc unit has ever done. Today we recite the roll and ring the bell for:  
 
    “Neill Cavanaugh.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Jacques.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Wells.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Davy Jones.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Ballard.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Crane.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Colonel Christopher DiNote.” Ding-ding  
 
    “Governor Zikshita Becke.” Ding-ding 
 
    The list continued, individuals of the various species naming their members who’d sacrificed their lives for the freedom of Azure. Finally, Roeder turned to Greg Jackson for the roll of the Cobalt Company mercenaries, actual and honorary. Jackson in turn motioned for a very somber First Sergeant Derrick Coonradt to take the microphone. 
 
    “Jackson Roby. 
 
    “Ian ‘Crane’ McCranie. 
 
    “Jim ‘Trenchcoat’ Cullen.  
 
    “Zach ‘Cracker’ Ritz. 
 
    “Adam ‘Postman’ Letterman. 
 
    “Melvin ‘Troll’ Jenkins. 
 
    “Kendall ‘Ken-doll’ Varnell. 
 
    “Shannon ‘Irish’ Fralin. 
 
    “Lynnette ‘Lifeguard’ Hoff. 
 
    “Julian ‘Tommygun’ Thompson. 
 
    “‘Criss-cross’ Smith. 
 
    “‘Copy-Kat’ Smith. 
 
    “‘Stitch’ Levitt. 
 
    “‘Runner’ Jones. 
 
    “‘Gamergrrl’ Urbanek. 
 
    “‘Walrus’ Richardson. 
 
    “Xavier ‘Nunzio’ Gamberoni. 
 
    “Doctor William Alexander ‘Guido’ Wood.” 
 
    The bell was struck twice for each name. Coonradt stood to attention, saluted Jackson, then moved stiffly back to his position. His starport squad, Haoa, Lesnick, Hall, Ferris, and Caldwell, reached out a hand to touch him on the arm or shoulder as he passed. “Lucky” Coonradt resumed his place with tears in his eyes. 
 
    Jackson handed the microphone back to Roeder, who finished the ceremony. “Well done, friends, colleagues, brothers and sisters in arms, well done. It was a great voyage. You served your watch, and we are proud to have served with you. You have completed your final watch. Now rest in peace.” 
 
    High in the sky, unseen by the people on the pier, a glowing blue ship watched the proceedings.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Brent. You cannot go,” Tony said. 
 
    “But you’re letting Amy go. I need to look after her.” 
 
    “Amy Roeder is going. Brent Roeder is staying here. Your family and Doctor Alfred have recommended against it. You may have regained a measure of youth and vitality, but you are still nearly one-hundred of your years old.” 
 
    “Neill led an assault in his nineties. Todd is over six hundred years old. Ezekiel Avander came back from the Alpha Contracts at over one hundred years old, and he developed treatments that I’ve taken.” 
 
    “Yes, well, Todd’s race matures at one year and lives to a thousand years and beyond. Still, I would not use Neill or Todd in your arguments. Look how well that turned out for them. You may look and feel sixty, but at the actual age, you would have been in much better shape than you are now.” 
 
    “But you’re going?” 
 
    “Actually, no. My place is here. You convinced me of that when I came here from Earth. It is true we need to know who is behind these attacks, and Todd has charged me with continuing the work while he recovers. First, there was the event that wrecked Todd’s ship and stranded him here, then Mengele and his attack on Molina. The Ragamuffins had backing from someone—Garibaldi and Silva both said as much—and our mutual friend with the impressive claws mentioned something about it. The farm sabotage and mysterious lights in the sky have not been solved, and we now know it was not the Ragamuffins. The common factor here is Azure, as Paul suggests. We need to know, but we need a strong hand to protect our home.  
 
    “I have made my peace with Jacie,” Tony continued. “She and Perseus have asked me to serve as lieutenant governor until we can hold an election. It will be safer for Azure if I do not go.” 
 
    “So Ray’s running the show?” 
 
    “No, as Peacemaker, he has to remain independent. Besides, he says the Peacemaker Guild is assigning him a new partner. Perseus is very disappointed. He was supposed to go as Todd’s proxy, but he has to stay here until Todd is recovered. I feel much the same—if I felt he could go, I would recommend it, but there is too much risk that any further delay may allow the entity behind the attacks to escape. It has already been more than two years since Mengele’s attack.” 
 
    “Well, then, who is going?” 
 
    “Verne will lead. As for the rest? Amy Roeder and her analysis team—Paul, James, and Peter—plus their Human colleagues, Raymond Grenke and William Weed. Riedel’s Rächer will provide planet-side security, and we have incorporated the San Pietrese into a transport company called Celadon Logistics. They will provide the ship’s crew. Verne says there are not enough surviving Copperheads to keep the company active nor to provide security. They’re taking a couple platoons of Cobalt Company under Derrick Coonradt. Verne would have commanded, until I convinced him to take operational command of the Nautilus.” 
 
    “That’s—a small crew.” 
 
    “But a good one. They will be concentrated on science and analysis, with a well-armed ship and a merc unit for protection. We—whether the Nautilus or those who remain behind—will find this ‘Marshall’ Mengele and the criminals mentioned.” 
 
    “I thought Mengele mentioned General Peepo?” 
 
    “No, that was a translation issue. Mengele told Harryhausen that Peepo and the Veetanho were amateurs and his boss gave them orders. Mengele used a word that meant a high commander. The closest Human analog is ‘Marshall.’ 
 
    “The Peacemakers have a saying: ‘Honor the Threat.’ They will find this Marshall, determine his motivation. Then we will honor the threat he poses.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How…Marinara?” Todd flashed slowly to the Wrogul doctor by his side. 
 
    “He mourns for his great-grandfather and for Guido and Nunzio. They had become like brothers. He has always been big on family.” 
 
    “Healing?” 
 
    “Slowly. I can induce regrowth in the arms. He was lamenting the loss of his knife skills, but I assured him that an executive chef does not have to do the actual cooking. He can have his staff assist. I think Meryll and Michael convinced him to reopen the restaurant in a month. He can supervise, but he is looking at six months before he should be cooking. You, on the other arm, are going to need about a year before I can attempt to reconnect your pinplants.” 
 
    “Grateful. You came back. Grandson.”  
 
    “Shh, Old Man. Don’t start that. After all the help you secretly funneled my way through Roeder, Ray, Ned, Jessica, even Toozie? No, I had to come back. Ward wants my assistance with the Depik companions as well.” 
 
    “Depik. Okay?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, Ward’s working wonders undoing the crippling genetic limitations someone—or something—imposed on their race in the past. Their companions are getting a few custom gene mods. The combination will be some incredibly fierce hunting pairs.” 
 
    “Good. Sleep now.” 
 
    Alfred Molina watched as his grandfather’s eyes closed. He monitored the brainwave monitors for a time to ensure that the Wrogul patriarch was truly asleep. “Rest well, Grandfather. And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenna spread her arms and floated just under the surface of the water. The residents of Loihi had diverted a portion of the river and built a cove for the Wrogul residing at Loihi or getting treatment at the clinic. The sandy bottom and various sea plants were meant to duplicate the sea floor, but it wasn’t the same, and it never would be. 
 
    Zenna drifted to the floor, flashed a sigh, and closed her eyes. While Azure struggled to return to some semblance of normalcy, for others, life would never be the same. Her line was nearly gone. She knew she had centuries ahead of her to rebuild, study, and contribute, but was it worth it? The cost to indulge her desires and return to Styx had been high. Sure, Rosetta was here, but she rarely saw her first-bud Wrogul who worked for such an important Human. Davy and Jacques had given their lives for Azure. Todd was barely hanging on. Ballard was gone, believing he made the right choice to flee to the open sea. McCaffrey and her newest bud—sacrificed to Human greed and terrorism. Zenna rested on the cove floor and mourned. 
 
    A message pinged in her pinplants. Amy needed to see her and was waiting at the slight shoreline. She slowly swam to the shore and broke the surface. Amy was on a raft, bare legs in the water. 
 
    “Are you okay, Zenna?” Amy flashed the message with her gloves. 
 
    Zenna flashed sadness. “I feel so lost, Amy. I miss my buds. I miss Davy so much.” 
 
    Amy set her gloves on the raft and slid into the water. She wrapped her arms around Zenna as the Wrogul in turn wrapped four arms around Amy. “It’ll be okay, Zenna,” she murmured. “It will get better.” 
 
    The Wrogul wiggled slightly and flashed, “No.” 
 
    “It will,” Amy responded. She reached for her gloves. “It will take time.” Amy lifted herself back onto the raft. “I’m sorry to mention this, but I thought you should know. I’ll be gone for a while, Zenna. I’m going with Harryhausen in the Nautilus. Paul is going, too. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” 
 
    Zenna flashed glyphs of despair and wrapped four arms over her head. 
 
    “I’ll stay in touch with messages, both Paul and I will. And Magellan says he’ll come visit as well. He’s continuing Davy’s ocean research and will keep you informed. But there is more, Zenna. Rosetta is here to see you.” 
 
    Rosetta entered through the cove channel and swam toward Zenna. She wrapped four arms around Zenna and flashed glyphs of comfort. Rosetta was trailed by two immature buds who flashed glyphs of wonder and trepidation. 
 
    “Zenna,” Amy continued, “we need you to do something for us.” 
 
    Rosetta swept an arm around each of the buds and tugged them toward Zenna. “Zenna,” she flashed, “these are Davy’s new buds. I’ve brought them back from the nursery at Hau’ula. We need your help. Will you care for them? They are lost without Davy.” 
 
    Zenna was still for a minute or so, and both Amy and Rosetta grew apprehensive. Then she swept her arms around the twins. “Come with me. We will look at life with eyes wide open and learn strange and marvelous things.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Postlude 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is all your fault, you know.”  
 
    “Why is it my fault? I wasn’t even here! Besides, she’s my—” Marinara was still recovering, regrowing the limbs he lost to the madman Silva’s final act. He flashed the pattern of sequential lights he always did when consulting his pinplants, “—my second cousin, once removed.” 
 
    “It is your fault because you were the one always talking about wanting a family,” Mari’s “uncle” Clarke said over the comm link from the merc clinic up on Cerulean Station, high above their home world of Azure. 
 
    “Well, it’s true. I said lots of things. I wanted a kitten, I wanted a sister, I wanted a family,” Mari countered. “I was Ridley’s first bud, so he was too young to be a father figure, but Grampa Harryhausen and Grand-gramps Todd stepped in.” 
 
    “Not to mention you kept changing your name.” 
 
    “Not my fault the bipedals like to shorten long names. They are the ones who could not get it straight.” 
 
    “Enough,” Ridley interrupted. “That is not why we are having this conversation.”  
 
    “Just why am I here? The Hau’ula settlement certainly has no interest here. The lesson is clear that no Wrogul can tell another what they can or cannot do.” Olivier was one of the fourth generation Azure Wrogul who’d joined Jacques’ separatist movement and left the Styx Delta to adapt themselves to the deep ocean. There were still some Wrogul from the former Free Colony who did not wish to participate in the affairs of the surface world, but they were few, and the vast majority of individuals at the settlement were volunteers fulfilling the legacy of Davy and his successor, Magellan, who wished to open the entirety of the sea, including the Deeps, to their Wrogul kin.  
 
    “You are here because your colony has the most experience with bioengineering Wrogul physiology. After all, your Doctor Alfred…” 
 
    “Not ours, I do not know where Verne got that idea.” 
 
    “Yes, well, your scientists adapted your own bodies to survive the high salinity and low sulfur content of the open seas. We need your input,” Perseus responded before either Ridley or Clarke could say the wrong thing and cause their guest to leave. 
 
    “Wrogul are Wrogul; there is no male or female. We have no need of those mammalian distinctions.” Olivier flashed his response, ignoring the translator and the Styx Town convention of holding conversations in Human English.  
 
    “See, I told you it was Mari’s fault!” Clarke said. In an aside, he also turned to Olivier. “You realize that is a very Human attitude?” 
 
    Olivier flashed angrily, and his chromophores took on a deep brownish-red hue. “That is an insult! We reject the notion that we have to copy Humans!” 
 
    “Which is exactly what a Human would say,” inserted Mari.  
 
    “Enough! No, if anything, it is my fault,” Perseus interrupted. “Our progenitor Todd landed here with imperfect memory. He built our people and set us on this path.” His photophores flashed in the Wrogul light pattern equivalent to a sigh. “A path that led us to this division. On the one arm, we become more like the bipedals every day. On another arm, we adapt ourselves to situations that emphasize our differences. It was only a matter of time before the younglings decided to form family units…” 
 
    “…and decided to be female!” 
 
    “Zenna, Rosetta, and Mystique are simply the first; I am certain they will not be the last. Last week, Fritz and Muddy announced their intention to form a family pair.” 
 
    “And why not choose for themselves?” Mari asked. “I thought of it, but it was so much easier on Earth to let the bipedals come to their own conclusions. If Muddy wants to be called Stacy, that is her decision.” 
 
    “Which is why this is your fault.” 
 
    “Again, why am I here?” Olivier repeated. 
 
    “It is your chromophore changes. You adapted a different coloration because the Free Colony lives in deeper waters with a different visual spectrum. We only ask how it was done.” 
 
    “I understand what. I do not understand why.” 
 
    Perseus sighed again. Clarke covered his cranium with several of his arms, and Mari just flashed with delight. 
 
    Finally, Ridley spoke. “It is Andromeda.” 
 
    “Another one?” 
 
    “Yes. Well…it is unusual, I admit. She says she wants to be pink all the time, and she wants to stay that way.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not the first time his plans did not work out the way he intended. The Humans and their new allies were resilient, though, and that reinforced his decision to study them. However, the automated drones he sent were supposed to observe—and where necessary, delay and disrupt—without leaving any trace of their existence. Unfortunately, these beings, these…Humans…had seen his craft most recently on their little blue water world, and even before that, on their own home world. The lower intelligences he deployed to manage those assets were simply unable to follow his directions to the level of accuracy he demanded.  
 
    Working through intermediaries was likewise unsatisfactory. His information sources reported confusion and disarray in the major guilds in the wake of that fool Peepo’s failure. That was fortunate and played into his hands. On the other hand, the Wrogul he manipulated into gathering information almost started a war, and the most recent Human tool actually had. The Humans were so variable; their race could be incredibly noble, and unbelievably venal. Still, they made alliances, and even now they were proving they could work effectively with other races. 
 
    Humans called it The Long Game, and he knew how to play it. After all, had it not been nearly an Earth century since he sent his emissary? He had been watching for a long time—giving small gifts and taking them back. Testing—always testing. Their ancestors had even given him a name. Perhaps it was time to use it again. 
 
    Maui. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

  
   
 
   
    A Final Word of Thanks 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks to James Snover for inventing the character of eccentric scientist Rex Mason Excentrifugal Engineering more than a decade ago in the Sarah’s Diner forum at Baen’s Bar. Rex’s discoveries, posted on the future Aethernet, were a lifesaver for the Azurians. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgment. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Shakes” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0861F23KH.  
 
      
 
    Find out more about “Murphy’s Lawless” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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