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			Chapter One

			Diego Perez knew his reptilian commander, Ziron, was furious when he snarled, showing all sixty-six-pointed teeth. The young sub-commander, lower class, realized he wasn’t the reason, despite his tendency to blow up things and get into trouble. The Supreme Commander of the Seressin Empire recently acknowledged his part in frustrating a Resh assassination plot. No time to get into trouble since then.

			Something in the message Commander Ziron just received upset him. He growled something under his breath, but Diego wasn’t about to ask him to repeat the curse. The fifteen-year-old human continued his study of the navigational computer. 

			A tremendous roar shook the bridge. 

			“Commander?” The feline Grrlock, Hreeshan, asked. He manned the station overlooking the ship’s systems. 

			“After all we’ve accomplished, why does the Supreme Commander feel inspired to send me on a diplomatic run to Amashi? Does he hate me that much?” Ziron growled. 

			Hreeshan’s whiskers shook, and his ears twitched. The Grrlock had problems keeping a straight face. 

			Diego’s curiosity got the best of him. “Marix, what is Amashi?”

			“Probably the wettest, least desirable, deadest planet in the empire,” Ziron growled. 

			“Wet, sir?” 

			“It’s a water planet. Ninety-five percent oceans and seas. Barely enough land area to build a spaceport and administrative offices,” Ziron continued. “Pull up the coordinates for Amashi.”

			Diego typed the name of the planet into the computer and waited. It didn’t take long. A page appeared telling him about the planet and its system. It showed small thumbnail pictures of various places on the planet. Almost everything was under water except the spaceport. The sky was a very striking shade of bluish-green, and one picture showed a brilliant sunset of a smaller reddish-orange sun. Diego gave Commander Ziron the coordinates, then added. “It appears to be a very peaceful and beautiful planet, Marix.”

			Ziron grunted, and Hreeshan’s soft, mewing chuckle told Diego he may have said too much. 

			“Perhaps you’d like to visit our most illustrious vacation spot.”

			Diego didn’t pick up on the tone. “Oh, is it a place where people vacation?”

			“Tell me, quirlis, if a dry desert planet denizen would enjoy a water-covered world.” He paused. “It seems to me there was much water near where you lived on your planet.”

			“Uh, no, sir. I guess you wouldn’t enjoy that. And yes, my home planet had places of dry land and ocean places.” The pictures were enticing, and he added, “If you want me to go to Amashi in your place… I mean, if you think I could do the job, Marix Ziron…”

			Ziron laughed. “You have blown up a moon, defeated the Resh in their home system, and helped the Seressin Empire grow by another planet…. And Amashi is the most boring and unpleasant planet in the most uninspiring star-system in the empire. I believe you could handle the job. I have the diplomatic scroll from the Supreme Commander. Anaar can teach you the other information you need.” 

			Now that Ziron had a way out of the assignment, he acted jovial—for a Seressin. 

			

			“Will I go alone, sir?”

			“You will have a small crew on your ship. They will be your delegation on this mission. Please try not to destroy the ship.” Ziron smiled as Diego blushed in embarrassment. 

			“Yes, sir. I will do my best. Uh, I won’t destroy the ship.” 

			Ziron gave another full-throated laugh. “Take a few of the Turengen. They will most likely enjoy Amashi.”

			“I agree, sir. The otter-like Turengen would love it.”

			“Perhaps my cousins would like to go as well,” Hreeshan suggested with a smile.

			“I planned on asking them,” Diego replied.

			────

			“Yes, Diego. I would love to go to Amashi,” Bress said. “I can choose others to be crewmembers on your ship. How many days will we be there?”

			“Commander Ziron gave me some leeway. The actual duties take three days. But he said I could spend longer on the planet if I wanted. He said eight days, not counting the time traveling there and back. If you think two others can handle systems on the scout ship, then choose. You have been their teacher. I am going to ask Rreengrol and Rrishan if they will come.”

			“Better make it an assignment.”

			“Why wouldn’t they want to come?

			“They are Grrlocks. Not sure they like water as much as Turengens.”

			“Oh. I won’t force them, but I hope they’ll come. They took me to the ocean on Grrlock.” He sighed. “I guess I’d better talk to them. I’ll let you know when we are departing.”

			He found Rreengrol working out with a pair of Breanths and his sister. Diego decided he needed exercise as well. He pulled out an anfrees, the bladed staff that served as a favorite for workouts. 

			“I am surprised the marix has given you time to come and practice,” Rreengrol said. “Let’s see how much you’ve forgotten.”

			“Look who’s talking, my friend. I noticed on the roster that you haven’t been here for several weeks.”

			Rreengrol laughed as he took up the challenge. “Now we find out whose muscles are the flabbiest.” He raised his anfrees in salute, and Diego did the same. 

			“Go!” the Grrlock shouted. The staves whirled, clicked, and clacked together too fast to see. 

			Tight muscles told Diego he had neglected his martial arts practice, but his body eased into a cadence, and his muscles slid into the maneuvers. He pushed the blunt end of the anfrees into Rreengrol’s midsection a time or two, but his friend whacked him against the side of his head once and tripped him up. Points tallied on a wall-mounted scoreboard for the various hits and defensive moves. 

			Finally, Rrishan called a halt. “It’s almost curfew, and I haven’t trained yet.”

			Diego was more than glad to end the bout, ready to collapse on the mat. “That was a great session, Rreengrol,” he choked out as he tried filling his lungs. 

			“The score bears that out,” the Grrlock replied, panting. “We need to do that more often.”

			“We will if you accept an assignment I have for you,” Diego returned. 

			“Assignment?”

			“Yes, for you and Rrishan. I asked Bress, and he’s selecting a couple of Turengen to come with us.”

			“Where?” Rreengrol asked, wiping his anfrees and storing it away. 

			Rrishan’s eyes sparkled in anticipation. “I get to go, too? Will we be fighting Resh?”

			Diego laughed. “Yes, and no. Commander Hreeshan suggested I ask you, but Bress said you two wouldn’t be eager for such an assignment. So, I’m making it voluntary.”

			“Where?” Rreengrol repeated. 

			“Amashi. A routine diplomatic visit. We’ll be gone for two weeks,” Diego began. “I was told it would be a plus on our records to make such a visit.”

			Rrishan looked confused. “I have never heard of Amashi. If it’s not dangerous, then what is this place’s significance?”

			“It’s the Seressin’s favorite pleasure planet,” Rreengrol said. 

			“Huh?” Rrishan frowned. “Would someone please tell me more about Amashi?”

			Rreengrol laughed. “It’s a planet almost completely covered with water. Pretty much all the life forms live underwater.” 

			“You already know about it?” Diego asked Rreengrol.

			“Sure. The only reason Amashi is in the Seressin Empire is because it sits in the middle of a quadrant containing some important systems.”

			“Commander Ziron wasn’t happy about being assigned to visit Amashi.”

			“Of course not,” Rreengrol replied with a laugh. “He comes from a desert planet.”

			“Want to come with me or not?”

			“Sure, I do!” Rrishan answered. “It will be interesting seeing so much water.”

			“And to get your furry little feet wet,” Rreengrol teased. 

			“I don’t mind. I enjoy seeing new places. That’s one reason I wanted to sign up as a squire,” she retorted. 

			Diego gazed anxiously at his friend. “Rreengrol?”

			The Grrlock scratched under his chin. His whiskers twitched in amusement. “Oh, alright. Someone has to keep you two in line.”

			Diego grinned. “Great!”

			“When are we leaving?” Rrishan asked. 

			“In four days,” he replied. 

			“And in what ship?” Rreengrol asked. 

			“One of the commander’s scout ships. Not the newest one, but a capable one.”

			“In case you destroy something again,” Rreengrol quipped. 

			“Ha, ha! Perhaps.”

			“Okay, which one of you is going to do a round with me?” Rrishan asked, her anfrees at ready. 

			Diego laughed, feeling his muscles stiffening. “Which one of us do you think might survive another bout?”

			Rrishan looked at her wristwatch in disgust. “Kitten fluff! It’s time for junior squires to retire. You two owe me next time.”

			“Gladly, and I will knock your whiskers off,” Diego replied in Grrlock.

			“When cats live in the ocean,” she replied with a Grrlock saying. 

			Diego thought that might happen, considering where they were going.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Diego’s anxiety level increased as the days passed. He inspected the spaceship with Rreengrol and Bress. The systems were in top operating condition. Jeng and Fress, the two Turengen who were part of the diplomatic mission, received training in their duties. Time to find out more about Amashi. Diego decided the time was right to visit the teaching robot, Anaar. It was more than right—he felt a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t seen Anaar earlier. With only a few days until the launch, he hoped he had enough time to learn everything he needed. He knew the main inhabitants were the sea dwelling Amashina. Diego needed to learn more if he planned on being a successful representative of the Empire. 

			“Rejas Anaar,” Diego addressed the boxlike robot in the learning room. Anaar took charge in the boy’s education when Ziron captured Diego and took him on board the ship. Whenever Diego had a question about something—and he had a lot of questions, even after all this time—he visited Anaar. 

			“Yes, Sub-Commander Diego Moon Crusher Perez,” the robot answered in his low, pleasant voice. 

			“Santa Maria, you don’t have to use my entire Seressin name. I haven’t changed that much, have I?”

			“Since coming on board, you have received two promotions and decorations and even had a name change.”

			“I am still Diego Perez, despite the long new name. Please, Rejas Anaar, just call me Diego.”

			“As you wish. Are you here to learn about the Amashi system and your role in the upcoming visit?”

			“Yes, I should have come sooner, but I wanted to make sure our ship was ready.”

			“What we do not have time to go over before you leave, you can learn as you sleep.”

			“Good. Thank you.”

			“Let me show you a quick overview of the dominant life forms.”

			“Amashina, right?”

			“Yes. Please watch.” 

			Diego watched, still amazed at the way he could see a place far away by looking on a screen, which, in this case, was one side of Anaar’s ‘body.’ The view was as though a starship approached from the outer reaches of the system. First, Diego observed a broken ring of small dwarf planets, along with fragmented chunks of rock. Next, the ‘ship’ approached an asteroid belt, then a small icy planet, the surface pitted and broken where objects had slammed into the lifeless orb. It had no atmosphere of note. 

			The next planet had an atmosphere, but a dry wind scoured one part of the planet, dumping the yellowish dust and dirt on another part. Diego figured Ziron would enjoy visiting that one better, even though it appeared beyond uninhabitable to him. The sky glowed yellow gray. 

			The next planet was bluish green, with thick, cottony bands of gold clouds circling the globe. From what Diego had learned from Anaar, Amashi had the same diameter as his home planet, Earth. The atmosphere contained higher amounts of oxygen and less nitrogen than Earth. They didn’t need a respirator—he counted that as a plus. 

			However, any visitors required specialized equipment to visit with the Amashina. Diego had been told they would receive their equipment at the spaceport.

			The approaching view took him through the clouds, thick with moisture, then toward the surface of the ocean. When the video slowed, Diego felt as though he was floating above the water toward a spot of land in the distance. That view slowed even more as the land drew closer. Twice, the video went through rain showers, once through low-lying clouds. 

			

			The Seressin had built the spaceport on an archipelago in the middle of the vast ocean. They had extended it so several spaceships could land simultaneously. One building loomed over the ocean, waves lapping against sturdy pilings. The video informed him this was the spaceport. 

			“This isn’t the largest landform on the planet, but it is the most centrally located and the most stable.”

			“Stable? Are there earthquakes?” Diego asked. 

			Anaar continued. “In Amashi’s southern hemisphere, they can be powerful. But the other factor is the weather. There are distinct seasons of storms. Winter storms lash the northern parts of the planet with ice, while in the equatorial areas, there are typhoons and hurricanes. You and your crew are arriving at the end of the second phase of storms. There might still be gales, but after the second weather phase, there is a lull in harsh weather.”

			“Good. One less thing to worry about,” Diego murmured. 

			“During the first phase, the Amashina stay in the depths, not that they seem worried about it.”

			“They don’t like the Seressin?”

			“No, it’s not that. The simple fact is that they are ambivalent to us.”

			“Can you tell me about them, Anaar?”

			A new picture appeared on the robot’s screen. It showed an animal somewhat resembling a dolphin, like the ones he had seen leaping beyond the surf when he visited Yerba Buena on a ship. They had fascinated him. These creatures equally fascinated him. 

			Anaar continued. “They communicate amongst themselves through clicking and clacking sounds that carry in the water. Some scientists believe they are also telepathic. Maybe the Turengen can tell since they have that ability.”

			“How can a diplomat communicate with them?” Diego asked.

			“Through the use of individual implanted translators. These converse with visitors who wear similar communicators.”

			“And have to be implanted?” If so, Diego wondered just what he had gotten himself into.

			“No, Diego, you wear yours.”

			Diego scratched behind his ear, puzzled. “I understand the idea of translating the clicks and clacks into Seressin, but how can I talk to them underwater? I will wear a helmet like when I have been in space. These are creatures limited to living in the water. Does an underwater helmet work the same way as a spacesuit helmet?”

			“Yes. Visitors wear gear allowing for speech while swimming.” Anaar showed him a picture. 

			The pictures were fascinating. “Oh. I have a lot to learn.”

			“Did you swim on your planet?”

			Diego shook his head. “Only a bit of playing around in shallow lakes.”

			“This will be a fantastic learning experience for you, Sub-Commander Diego. A pleasant one. Oceans teem with life and have temperate waters.

			Diego laughed. “As long as that life doesn’t try eating me.” Anaar didn’t answer. “Tell me what I need to know to communicate with the Amashina so I don’t insult them.”

			“Yes, and I can send you with a sleep disk to allow assimilation of the protocols on the way to Amashi.” 

			Diego left the session grateful for Anaar’s help. He pocketed the small disk. He didn’t know how it worked, only that it did. Such a device had been invaluable when he had first come aboard Star Devourer. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Ziron scratched his cheek patch. “You have the greetings canister the Supreme Commander is sending to the Amashi leaders?” 

			“Yes, Marix.”

			“Good. And my salutations?”

			“Yes, sir. It’s in the same canister as Serix Marzor’s communication.”

			“Excellent. I don’t doubt you’ll find this trip very entertaining and most educational,” Ziron said. 

			“I hope so, Commander. And we will complete the mission with honor.”

			“I know you will, Sub-Commander. Go nobly and go with strength.”

			Diego ordered his crew into the commander’s scout craft. He boarded last. Rrishan cycled the hatch closed behind him. Bress served as navigator and Rreengrol as the weaponry officer. Rrishan and Jeng were helmsmen, and Fress took care of communications. Despite being a small contingent, Diego was confident he had assembled a strong crew. 

			At his orders, the ship released the gravity anchors and lifted from the deck. The aft engines carried the ship out of the bay, and they soon streaked toward the nearest fold gate. As they were well into Seressin territory, there should be no enemy surprises, but Fress kept her eyes on the computer to detect anything out of the ordinary. Despite the fold gates, it would take a day and a half to get there. 

			Diego sent two of the Turengen and Rrishan to get something to eat and then sleep. He, Rreengrol, and Jeng took the first watch. This ship had a compact command station, allowing him to monitor all the ship’s functions simultaneously. Diego realized that a year and a half ago, he knew nothing except ranching. He pulled his mind back to his duties.

			When it came time for him to sleep, he wore the sleep learning device Anaar gave him. The soft sounds of Anaar’s protocol instructions in his ears helped lull him to sleep. He woke up several hours later, feeling as though something had nudged him or called him, but he didn’t remember any dreams. 

			The cabin’s darkness told him it was too early for his shift. Diego checked his watch. Only four hours. So, what had awakened him? He lay back on the narrow bed, pressing the button for the lesson to resume. He couldn’t recall falling back to sleep, but Bress shook him awake for his watch. 

			“Your turn,” the Turengen mumbled, staring at him from the ladder. 

			One side of the cabin held the mounted bunk beds. Diego had chosen the top one. He slid off, glad the gravity was eighty percent normal for this ship. “Bress, next time call me if I’m not on duty when I should be.”

			“Will remember…”

			Diego washed up, grabbed a first-meal tray, and headed toward the control room. 

			“Fine thing, the commander coming in late for duty,” Rreengrol teased. 

			“Next time, wake me up when you get up!”

			“As you command,” Rreengrol replied, his grin still in place. “To be honest, I was half asleep when I crawled out of bed and didn’t notice you still sleeping above me.”

			Diego nodded and sat in the command chair. 

			“What do you think Amashi will be like?” Diego asked as he bit into the protein first-meal bar. 

			“Very wet.”Rrengrol laughed at his own joke.

			“I have spent no time under the surface of the ocean. My time on your world doesn’t count.”

			“You haven’t? I thought you said you lived not too far from an ocean,” Rreengrol said. 

			Diego shook his head. “The land generated wealth. The ocean was only important because that’s where the rain came from, and ships sailed in with supplies.”

			

			“We’ll all learn then, won’t we?”

			“Yes.” Diego gazed at the monitor while he munched on his breakfast. Distant stars moved at their different speeds. He checked the ship’s systems and found everything to be working as they should. During their shift, he played Anaar’s disk. 

			At the end of their duty, Diego grabbed a regular meal, heated it, and ate with Rreengrol and Fress. He tried to take a brief nap, but this time, sleep didn’t come. Diego slid out of bed and worked out on the small exercise machine. Then he reviewed another of Anaar’s disks. The little ship closed in on the gate to the Amashi system. Diego changed into his more formal uniform. When they passed through the gate, it wouldn’t be long before they landed. Diego’s anxiety rose again, and he wondered what had possessed him to volunteer for this. 

			He left Rreengrol and Fress sleeping and headed back to the control room. Bress jumped out of the command chair, but Diego waved him back. “It’s still your watch, Bress. I’m only up here because I couldn’t sleep. Have we gone through the gate yet? I didn’t feel it.” Diego sat in one of the navigational chairs.

			“No, Commander, shortly. Twenty meka-drons.”

			“Good. We’re not far. Carry on.” Diego studied the procedure for their approach to the landing field on Amashi. That’s a landing field? Just a small island with landing platforms built out over the reef. If the winds were capricious, which his information told him happened often, then landing could be tricky. 

			“Approaching fold gate, Commander,” Bress called out. Rreengrol and Fress strode into the control room. 

			“Entering the Amashi systemmmm,” Bress’s voice drawled out as they went through the fold gate. Diego felt the now-familiar stretching and then an immediate return to normalcy. 

			The ship’s guidance system allowed them to make it through the small asteroid belt with only a few beeps of alarm. Those were small bits of debris the defensive shield incinerated. Diego watched Amashi growing larger in his monitor. They slid into orbit and awaited orders. After acknowledgment from the surface, the ship arrowed toward the ocean. The computers chirped coordinates and speed in a happy chorus. 

			As they descended through the clouds, turbulence buffeted them, but Bress never needed to take control from the computer. The forward thrusters slowed them and continued decelerating the ship until they were hovering over the island. 

			The ship touched down without incident. Before he unbuckled his safety harness, Diego gazed at the monitor, showing foamy waves breaking on the island’s shoreline. The blue-green water soothed him, not much different from the ocean on his home world. Bress shut down the systems, secured the ship, and then they waited for the landing master’s orders. 

			Before long, they were standing on the platform, breathing the salty air, as a robot greeted them. This one resembled a humanoid having a bulbous head on top of a triangular body. It had no legs, instead rolling and pivoting around on at least three wheels. 

			“Come with me, please,” it said. “It is near evening. You will stay in the guest sleeping quarters tonight and meet with the Amashina first thing tomorrow in the morning.”

			Diego gripped the canister with diplomatic greetings under his arm, his small pack of personal effects on his back. The others followed him to an elevator, which took them to the next platform. When the door slid open, an amazing underwater scene greeted them. 

			As though reading his mind, the robot said, “We build guest quarters on the edge of the reef and underwater to make it easier for the Amashina to greet visitors. Follow me, please.”

			Diego paused as they walked past the large window showing off the Amashi world. Schools of fish flashed by the shadow of something that loomed nearby. Diego couldn’t see the creature, but he saw plants or animals near the bottom change color—going from yellow to purple, red to orange, green to white. The shadow left, and the colors reverted to their original hues. 

			“Commander,” Rreengrol quietly reminded him of the others. 

			

			“Oh. I’m sorry. That was fascinating.” He fell behind the robot. Bress nudged his mind. Diego felt eager anticipation. 

			“The Amashina will direct excursions for any who desire to explore the ocean before the end of your mission,” the robot said. 

			“Thank you. That sounds wonderful!”

			They walked down a corridor with plush material on the walls and shiny deck material on the floor. That made sense, Diego thought, if one had water creatures walking the halls. The robot brought them to a desk where another machine sat. 

			The first robot wheeled backwards against the wall. “Our concierge will take care of your needs for tonight and then I will show you to your rooms.”

			“Please tell me your designations, names, and your species,” the desk robot ordered. 

			“Species?” Diego asked, wondering the purpose for that. 

			“In order to meet the Amashina, you need to be outfitted for excursions into the ocean. We guarantee you have well-fitting suits with the right mix of breathing gasses.”

			“Oh. I am here for Commander Ziron of the Seressin Empire. I am sub-Commander Diego Moon Crusher Perez, and I am human.”

			“Human? I have no listing for such a species.”

			Diego thought of the Latin term. “Homo Sapiens.”

			If such a creature could sigh, Diego swore the soft grinding was just that. “Commander, please wait. When we finish with the others, we will create a new listing for you.” It gazed at him with glowing eyes. “From what planet did you arise?”

			“Earth.” Diego couldn’t tell him more because the priest hadn’t taught him astronomy. He didn’t know how far from home he had traveled. 

			The robot had archived information for Grrlocks and Turengens. The first robot beckoned to them, and the second one addressed Diego. “Sir, I will take you to the measurement and cataloging center. You will meet with your crew in a short time.”

			“I will accompany Commander Perez,” Bress stated, his short whiskers bristling.

			“There is no need for that, Sub-Commander Bress. You can rest after your long trip here,” the robot replied.

			Bress folded his arms and repeated. “I will accompany my commander.”

			A few seconds of uncomfortable silence passed before the robot emitted the sighing, grinding sound. 

			“The rest of you relax in your rooms. Bress and I will join you as soon as I am cataloged,” Diego said with a reassuring smile. Or what he thought resembled a reassuring smile. He didn’t understand this paranoia on such a backwater and peaceful planet. 

			Rreengrol patted his belt, reminding Diego of the communicator each of them wore. 

			It seemed he wasn’t the only paranoid member of their group. Diego gave a slight nod as the others followed the first robot. 

			Four more robots rushed around the measurement and cataloging room, overseen by a creature having similarities to a Turengen. It stood half again as tall as Bress, and its pelt looked like fuzzy fish-skin. The hands had three stubby fingers. It had no feet, only flippers reminding Diego of mermaid legends he had heard sailors tell when he visited the docks at San Pedro. Its large black eyes widened when he spied Diego, and he slid off his pedestal to approach. 

			It resembled a seal, Diego thought. It even barked like a seal. 

			“What are you?” the translator around its neck blared. 

			Diego repeated what he had told the robot. 

			“Your people have been here.”

			“No, A Seressin ship captured me. The people on my world have no knowledge of flying, spaceships, or even planets where other intelligent creatures live. I rode a horse to different places before Commander Ziron took me on board his ship.”

			

			The creature barked again. “You are sure of that?”

			“I am positive. I’m Marix Ziron’s sub-commander because I worked hard, and I have successfully completed several assignments he has given me.” Diego then wondered at the seal-man’s behavior. “Why did you say I had been here?” 

			“Because you look the same as the Old Enemy.”

			“Old Enemy?”

			“Yes. They walked on two legs, had two arms, torsos like yours. Identical to you.”

			“In other words,” Bress began. “Sapient bipeds.”

			“No, young Turengen. You have two legs, two arms, and a torso. You think, but you do not resemble your commander.”

			“I can’t be one of these Old Enemies. It must be a coincidence.”

			“Yes,” the seal barked. “It must be.” But what came out of the translator didn’t sound too sure.

			Bress broke into Diego’s thoughts. Here comes another Amashi creature to check you out, Diego.

			Turning around, Diego spotted a creature walking on five tentacle-like hands. Each tentacle was the length of Diego’s legs. Four took care of locomotion, and the fifth stuck out above its head like a snout testing the air. The head had eyes ringing the upper part of the cranium. Diego couldn’t see a translator, but it wore one somewhere. Probably implanted, as Anaar had described.

			“You resemble the descriptions of the Old Enemy,” it said.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			“Can you tell me about this Old Enemy?” Diego asked. “I don’t remember seeing a reference to it when I studied the information about your world.”

			The tentacle Amashina stated, “The Elder Leadership should be the ones to discuss the past with you. All I can say now is I am glad to see the Seressin giving greater roles to their non-Seressin members.”

			“To be honest with you, so am I. Are the elders those I am going to give greeting to tomorrow?”

			One tentacle waved in the air. “Yes, they insisted they wanted to meet with you.”

			“Because I look like this Old Enemy?”

			“I cannot say, sir.”

			“If my appearance will upset the Elders, my second in command can lead the mission here.”

			“No, no!” the creature said. “We don’t believe you are a descendant of the Old Enemy, but the leaders cannot overlook the similarities.”

			I detect no deviousness in his thoughts, Diego. Only curiosity and a desire to learn. And to protect their interests. 

			“Very well. What do you want me to do now?” Diego glanced askance at the various machines and the robots attending them. 

			“We will take measurements of you. Our computers already contain the sizes and specifications for your companions, so they will rest while you are here. It will not take long. We need to make an underwater suit for you to travel safely in the Amashi world. We will also take readings on the gasses you need to sustain your life underwater and other factors regarding your health since you are an air breather.”

			Diego nodded, doubting they could do it in one night. The sea creatures and their robots used a variety of instruments to study the air he breathed, in and out. They took readings of the various parts inside his body, then measured his size and shape. While they were thorough, the robots were fast, too, and a robot led him to his room. 

			Entering the room, Diego noticed the others were in the middle of their meal. Engineers had designed and built their quarters underwater with an eating area and a view into the ocean, and there appeared to be doors into separate rooms. Bress confirmed the quarters contained individual bedrooms, six of them, although Diego knew the Turengens always slept together. 

			“How did everything go, Old Enemy,” Rreengrol teased. 

			“Ha! Ha! I can’t believe the wonders of science on other worlds. Things that beeped, chirped, squeaked, whirred, and whizzed diagrammed my body, inside and out,” Diego said. He gazed at various dishes in the center of a table long enough for his entire crew. The bowls and plates were a light blue color, like turquoise, shot with gold sparkles dancing in the overhead lighting of the room. 

			The dishes were interesting enough, but as Diego sat, he studied the food. A fish, complete with fins and tail, stared back at him. Another bowl contained something with the consistency of porridge but was of a greenish color—very unappetizing to him. Bress passed him a bowl with what looked like a salad, but other than the stringy seaweed fronds, which were more brown than green, the other bits were unfamiliar. 

			“Delicious food, Commander,” Bress commented. “Much better than ship’s food.”

			“From what I have observed, anything tastes good to you!” Diego laughed as he took samples of everything except a vile greenish-yellow colored paste.

			“That is sweet,” Rrishan said, pointing to the paste. “Goes good on the toasted, whatever this is.” She passed him the plate of what could be loosely called bread. 

			

			Diego admitted everything tasted good and matched any of the meals he had eaten on Star Devourer. When Diego finished, he studied the room. A meeting room lay next to the dining area, filled with large, comfortable chairs. Beyond that stood an immense window looking out into the sea. Diego strode over to the window. The sun had set, so little light shone from above, but somehow, plenty of light filtered in from the water itself. 

			Fish flitted or meandered along, most dotted with yellow lights, like little fireflies. Some lights flickered while others shone steadily. Growths glowed in various colors. A large shape resembling the hand-tentacle creature approached. It used its five legs to propel itself through the water while the eyes revolved around its head. It swam closer to the window, and Diego gasped at its size. He wondered how large the animals grew on Amashi. 

			An even larger shape darkened the water. It floated closer but never came near enough for Diego to see it. One long, silvery fin dangled past where he stood. It drew closer and then touched the window. Sparks along the fin danced at the contact. The creatures entranced Diego. 

			“I cannot wait to go swimming tomorrow,” Bress said. 

			“Even with things that grow so big?” Diego teased.

			Bress shrugged. “They are big for you, too.” 

			“Yes, they are, but I don’t think the Amashina would let off-world visitors go places where they could be in danger.”

			“Exactly, Commander.”

			Diego laughed. He had answered his own question. “I am eager, too.”

			“Tired. We are going to the sleep quarters now.”

			“Sleep well.”

			The Turengen trotted off to one room. The door slid open at their approach and closed behind them. Diego continued to peer out of the large portal. 

			Rrishan walked up beside him. “I can’t wait either.” 

			Rreengrol joined her. “I wonder about this Old Enemy business. Did they talk to you after we left?”

			Diego shook his head. “They said the Amashina leaders wanted to talk to me about it tomorrow when they meet us.”

			Rrishan flicked her tail into the air. “Maybe these Old Enemies didn’t have tails. Seressin have tails, Turengens, Breanths have tails. And, of course, Grrlocks have wonderful tails.”

			“Resh don’t, but they aren’t the Old Enemy the Amashina described.” Diego smiled, and his reflection smiled back at him. “Well, they couldn’t be people from my planet.”

			“From what you told me, I have to agree,” Rrishan replied. She yawned, her sharp teeth glinting from her reflection. In an involuntary reaction, Rreengrol added his wide yawn. 

			“Let’s head to our beds. A good night’s sleep will make tomorrow more enjoyable,” Diego said. “By the way, where do we take our dinner utensils and plates after we’re finished?”

			“Our server told me he and his companions would clean after we went to sleep,” Rreengrol replied. 

			“Sounds good to me,” Diego said. He remembered nothing after he pulled off his uniform and laid down. 
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