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It took a while to get this one rolling, but the plans for a sequel to Do No Harm began as soon as the previous manuscript was presented. The reception for that book just absolutely blew us away, and it was surprising that every reader seemed to have a different opinion as to the “best character.” They were also pretty unanimous in calling for more.

That’s a pretty tall order—asking for more and asking for more of multiple characters. It is natural for an author to introduce new characters in a new book but it can result in a fairly large cast, so we hope to do justice to your favorites. We’ve also encountered a lot of interest in the Wrogul by other 4HU authors, which led to development of an extensive “family tree” of Todd’s buds, and their buds, and their buds...you get the idea. I think we have it figured out, and it is certain that one or more readers will correct us if we don’t.

As always, we thank Mark Wandrey and Chris Kennedy for creating the universe and letting us play in it. Many thanks to Kacey, Marissa, Kevin, and many more for character and guild ideas, and to Brent for bouncing ideas around. Then Casey and I started...well, the concept has grown. 

By the way—my apologies to Brent’s mom. In Do No Harm, tuckerizing him as Azure’s premier bioscientist was meant to be a one-time joke. Then we teased him about girls named Emily—it was all based on a mutual friend’s dream in which someone named Emily was mean to him. Then he ended up surrounded by Emilys in real life. So, we wrote that in...and Brent’s mom started berating him for the fictional character’s perceived mistreatment of the ladies. 

Oops.

You will notice that we’ve been much kinder to Doctor Roeder in this volume. As happens to many authors—we didn’t plan it this way, the character(s) just grew. You will also hopefully be reading more from the real Doctor Roeder in the future now that he has passed his final hurdle and earned his PhD. Congratulations, my friend. I wanted to memorialize it here for all eternity! 

Oh! Yes, I said volumes. When I first started planning a sequel, Mark, Chris, and I discussed two more books. Then Sandra and I got to talking about what stories we wanted to tell and came up with another book. Then the darned characters started telling us what they wanted! Next, Brent, Casey, Sandra, and I got to talking and added one, maybe two more. I don’t know how many volumes there will be—but for now, we’ve taken to calling this cycle “The Wrogul’s Oath.” The Wrogul. Also, the oath. We’ll let the readers figure out which Wrogul, and some of you may find certain title phrases familiar. So, consider Do No Harm to be installment One (even though it is technically Book 9 of the Omega War), and this is Book Two. 

Mostly, I thank my family for supporting me, particularly Ruann for cracking the whip of writing encouragement. I thank Chris S., KC, Doc, Cathe, Eeps, Jeremy, Mike, Scott, Joseph, Greg, Monalisa, Tara, and Bridget for listening to my ideas and posing some unique responses. For Speaker Alpha, thanks for reading and critiquing early versions and telling us what you want to read! Finally, my great appreciation to Sandra for sharing the vision for this story, despite the early bumps when we hadn’t quite figured out how to make them all fit together. 

Rob Hampson

Kernersville, NC, May 2021.
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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.” 

* * * * *
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​​​​Part One: Azure​​
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Chapter 1
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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. 

* * *
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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. 

* * * * *

[image: ]


​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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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.” 

* * * * *
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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!’”

* * *
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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. 

* * * * *
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​Chapter 4
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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.”

* * *
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“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.”

* * *
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“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!” 

* * * * *
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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.” 

* * *
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“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. 

* * * * *
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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.
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