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Chapter One


Journey Into the Devil's Realm









                                                                                 



“The two whales are still at our bow?” Captain Lee Zuved asked as he entered the control room of the research submarine, Sea Dragon. 

“Yes, sir,” Namura answered. 

The two humpback whales, Selir and Srin, had become partners in the submarine's research after forming a symbiotic relationship with two aliens, Haliss and Mjir. The two aliens, called kreon, were cellphone-sized creatures. They had stayed behind when their fellow kreons left Earth. 

“Follow them," Lee said. "Ahead slow. If they increase speed, keep up with them.”

“Aye, sir.”

As Sea Dragon followed the two whales, Lee watched the monitors and noticed Selir and Srin diving deeper. “Keep following.”

The executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Guion Macon, appeared at his elbow. “What’s up, Lee?” 

"Haliss and the whales are curious about a strange phenomenon two hundred feet beneath the bow."  

“What do you think it is?” the XO asked. 

Lee shook his head. “No clue.”

Dr. Rick Wilson, the owner of the submarine, joined them. “It has to be electromagnetic if a humpback notices.”

“I think we're going to find out.” Lee kept his eyes glued to the monitors. Just as Haliss had described, in the distance, he spied a yellow glow surrounding a circular flow of water. Like a whirlpool?

“Captain, I’m picking up noises—grinding, creaking, but louder,” the sound man, Tam Nadill, reported. 

Wilson donned headphones, then listened. “Like crunching an empty soda can, but on a larger scale.” 

“Something’s messing up the sonar, sir,” the sonarman, Levinsky, called. 

“All stop!” Lee ordered. 

The submarine shuddered, but still moved forward toward the strange, glowing mass. The whales had disappeared. The yellow glowing circle  grew larger. “Reverse engines. Full!”

Lee appreciated the monitors now. They were witnessing an enormous phenomenon, slowly swirling around a pitch-black center. Like a black hole? The Dragon shook. 

“Can’t sir. Something's pulling us in,” the navigator called out. He gripped the navigational yoke, leaning back, trying to get control.  

“Keep trying, Corey. Full!”

“Can’t, Captain! Engines are reverse full, but we’re still being drawn in!”

Lee did a couple of mental calculations. “Twenty degrees port, all ahead … full.” A calculated risk, but they might slip past the mass. For a slight moment, it appeared they were going to succeed. Then, as though something clamped onto them, they were pulled back toward the huge black eye.

“Sir, there is no navigation. Whatever this thing is, it’s got us!” 

“General quarters!” Dragon shook harder and then rocked from one side to the other. The lights flickered and then went out. Red emergency lights blinked on. Just before the boat tipped starboard, Lee remembered he had ordered full power. He called out ‘all stop,’ but it didn’t matter. They passed into the black, gaping orb. Electrical systems popped and spat, but the sub otherwise passed through smoothly. Even the crew held their breath. No screaming. No moaning or groaning. 

Then Lee felt something squeeze him, pushing all the air out of his lungs. The blackness flickered again.  

When everything stopped shaking, Lee glanced around the control room. The monitors were offline. Emergency lighting gave everyone a ghastly hue. "Any casualties?" he asked.

"None here, sir."

"Bring up the computers as soon as you can."

It didn't take long for all systems to come back online. Lee took the mike. "All stations report. Surface." Lee felt the smooth rise of the massive LA-class submarine. 

"I'm not receiving anything from satellite feeds," Henderson, the communications officer, reported. "In fact I'm not picking up anything except garbled short wave." 

When Sea Dragon was on the surface, Lee motioned to Doc Wilson and climbed up to the bridge. 

The two companion whales with their alien symbionts had surfaced near the bow. Lee climbed down to the hull and waited for the female whale, Selir, to approach. Pulling off his shoes, Lee climbed into the ocean to communicate with the whale's alien companion, Haliss. The pancake-shaped alien waited where he could reach her. The kreon climbed on top of his hand while Lee hung on to one of Selir’s knobbles. 

Haliss's thoughts came into Lee's mind. <Selir says there is a different taste and feel to the ocean now.> 

A different taste and feel? What does she mean? More pollutants? 

<There are less. She also hears more ocean singers or inhabitants here than there were yesterday.> 

What are your conclusions? We are not receiving any outside communication.

<When our starship traveled from one system to another, we used interstellar gates, folds in space, that allowed us to get from one place to another. Perhaps this strange phenomenon, which we did not detect until yesterday, took us to a different world.>

What? We aren’t on Earth?

<Except for negligible differences, this matches the place on the other side of the whirlpool. It is most confusing.>

Lee, having read speculative fiction when he had time, wondered if they had passed to an alternative universe. "The only way to make sure is to go someplace familiar to us and see if it's different ."

"Galapagos first," Doc Wilson said. "It's close. Then the Panama Canal." 

                                                                                          ***


A small group went ashore in Panama just before dark. The light of a lantern drew them inland. Montez called out in Spanish. The voice that invited them closer also spoke Spanish, but it was not the speaker's native language.

When Lee and Doc Wilson stepped over the threshold of the dilapidated shack in the spot where the Panama Canal should have been, Lee’s mouth dropped open. One wall of the shack was like walking into a submarine museum. Without getting permission, he examined the various parts and pieces he recognized as coming from a post-WWII submarine. Lee saw several gauges, a navigational wheel, even part of a periscope. A plate, utensils, and a mug on a rickety table were government issue. Then he noticed a nameplate. SSN Anglerfish. He remembered reading about that in one of his naval textbooks at the academy. Anglerfish was an early nuclear boat. She disappeared without a trace during her maiden voyage in the Pacific. After a great deal of searching, the investigators concluded that the submarine sank west of Hawaii. 

Lee turned back to the old man. “I’ll be damned. Anglerfish? Are you from the Anglerfish?” He wondered if the older submarine had run into the same phenomenon as Sea Dragon. The fate of Anglerfish sent a shiver down his spine. Would the seventy-plus men and women on Sea Dragon eventually meet the same fate? Would they end up roaming the world in a slowly dying boat, unable to get home? Or live in a jungle in falling down shacks? Lee took a deep breath and mentally shook the despair from his mind.   

This wasn’t Kansas anymore. This wasn’t the world they knew. Here, the Panama Canal did not exist. GPS, computers, and satellites didn’t either. The portal they had come through wasn’t there anymore. So, for right now, they had no way home. 

It was a bitter pill after the successes of the past months, when Sea Dragon proved her usefulness in the various research projects they had undertaken. Investigating seal disappearances in Hawaii, climate change in the Mediterranean Sea, studying the health of the reefs near the Galapagos Islands, as well as diffusing an alien threat in Antarctica had proven their worth. 

Doc brought Sea Dragon to life nine months ago, having received the backing of Navy Admiral Drumwright. Sea Dragon’s first incarnation was as an LA-class ballistic nuclear submarine. When the Navy decommissioned her and prepared to send the boat to the scrapyard, Doc and the admiral arranged for the purchase of the hulk, and refurbished it as a scientific research submarine. No ballistic missiles, very few torpedoes, and a lot of scientific hardware, as well as a top-notch group of scientists now manning her.

Drummond chose Lee Zuved as captain of the Sea Dragon, and Doc approved him, even before the submarine was ready for trials. Drumwright had insisted on the best, and so far, all members of the crew had worked together perfectly. 

Lee welcomed the assignment. It went right along with his science background, his curiosity, and temperament. The Sea Dragon was an assignment made in heaven. At least it had been until running into the strange portal near the Galapagos Islands. 

Accompanying Sea Dragon were two humpback whales and their two alien hitchhikers. Before their displacement on this alternate Earth, Selir had become the willing host to Haliss, a symbiotic alien who stayed on Earth when the rest of her people left. Her companion was another alien, Mjir, and his whale host. 

They were the ones who discovered the mysterious portal. 








  
  
Chapter Two














The old man gasped and stared at Lee and Doc like the bearers of fresh water in the middle of the Sahara. “How do you know about my boat?” The bearded man’s hands began shaking. “Who are you? Did you come through?”  

Lee was certain a tear glistened in the old man's eyes. He held out his hand. “Lee Zuved, SSRN Sea Dragon.”

Doc shook hands, too. “Dr. Rick Wilson, owner of Sea Dragon.”

Lee called Bates in from the porch. “This is Terrill Bates, my Chief of boat, and the man who called to you earlier is Ensign Delgado Montez.”

“You the old man, uh, I’m sorry, I mean, the captain?”

“Yes. And you?”

“Frank Pearson, torpedo man, first class.” He seemed to realize something and turned to Doc. “Did you say you owned the boat? A civilian submarine?”

Doc nodded. “Yes, with help. Where did your submarine come through?”

“We were outbound from Hawaii. There was a whirlpool about sixty feet below the surface that caught us. It shook the boat like a mouse caught by a cat. Some men died in that first beating, including our captain. The Anglerfish limped back toward Hawaii, but when we got close, a storm caught us, and the boat sank. Only a dozen of us got out before the compartments flooded. The king’s guards captured those of us who made it to shore. Couple of the guys resisted and were killed right there on the beach.” 

“King?” Doc asked.

“As in Kamehameha the Eighth. No Pearl Harbor. No fiftieth state. A sovereign monarchy.” 

Lee was trying to digest all of this. What else has changed? 

“Where did you say you hit this whirlpool?” Doc asked. 

The skipper brought his attention back to Pearson’s narrative. Bates still stood in the doorway, perusing the paraphernalia in the small shack. 

“West of Hawaii. We were heading out of Pearl. Under the surface because of the turbulence. Whirlpool got us. My buddy, Whitley, said it was like a gate opened to another place and time.”

Lee gave Doc a meaningful glance. They came through near the Galapagos. There was a helluva lot of water between there and Hawaii—almost 5,000 miles. So, were there different portals, or did the one move around? 

“By the way, Pearson, how did you get all this stuff here if your boat went down near Hawaii?” Bates asked. 

“A bunch washed up on shore. The king didn’t like his beach getting junked up, so me and Whitley offered to clean up the shore for an outrigger. They didn’t want us on their island anyway, so it was a win-win. We disposed of what we didn’t want and kept these things to remind us of where we had come from. We finally got the guts to sail across the ocean, landing here. No canal, so land was cheap. Me and Whit homesteaded. Before you ask, Whit died a couple of years ago.”

“And the others?” Doc asked.

“A couple of the other guys worked for their own outrigger and sailed it east—to Indian land. Whit and I didn’t want to be in familiar places with unfamiliar names. Don’t know what happened to them.”

Doc did a double-take. “Indian land?”

Pearson laughed. “You gentlemen have some history to catch up on. There is no United States. East of the Mississippi is British West Commonwealth. West of the Mississippi belongs to the Native Americans. There are a few cities on the west coast where the principal leaders have allowed for trade, otherwise, the buffalo still roam, although the indigenous folks now sell oil and beefalo meat to the east and south. One railroad runs across the plains to where Oklahoma City was in our world.” Pearson gazed at Bates but said nothing else. 

Lee sensed there was more, but it became apparent they had ample time to study the history of this world while attempting to find a way back home. 

“Is there any way I could come with you?” Pearson broke into Lee’s musings. 

"Getting back might not be possible," Doc noted.

The old man was almost begging now. “I’ll be with people I’m familiar with, who are familiar with me.”

Doc nodded. “I don’t have a problem if the captain doesn’t.”

Pearson gazed at Lee. “Please, sir, please?”

“I don’t see why not. You’ll be able to help us out as we try to navigate this place.” The dog bayed. “We can’t take the dog. We already have a cat.”

“A cat on a submarine? Seriously, Skipper?” 

“Yes,” Lee said with a laugh. “She’s adapted well. Terrific bug killer.”

“Keeps the captain happy,” Bates added with a grin. 

“So, what happens to the dog?” Doc asked. “I’m not from PETA, but I don’t want him coming to any harm.”

“I’ll take him to José. That’s who I got him from. Not a bad hunting dog, but he mainly kept me from losing it after all these years.” He walked outside and gazed at the sky. 

Lee followed his gaze and again saw the same stars that shone back in his world. They seemed brighter. Less pollution, most likely. 

Pearson left, but then returned. “Will you be here when I come back? There’s nothing here for me.”

"Are you sure you don't want to pack anything? Clothes?” Lee asked. 

“No, sir. Most of my belongings are just like what I am currently wearing—pretty lousy.

Lee nodded. No Walmart Supercenters out here. “Do you know the path to the beach?”

“Whit and I cleared it. I know it, sir.”

“We’ll be waiting on the beach.”

“I’ll hurry, Captain. I promise.”

“Unless something threatening happens, we won’t go anywhere until you get back,” Doc assured him. 

Pearson strode to the dog, untied its lead, and headed into the woods. 

The trio could hear the old salt talking to the dog as he walked away. His voice lilting in cheerful tones. 

An oil lantern remained on the crude table, casting light on the memorabilia hanging on the wall, the homemade rugs on the floor, and a couple of changes of clothes hanging in an open wardrobe. There was a picture of a woman on the wall over the cot. It was discolored, but it didn’t take away from the cheerful light in her eyes. 

“I wonder if she was his wife or fiancée?” Doc asked. 

“According to the disappearance of the Anglerfish, he’s been here about forty-five or fifty years. He looks like he could be seventy, but we’d have to ask him more questions. "He must've been just a kid when he ended up here," Bates noted. 

“We’ll have to debrief him when we get back on board. I am intrigued about where the Anglerfish came through as opposed to where we came through,” Doc mused. 

“Could there be more than one of those things?” Lee asked. 

Doc sighed. “Or it shifts.”

“Either concept is weird,” Bates said. 

Lee chuckled. “The concept of an alternate universe is weird, Chief.” 

“Let’s go. I suspect it won’t take him long,” Doc said. "He's too scared of being left behind."

They walked closer to the beach before Lee called out. “Montez? Montez?” He shone his light onto the surrounding bushes. “Where did he go?” 

They all turned on their lights, trying to see beyond the shadows. 

They heard rustling away from the path. Lee pulled out his pistol and walked toward the noise. He found Montez sprawled under a thick bush, moaning. Holstering his weapon, Lee checked the young ensign. “He’s still alive, but it looks like someone hit him from behind.” He held up his hand in the flashlight's glow. His fingers had blood on them. “Chief, can you carry him to the boat?”

“Who could have…?” Doc began when they heard noises from the beach.  

“The boat!” Lee hissed. “You stay with Montez while I find out what’s going on.”

“Like hell!” Doc snapped. 

The skipper didn’t reply. He leaped over rocks and roots in his quest to avoid being stranded. The Zodiac was ten feet out, with two people trying to figure out how to run the motor. Lee splashed into the ocean and then dove in, kicking his shoes off as he swam. 








  
  
Chapter Three










Lee swam through the dark waters toward their inflatable until he figured he was close. The heavy splash of something hitting the water near his head told him he needed to dive. He reached up, feeling the handle on the side of the Zodiac. Lee clung to it and pulled himself up. The thief nearest him swung the paddle again. 

He was ready and grabbed it, feeling the sting of the hard plastic on the palm of his hand. When he jerked the paddle toward him, the kid splashed into the ocean. 

“Brenth!” came a shout from the thief still in the boat. 

Lee rolled in and pushed the second robber to the bottom of the boat with the paddle. He was a small adult or a big kid. “Don’t move.”

The kid tried to kick him, cursing in a language like Spanish, but with differences. Lee wasn’t in the mood to try talking to the little pirate. He tossed him overboard. Brenth was trying to climb back into the Zodiac. His hands slipped on the slick surface and Lee used the paddle to push him away. “Use your strength to get back to shore,” he growled. 

The others had their flashlights trained on the Zodiac and the two youths. Both of the kids dog-paddled until their feet touched the bottom. Lee avoided them as he guided the Zodiac back to the beach. With loud curses, the thieves waded up on the beach and squished into the brush. 

“How is Montez?” Lee asked. 

“He’ll have a doozy of a headache, but I think he’ll be fine after a few days. Meyers can check him out,” Doc answered. “Who were they?”

Lee shook his head. “No idea. Local riffraff, I guess. We’ll have to be more careful in the future. We could have been stranded, at least temporarily. Let’s make Montez comfortable in the Zodiac and then wait about twenty feet offshore.” 

They didn’t have to wait long. There was a bright light from the direction of Pearson’s shack that grew and spread. The group heard a sizzling pop, followed by another, telling them someone had set the house on fire. Soon afterward, they saw Pearson walking out of the trees and onto the beach. 

“Captain?” he called plaintively. 

Bates shone his flashlight on the shore as they paddled back. With a relieved sigh, Pearson stepped into the Zodiac, sitting near Montez. 

“Burn your cabin?” Doc asked. 

“Yeah. If I’m the last one left, then the burning shack is in memory of all my shipmates.”

“You had a lot of faith in us, literally burning your bridges behind you,” Lee said. 

“I knew you’d be here.”

“We almost didn’t have a boat. A couple of kids tried to steal it,” Bates replied.

Pearson nodded. “There’s a native village nearby. They were looking for something they could fish with. We need to leave. They might come back with their relatives.”

“They don’t care if their kids are out this late?” Lee asked. 

“No, they hunt some of the night creatures to supplement their families’ trade goods. They trade up north in Mexico. No high school down here.”

This is getting weirder and weirder. “They didn’t bother you?” 

Pearson shook his head. “People considered Whit and me a bit crazy. I guess I am, but they left us alone.”

Bates changed the subject. “I hope you don’t mind hot racking with some of the men in the torpedo room.” 

“You have torpedoes on a civilian boat?”

“We have about a dozen torpedoes for defense.”

Pearson sighed. “And no, I don’t mind at all. Sharing a bunk with another submariner will make me feel at home. I’m very grateful for you letting me hitch a ride on your boat.”

“You’ll earn your keep,” Lee said with a smile. 

“Anything I can do. Can’t shove around a torpedo like I used to—”

“Information, mostly,” Doc said. “We seriously want to return home.”

“Even after all this time, so do I,” Pearson added in a soft voice. “At least you still have your boat. Sea Dragon, you called her?”

Lee nodded. They continued paddling. Beach and forest sounds vanished, leaving only gentle waves slapping against the Zodiac. Then he listened to the water as it made music against the metal hull. They were close. Bates spoke in hushed tones as he pulled out the communicator and called to Sea Dragon. 

Macon answered. Soon, someone helped them aboard the sub. The sail loomed above their heads, and Pearson gawked at its shadowy form. 

“I knew the newer boats were big, but even the civilian boats are huge.” 

“Barometer’s telling us there’s a storm brewing somewhere,” Mace said. “Let’s get down below.” He gazed at Pearson. “Picked up a new crewmember?”

Lee smiled. “Seaman Pearson, last survivor of the Anglerfish.”

“Seriously? So that’s what happened to her.”

“Pearson, this is our XO, Commander Macon.”

“Permission to come aboard, sir,” Pearson stammered. 

“Permission granted. And welcome aboard. Chief Bates will arrange accommodations for you and find you something to eat.”

“Thank you, sir.”

They deflated and stored the Zodiac aboard, while a couple of men carried Montez to the wardroom for examination. 

“Take her down to one hundred feet,” Macon ordered. 

Doc called to his science team and then motioned to Lee. They headed to the officer’s dining room. 

“I know your team has already been studying our dilemma,” Lee said after he poured himself a cup of coffee. 

“They have and we’re going to talk with Pearson tomorrow,” Doc replied. “I also think we need to go to the site where the Anglerfish came through and examine the area.”

Lee nodded. “I agree. I am a bit puzzled about how Anglerfish got seriously damaged while we were barely jolted. We were deeper, too. I’m not sure that indicates the same portal shifting around in the Pacific.”

Farr asked, “Would Haliss and her companion be able to help us out with those questions?”

Lee nodded. He had briefly forgotten about the kreon and Selir. “That’s a good question, Tim. I will tell Haliss what’s going on tomorrow before we head to Hawaii. Then get her input about all of this.”

Doc rubbed his chin. “We need to communicate with Mjir, too.”

“Not a big detour to go back. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the portal is waiting for us.”

Dr. Wendy Scherer set down her coffee. “And hope it’s a two-way access.”

Lee chuckled. “Thanks for that happy thought, Wendy.”

Wilson shrugged. “What’s really going to be fun is restocking if we’re here long enough.”

“I wonder what the coin of the realm is in these parts.” Lee finished his cup of coffee, wishing it had been his hot drink of choice, cacao. “With all these joyous things to consider, I believe it’s time to retire. I want to check on Montez, anyway.”

Montez was in his rack in the junior officer’s quarters. Ensign Treena Robbins, the acting Medical Officer when Meyers wasn’t on duty, was checking on him. 

“How is he?” Lee asked. 

“He’ll be fine. Just needs a bit of sleep, some aspirin, and light duty for a couple of days. He has a lump on his head, but all signs indicate he doesn’t have a concussion. Eric will check on him in another four hours.”

“Good. I want you or Meyers to give our new crewman a complete physical in the morning, too.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Robbins paused, looking pensive. “Scuttlebutt says he’s from the Anglerfish. Is that true? And they came here the same way we did?”

“Yes, the scuttlebutt is true. Considering how long Pearson has been stranded here, he’ll have a lot of questions.”

“Yes, sir.”

"If there are any questions you are uncomfortable answering, send him to me or Mr. Macon."








  
  
Chapter Four










<Selir is not hearing any songs from Srin,> Haliss informed Lee as soon as he had donned his wet suit and joined the whale twenty yards from the Dragon. 

You can hear Srin from this distance?

<Not me. Selir. In a way, she can. Not with ears like you have, but with an inner ear.>

Telepathy, like you and me?

<I don’t think so, Lee, I haven’t figured it out. But Selir is anxious.>

I can imagine. We planned to go there again before heading to Hawaii to investigate another portal.

<Thank you, Lee. Selir fears something has happened to Srin and, of course, that would include Mjir.> 

We will set course back to the Galapagos within the hour.

<Selir and I will go ahead.>

Be careful.

As soon as Lee was back on board, he ordered the officer of the watch to set a course back to where the portal had ‘spit’ them out. “At full speed.” 

Haliss and Selir waited for them a half day out and accompanied Sea Dragon back to the exact spot of the portal. Except there was no portal. 

The water temperature gauge had climbed a few degrees with the heat of the sun, so Lee only changed into trunks, a mask, and air tanks. 

I am assuming you didn’t find Mjir and Srin.

<No. Selir is distraught.>

Could he have gone back through the portal?

<He wouldn’t have left Selir.>

If you recall, that thing pulled us through when we came here. We had no choice. Perhaps Srin and Mjir didn’t have any way to resist the portal’s power either. You weren’t able to resist the portal when we all came through, were you? Lee felt a kind of calm buzz in his brain and wondered if Haliss had done that.

<No, that wasn’t me. Could you have been feeling Selir? She heard you, and the thought calmed her. And you are right. We weren’t able to resist the phenomenon’s power.>

I'm relieved as well. I had wondered if it was a one-way door or if the portal worked both ways. Of course, we still need to prove it before we get too excited. 

Lee swam back and reported to Doc, Macon, and a small group of scientists, finishing with, “It would seem the portals might be fairly stationary if Srin went back through.”

“It would seem that way,” Doc agreed. “On another note, Chief Andrea told us we were low on supplies. We’ll have to delay our excursion to Hawaii until we figure out a way to get more supplies. Cookie told me he is going to supplement the little that’s left in stores with emergency rations."

“Damn,” Lee muttered. 

“If it’s there on this side of the portal, the closest port city would be Guayaquil on the coast of Ecuador where we could get supplies,” Dr. Farr said. 

Doc nodded to his fellow scientist. “We’ll have to go for it. Otherwise, we’ll head to San Diego, or whatever the equivalent is.” 

“What will we use for barter?” Lee asked. 

Doc sighed. “What do we have?”

Lee shook his head. “If we all turned out our pockets, we might have a few hundred dollars, but it wouldn’t be legal tender here.”

Doc Wilson looked thoughtful. “Maybe we should have a chat with Pearson.” 

“We may have to do some fishing,” Lee said facetiously.

“That’s a start.”

Lee shrugged. “Let’s make it a contest and give the person who catches the biggest edible fish a prize.”

“That won’t be a lot for seventy crewmembers, but it’s a start until we have some kind of strategy. Sushi anyone?” Doc laughed. It died quickly. 

“Don’t laugh. Cookie makes a mean sushi roll.” If we only had the rice, nori, wasabi, and pickled ginger.


      ***They waited near the point where they all came through, but after a day there was still no sign of Srin and Mjir. Lee couldn’t help but think their theory about the missing whale was correct, especially when Selir detected Srin’s recent presence in the currents. He also believed that if they waited long enough, the gate would reappear for them. 

The food stores, however, told a different story, and the little fishing contest didn’t provide them with enough for two dinners. 

Lee, Doc, the XO, and Chief Bates sat in the officer’s dining room. The captain grimaced at his weak cup of coffee. Cookie warned him the coffee stores had dwindled to a few last cans. Pearson came in and grabbed a cup. Of everyone on the boat, he seemed the least affected, undoubtedly because he hadn’t had decent coffee for years. 

“Sit down, Pearson,” Lee invited. “We need some information. We’re going to be informal, so don’t hesitate to speak your mind.” 

“Yes, sir.” He sat down near Bates. 

“As you know, our stores are low. Right before getting dragged here, we were heading to the east coast to re-stock.”

Pearson nodded. 

“Where’s the best place to restock near here?”

“Well, sir. I guess Pontiac would be the best place.” Pearson saw several blank faces. “That’s closest to where San Diego is on our world.”

“Ah, okay.”

“I only sailed to the city one time, but it seemed like it had everything you’d need for the boat.” Pearson leaned forward. “But how would you pay for it? 

“What was the currency when you were in… Pontiac before?” Doc asked. 

“Gold nuggets.”

“Nuggets? Not coins?”

“No, sir, nuggets. Payment is in the gold's weight, not its shape. Although there is some uniformity. The smaller nuggets, mid-sized ones, and larger ones.”

Macon laughed. “Where the hell are we going to get gold nuggets?” 

Pearson added, “They also use gemstones, too, sir.”

“I don’t keep rubies under my mattress,” Doc growled. 

Lee frowned at the obvious truth. “Yes, but I have heard of proposals by various mining companies to extract gold and other minerals from the ocean floor. And that gold is more prevalent along the ‘ring of fire’ in the Pacific Rim. We’re certainly near that.”

Doc tapped his chin. “Maybe we can do some studies of the South American coastline and see if we can find evidence of gold.”

Pearson gazed from one speaker to another, like a spectator at a tennis match. 

Macon grimaced at the cup of ‘diluted’ coffee. “We’ll have to find enough within a week because it will take at least another week to get to San, uh, Pontiac. Or wherever we decide to go for stores.” 

“Maybe we’ll get lucky for a change,” Doc replied. “We’ll start this afternoon with the detection equipment.”

Lee nodded and stood. “Thank you, Pearson. I appreciate your information.” The crewman left. “I’ll see if Haliss and Selir can help. I’ll be up after another pow-wow with them. And then you can have the Officer of the Watch take us closer to the South American coast, Mace.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

He changed into a wetsuit and swam out to his friends. 

<What brings you out again so soon?>

An idea to get funds so we can barter for supplies. Our cupboards are bare. We need to find something valuable to buy food in this world.

<You must have that to get food in your world, too,> Haliss said, her mental voice sounding a little cheeky.

All right, wise guy! But back home, it’s in the bank. Here, we hope it’s on the ocean floor near the coastline.

<You are thinking of gold and gems?>

Mainly gold. Would Selir have some ability to detect something like that?

<I will ask her.> There was a pause while Haliss slid off Lee's hand and back onto Selir’s bumpy hide. It didn't take long before she returned. <She knows an area that long ago had cracks in the rocks. It is a short distance from here.>

In this world? Or the other one.

<She says the people may be different, but she has not found the ocean to be that dissimilar. She tells me if you can hold on to her flipper, she will take you to the place where you might find what you are looking for.>

As long as she doesn’t swim too fast. Or if she doesn’t breach.

After notifying Dragon what he was doing, Lee discovered a rough spot near her flipper, where he could hang on. He was glad he had worn a wetsuit. The water sluiced over him, and even though he felt like he was in a speedboat, Lee knew Selir moved slower than her normal speed. When he wondered if he could hang on any longer, the whale slowed down. She also rose to the surface to breathe. 

Lee let go and rose as well. He wished he hadn’t. Not thirty yards ahead was a large ship. It appeared to have seen better days, but the most important thing he noticed was the large harpoon on the front of the vessel and several men standing ready near the weapon. He swam back to Selir's fin, reaching for the spot where Haliss most likely had attached herself. 

Haliss!! That’s a whaling ship. Get the hell out of here. Now!! He felt the light touch of the kreon’s body. 

<Lee! What about you?>

I have a tank of air. Get out of here! Now!! They will kill Selir! Go back to Dragon! He slid off the flipper and into the waves, feeling the buffeting of the ocean and the retreating whale. But she was leaving, going under the waves. Lee swam deeper, trying to see the ship and stay out of its way. It glided above him. He was far enough below, but he kept swimming. He had to stay away from the pull of the propellers. 

Swim! Swim deeper! The turbulence buffeted him. It took a few seconds to get his bearings so he wouldn't swim into the deadly blades. He glimpsed the ship overhead, then it sailed by. Lee's arms felt like lead, and his breath came in ragged gasps. The helmet's glass had fogged up. He could only see shapes. Thankfully, he didn’t see blood or a whale. 

Lee surfaced, hoping no one spotted him. He gazed past the fogginess and watched as the ramp where they pulled dead whales on board receded. He was aft of the whaler. Then he heard a shout; and another. Figures on the ship pointed his way. 

Lee didn’t know which way to swim to shore. Then he saw a dark, distant shape, and he swam toward it. Activating his communicator, Lee called to the sub. “Sea Dragon! This is the skipper. Do you read me? Sea Dragon?” Selir had pulled him farther than he thought. He was out of range. 

There was a splash behind him. A skiff. Lee dove. Before he could get more than a foot underwater, something grabbed his tank, jerking him up. 












  
  

Chapter Five


 











Lee knew he couldn’t fight whoever dragged him out of the water, so he went limp. Another pair of hands grabbed him, and they pulled him into a small wooden skiff. A sailor held a knife close to his chest. The language sounded like Spanish, but with slight differences. Either way, Lee wasn’t fluent. He pointed to his helmet and made motions of getting up. 

The man nodded. Lee sat up. Laying on tanks, even the modern, flatter ones, was not comfortable. He pulled off his helmet and laid it on his lap. A sailor snatched it, and Lee didn’t protest. As long as they didn’t toss it overboard. 

And then he realized why he hadn’t heard an engine approaching him. They were towing the boat by a chain that was probably the same one they used to haul a whale carcass. He stood as the chain continued to reel them in.

The man holding his helmet stood. He was shorter than the rest of his whaling comrades. He shouted at them and then turned back to Lee, asking a question. 

“I don’t understand,” Lee said. Based on the men's behavior, this sailor was either the captain or a high-ranking officer.

“You from BWC?” the leader repeated in barely understandable English.

“The what?”

He spat into the water. “You from Brit West Com?”

Now he understood. The east coast North American country in this universe. Lee shook his head. “No.”

“Dondo eres? Where?”

Lee just pointed west, toward the Galapagos.

The leader dropped the helmet and grabbed at the front of Lee’s wetsuit, then growled, “Nada. You lie. Nothing there. Big lizards, big tortoises.”

Lee shrugged away from his hands. “And my ship.” 

Someone else on the whaler shouted something in their hybrid language, and the shorter man turned back to him. “What you do with whale? She says you with big whale.”

Lee thought furiously. How did he explain that? He shrugged. “Great ride.” 

The leader slapped him. Lee grabbed his wrist. “Don’t do that again,” he snapped. He looked behind him and glared at the others in the boat. They didn’t move, waiting on their boss. Lee let him go.

“No ride whale. Going on ship.” The leader pointed. At the leader’s order, the men connected the stern and bow grommets to lowered ropes. 

Lee stood motionless and watched the sailors do their jobs. One of the men signaled Lee to exit when the boat aligned with the deck. He grabbed his helmet and jerked off his fins, hooking them to his belt. Then Lee took the outstretched hand of a shipboard sailor. Although the ship appeared weathered, the deck was clean. He kept his helmet under his arm and looked around. Two masts displayed furled-up sails, while a smokestack emitted thick clouds of smoke. Most likely wood or coal-burning steam engine, he thought.

“What were you doing with that whale?” a female voice asked in fluent English. 

Lee turned and gazed at a slender, dark-haired woman. While her English was flawless, it had a lilt he couldn’t place. She was about his age, he figured, and for all her heavy-duty clothing, she wasn’t bad looking. “As I said to him. I was having a pleasant ride.”

“Don’t get smart. Won’t work on me.”

“I’m not. The whale took me for a ride.” Lee hoped his honest but flippant answer didn’t get him in trouble. He continued studying the woman. She did the same to him. 

“Humpbacks don’t give rides to anyone.” Her sky-blue eyes bored into his. The mid-afternoon sun came out and highlighted hints of red in her dark hair. “Where are you from and what’s your name?”

“Lee Zuved. That’s the simple part. As to the where I am from, that’s a little more difficult.”

“Why? And I’m Maria Tovar, first mate on this ship.”

“The place I came from doesn't exist here.”

“That makes no sense.” 

The leader spoke to her in their own language. They talked back and forth for a few minutes, while behind him, the crew secured the small skiff. 

“Captain Sanchez doesn't like your answers and thinks someone planted you here to spy on his operation.”

Lee shook his head. “No. I rather like whales and wouldn’t be part of an operation like this.”

More talking, some a little heated. “Then you are part of the creature rights groups from the Tribal Alliance. You don’t look aboriginal, but you could be.”

“My ancestors were from Europe.”

She sighed. “Then what are you doing here?”

“Trying to get home,” Lee replied truthfully. Stall for time. 

"You haven't told me the location of your home."

“You wouldn’t have any idea where I was talking about.”

“I am a great deal easier to deal with than the regional alcalde.”

“I’m sure you are, Ms. Tovar, but I can’t answer something unanswerable—to you or anyone.”

“This is insane! Where do you come from? Where is your ship?”

“In the country I come from, they only require a captured individual to give their name, rank, and serial number. The latter would mean nothing here. I have already given you my name. My rank is Commander.”

“Which navy?”

“One that doesn’t exist here.”

“Why do you give such impossible answers, Commander Zuved?

“Because I am in an impossible situation.” 

About that time, a voice crackled on his communicator inside his helmet. “Skipper, we have you on the scopes. We also have a ship as well.”

“Onboard the ship. Approach aft,” he shouted, as the surprised whalers gaped at him.

“What are you doing? Who is that?” Tovar grabbed for his helmet. 

Lee pulled back, and someone grabbed him from behind. He didn’t let go of his helmet, but he also didn’t resist the hands holding his arms. Tovar and Sanchez drew closer until the three of them were toe to toe. 

Then the waters churned about fifty yards behind the whaler. Lee watched Sea Dragon break the surface with a forceful whoosh and bow first in an emergency blow. A third of the ship reached skyward and then slapped against the surface in another mighty splash as though she were a humpback breaching. It almost took Lee’s breath away. The Dragon was a third longer than the whaling ship. 

The surrounding sailors pointed and cried out what Lee assumed were calls to God to protect them. Water sluiced off the sail and the body of the ship. The ship rocked from turbulence.

“That’s my ship, friends. Thank you for your hospitality.” He shoved the captain and several shocked sailors aside and dashed for the ship’s ramp. He clamped the helmet on as he ran. 

His exit off the whaling ship was undignified, sliding to the water down the ramp on his butt, but he wasn’t interested in decorum. He only hoped to escape, to avoid being shot. Just before he hit the water, Lee heard shouting and pounding feet. He slipped into his fins and began swimming as hard as he could. 
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