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​​The islanders on Earth had called him “Maui” and hailed him as a demigod. That sort of thing could go to one’s head... if one had a head. Fortunately—or not—Maui didn’t have a head, or an ego.

He had a mission.

The Humans were interesting. They showed great potential, and scared so many of the Galactics and the ancient ones. This was opportune as those powers needed to be scared. They’d had their way for far too long.

There were other interesting races, and Maui ruminated on whether they could put aside differences and work together against the old powers. The eight-armed ones were a particularly serendipitous find. They still needed to be nudged in the right direction. They also needed to be kept from learning certain information for just a while longer. 

Meanwhile, there were tests to administer and trials to test his chosen champions. They had done well so far, but it required the hottest fire to temper the strongest steel. 

* * * * *
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​​​​​​​​​​​Part One: After the Battle for Azure
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On the Colony World Azure

Two Months into Recovery

“What a mess this town is.”

“You’ll be out of it soon, kiddo. I envy you.”

Amy sighed and rolled her eyes. “It’s not a vacation, Dad. I’ll be working the whole time! I’d rather be here to help with the rebuilding, but Todd...”

Doctor Brent Roeder, Amy’s business tycoon father, backpedaled at the look of worry on his daughter’s face. “I understand, sweets. You and Paul and the team have your work cut out for you, helping Ray in his search. I’m sure you’ll do great.”

Amy tapped her slate and raised the volume on the podcast she was listening to.

“Good morning, Styx Valley! We’re your hosts, Jim Phillip and Dave Ptasnik, comin’ to you this sunny morning on Today’s Azure News podcast. Well, Dave, we sure have a mess to clean up, but Azurians are hard at work, restoring the farms and knockin’ back the bombed-out buildings.”

“It sure is a sight to see, Jim. Everyone is pitching in to remove the rubble. We’ve got crews helping the farmers re-plant. Sea platforms are back on the water. Governor Ennovy is predicting an adequate harvest in about six months. Meanwhile, Governor Perseus has attorneys looking at what kind of standing we have and claims we can make against the crimes of those stinkin’ invaders, and our Wrogul friends are looking at what we can do to help with the influx of alien colonists. And boy, do we have ‘em. Suddenly Azure is on the map, and everyone wants to visit our sunny beaches...”

Amy turned the volume back down and puffed out a breath that blew her bangs awry. “I’m worried, Dad. If the Ragmops weren’t responsible for those strange lights and sightings, who was? I’m torn between staying here to keep looking for our answers and looking for Ray’s answers out in space.” Amy peered down at the small brown dog asleep in her arms and nuzzled its head.

“What about Kekoa?” asked Roeder, changing the subject and referring to the dog in Amy’s arms. “Mary Ellen or your mom going to take care of her? Or are you really going to take her on the ship with you?”

“Actually...” Amy hesitated. “Meryll Caparelli is going to take care of her for me.”

“Oh boy.” This time it was Roeder who rolled his eyes.

* * *
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“Meryll, you’re sure this isn’t an imposition?” Amy gestured to the boxes Michael Caparelli, Meryll’s husband, was carrying into the cottage,

“Absolutely not!” gushed Meryll, picking up the small dog and covering it with kisses. Michael made a wry face as he set down the kennel and balanced a box filled with toys and food.

The cottage included an indoor pond. The couple was watching over Marinara, the Wrogul chef who’d been injured during the Ragmop—as they called it—Invasion of Azure. The leader, Bento Silva, had mistaken Marinara for Co-Governor Todd, and had cornered the cephalopod and Meryll in an assembly hall, gravely injuring Todd and the chef, and ultimately killing the Wrogul named Jacques. Marinara had lived through the attack, but was recovering from damage to his arms, and daily lamenting the loss of his knife skills. Mari levered himself over the top of the pond.

“Are we taking care of that creature?” Marinara flashed his question but translator speakers around the room picked up the communication from his pinplants.

Meryll laughed and walked nearer to her friend and boss. “This puppy? Yes, we’re taking care of it while Amy travels on the Nautilus.”

“I saw canines like that when we were in Houston. What is it?”

“She’s based on an old Earth breed, Marinara.” Amy walked to Meryll’s side, and Kekoa strained toward her. She took the dog out of Meryll’s arms. “Very much like a tiny Chihuahua, but genetically modified so she’s not as susceptible to diseases and injuries. She’s what I call my ‘fur baby.’ I know Meryll will take good care of her for me.”

“You do not want to take her with you on the Nautilus?”

Michael chuckled and shook his head. “In all that water, Mari?” he asked.

“I think it’s better for her to stay planetside, Marinara.”

“I will create a dish in its honor.” Marinara, by his distant stare, was searching recipes with his pinplants. He looked at Meryll. “When did we last have carne guisado on the menu, Meryll?”

“Umm. Never?”

“It is settled then. Kekoa’s Favorite: Old-Earth Chihuahua dish, Carne Guisado.”

Michael snorted, then guffawed. “Not sure how to interpret that, Mari.”

Marinara flashed puzzlement while Meryll looked contemplative. “That’s not a bad idea, Mari. We have the families brought in by Silva and Garibaldi. Maybe we can set up a truck that travels to the farms and plantations that are being salvaged and sell inexpensive food to the crews.”

Michael and Amy looked at each other and grinned.

“It is settled then.” Marinara flashed a pleased glyph. “Meryll, you can set it up, and I will plan the menus. Now, let me hold the canine, please.”

Amy looked alarmed. She looked at the Wrogul with its damaged arms outstretched. “I don’t know, Marinara—” The dog shrank against Amy and growled softly, its eyes wide and showing white. “It takes her a while to get used to people. Maybe after she’s been here a few days and feels more comfortable.”

Marinara flashed disappointment and slid back into the pond. “Perhaps later,” he flashed, “but I really want to hold her and pet her.”

* * *
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The cargo crew loaded the bags and instrument cases onto the shuttle as Amy said her goodbyes to family and friends.

“I can’t linger long,” she told them. “Captain Ackashee and her Arritim crew are all on board. We’re waiting for a few stragglers, then we need to push off.”

Her best friend, Mary Ellen Cantor, or M’Ell for short, was holding onto one of Amy’s arms while her mother, Emily Roeder, held onto the other. Tears had gathered in Emily’s eyes and were threatening to spill down her cheeks. “This will be safe, won’t it, Amy?” Emily’s lip trembled.

“She’ll be safe, Em! I told you several times!” Brent Roeder clapped a hand on his ex-wife’s shoulder and began to tug her away from Amy’s side. “The ship is sturdy. The crew is top-notch. Amy’s got an excellent staff with her. She’ll be fine.” Brent Roeder looked away from the small group toward the Wrogul standing in the shuttle doorway. “Right, Ray? Just a simple excursion to recover data?” Roeder arched an eyebrow.

“All space travel has the possibility of harm,” the Wrogul Peacemaker’s translator rumbled. He glanced at the wince on his friend Roeder’s face and amended, “But of course, this is an easy trip. We are visiting secure ports and asking simple questions. It is an authorized Peacemaker mission. I need Amy’s expertise. She is vital to our success.”

Giving her daughter a tight hug, Amy’s mom loosened her grip and whispered, “Love you. Please be safe.” Amy nodded to her mother. 

M’Ell also hugged her and said, “Stay safe, girl. Keep in touch when you can.”

Amy faced her dad and gave a small grin. “Thanks for believing in me, Dad. I’ll keep you informed of our progress.” She gave her dad a hug and dashed up the shuttle stairs, then turned to face her family. “This trip will be a piece of cake. We’ll be back before you know it!”

The shuttle stairs retracted, and a crewman closed the door.

Emily rounded on her ex-husband. “Brent! This is all your fault!”

Roeder raised his hands, palms outward, and sputtered. “My fault? What did I do?”

Emily spit with anger. “It’s those pinplants. You set her up for this. Now she’s going to space, flying into danger, possibly death. She couldn’t just be a clerk or manager. Noooo. You had to give her double pins so she could compete with the Wrogul and mercenaries.”

Roeder’s face reddened. “Honestly, Emily, I don’t know where you get these ideas. Amy’s an extremely talented and resourceful girl on her own. Pins let her analyze data and see patterns that would take hours or days to absorb. She’s shown she’s one of the best.”

“Hmph.” Emily turned to the young woman beside her. “M’Ell, take me home. Better yet, take me by the wine bar so I can drown my grief.”

“Absolutely, Miz R.” M’Ell slipped her arm around the older woman’s shoulders and tugged her toward the station doors. She nodded to Roeder. “See ya around, Doc.”

Roeder slumped his shoulders, then looked at the man standing several feet away. “You heard it all?”

“Mio amico,” Tony Gamboa said, as he ambled toward one of the planet’s oldest citizens. “Women, what I can I say? How about we check back at the office, then grab some Italian home cooking with Nonna? Good food is the best cure.”

“Sure...” Roeder mumbled.

* * * * *
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Brent Roeder fell into the chair in front of Tony Gamboa’s desk. Gamboa grinned and murmured, “Have a seat.” He pushed folders and slates aside so he could see the tycoon easier. Roeder gave a deep sigh.

“Heard from Amy yet?”

Roeder shook his head and shrugged. “Not much. Everything seems to be okay. No emergencies yet. I just hope Harryhausen knows what he’s doing with this trip. He seems to seek out dangerous situations in his search for the evil Wrogul. Amy and Paul are scouring the data looking for patterns, but at last message, they’ve had little success. What about you? How’s the recovery coming?”

Gamboa mimicked Roeder’s shrug. “Pretty straightforward at the moment. We’ve salvaged what building materials we can use from the destroyed homes and buildings, and backordered more. Can’t do much with the burned materials except try to trim and reuse. Bars and restaurants are reopening. Counseling centers are doing a booming business. We’ve got more clinic demand than we anticipated, and the Wrogul are busy expanding locations. What we’re seeing now are scams popping up here and there, particularly with newcomers.

“What I’m worried about is that we’ve got some speculators buying up or making offers on some of the older properties. Couple profiteers trying to import building materials or setting up plasticast centers. Rosetta and Michael are keeping an eye on some of the sketchier activities. That woman Amy has mentioned? Yvette Gamez? She started a realty company and is convincing some of the older citizens to sell their land and move to Loihi retirement villages. We may need to look closer at her.

“Some of the founding families want an easier life than they had as colonists, and they buy into her glowing promises of an easy future. Several homesteaders are looking at the merc retirement center and wondering if they should have something like that for non-mercs. After a lifetime of carving out life and families as colonists, and going through a war with invaders, they want an easier life.

“I also sent some of my family down the coast to see what help the Ualapue citizens and Arritim villagers need and to make sure they’re not being badgered to sell out to Gamez and her ilk. Speculators are eyeing the Arritim seashore. Just what we need; a copy of Earth, with condos on every inch of shore.”

“What about Nonna?” Roeder smiled fondly as he remembered his last stint at her dinner table.

“Ha! Nonna can’t imagine not working. She’s set up a soup kitchen in town for the families, but she’s serving a full menu, not just soup. We rescued a bunch of tables and chairs from the damaged café and set up tarps overhead to block the sun and daily rain. Meryll and Marinara are also working, running food trucks and food stations up in the farming communities.” 

“What about Perseus? Olivier? Zenna? Umm... Dr. Alfred?”

“Perseus is adapting. He’s filling in while Todd recovers, and he’s running the clinics. He’s actually starting to feel less anxious in his position as co-governor. Olivier is being a hard-ass about the Hau’ula Colony and their position as separatists. Zenna’s still in mourning, but beginning to realize that Olivier is back to his old behavior. She’s watching over Davy’s twin buds. I’m about to kick her in the arms on Perseus’ behalf—give her some responsibilities with the Hau’ula Colony and the deep-sea explorations. We need to find out what the deep-sea lights and sounds are all about, since the Ragmops weren’t responsible for what we were seeing.”

“And Dr. Alfred?”

Gamboa gave a snort. “The good octopus is giving Todd excellent care. He’s also coordinating with the others about solving the—ah—kitty problem. You know... the ones who don’t exist, that we don’t talk about. They’re working on better gen-mods and looking at ways to accelerate the kitties’ and merc rehabilitation.”

“Busy,” Roeder mused. “To use an old Earth phrase, ‘busy as beavers.’”

Gamboa snorted again.

“And Ennovy? You and she have a truce, right? Right, Lieutenant Governor Gamboa? Or should I call you LT?”

Gamboa shook his head. “We have something. I’m not sure what.”

Roeder smirked. “Well, how about an early dinner at Nonna’s? I’d like to see what she’s calling a ‘soup kitchen.’”

“You’re on. You buying?”

“Wait...”

* * *
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Governor Jacie Ennovy looked at her crowded desk and pulled another carrot stick out of a nearby bag. She was munching on it when Steve Whipple knocked gently on her door.

“Jacie, we’re at a stopping point with our construction negotiations. You want to join me for an early dinner?”

“Where you goin’, sweetie? I’ve got a full bag of carrot sticks here.” Jacie smiled as she replied.

“I’m really hungry for some of Nonna’s cooking. She’s got her soup kitchen open. She usually has several open tables at this time of day.”

“Deal! Let me seal this bag of carrots and grab my slate and cane.”

Jacie Ennovy had moved the temporary government center to Styx after the previous governor was executed by the Consejo invaders. She’d endured torture by Bento Silva as the invaders searched for the Wrogul co-governor, Todd. Wrogul surgeons had done their best to heal the broken and battered community leader, but she still walked with a limp after several surgeries.

“Jacie, I can get transport. We don’t have to walk to Nonna’s,” Whipple fretted.

“Nonsense, Steve. It’s only a couple of blocks. The walk will do me good, and the weather is beautiful today. Citizens need to see their governor out and about.”

* * *
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“Oh, dear, Steve, the tables are filling up fast.”

“No problem, Jacie. Nonna said she’d hold a table for us. It’s over... oh... over there... next to Tony Gamboa.”

“That old sneak. I bet she planned this. Let’s just—”

“No, Jacie, I’m dying for some of Nonna’s food. Let’s just give it a chance. Maybe Gamboa’s getting ready to leave.”

“I doubt it, but I’ll be civil for your sake, Steve. Oh, Roeder, too. This will be fun. Not.”

The young boy acting as a waiter ushered the couple to their table, and Jacie slid into her seat and buried her head in the menu. Gamboa looked up at the movement and grinned as he noticed Ennovy hiding behind her menu. 

“Jacie Ennovy!” he bellowed. “What a surprise!”

Several diners looked up at Tony’s loud exclamation. A crash of pots and pans resounded in the kitchen, and Nonna stuck her head out of the entrance way. She waved a wooden spoon in her hand. “Antonio,” she admonished. “Comportarti, mio figlio.”

Gamboa grinned again. “Certo, Nonna.” He looked at Ennovy and winked.

Jacie appeared not to notice, but her face reddened as she peered closely at the temporary menu. She turned to Steve and murmured to him, and her companion flushed as well.

“Tony,” Brent Roeder said softly. “Stay cool.”

“No problema, mio amico.” Tony winked again.

With no sign of argument or loud discussion, the other diners turned their attention to their meals. Jacie and Steve murmured their orders to the young waiter, and both appeared engrossed in their slates.

“Tony.” Roeder tried to redirect his companion’s attention away from the other table. “Tell me about some of the construction issues you mentioned earlier.”

“There’s a newly created conglomerate trying to buy up lots, trying to claim salvage rights on what they say are abandoned lots. Then there’s a group claiming they’re a salvage company and have rights to scour the rubble for precious materials. And Rosetta’s heard stories of a group claiming to be raising funds for the poor, unfortunate souls who’ve lost family members or property. There’s a woman named Honey Horst claiming she’s the ‘voice’ of the people. Rosetta says it’s run by Humans who’ve moved to Azure to help with the reconstruction. I asked her to do some background checks on the founders. A couple donors have complained their UACC donations went through the system three or four times, and none of the fundraiser beneficiaries have seen a coin.”

“Jeez,” Roeder muttered. “Why do the criminals come out when we need to band and work together for the good of everyone?”

“Unca Tony,” a young woman said as she juggled plates of food, “Nonna says ‘Meno chiacchiere, più mangiare!’”

Tony grinned and pulled a plate closer. Brent smiled delightedly as he looked at the spread before him. “Man, I’ve missed this, Tony. Good choice for dinner!”

Tony dug into his spaghetti alle vongole, while Roeder divided his attention between cuoppo and mozzarella en carrozza. Tony saw Brent eye the bowl of struffoli his niece had set down and pulled the bowl a little closer to his plate. Glancing at the table close to them, he saw Jacie nibbling on Azure’s version of friarielli, while Whipple had dug into his plate of Nonna’s version of pasta alla Genovese. Several moments passed as the diners contentedly forked mouthfuls of food.

Roeder stopped eating for a moment to sip his wine. “Damn! So this is what Nonna calls a ‘soup kitchen!’ It’s heavenly. I thought we were just having pizza.” 

Gamboa smiled and nodded. “Finish up, and we’ll get our version of Neapolitan coffee to go with the struffoli. Then I need to ask you a favor.”

Roeder raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Pinplants again, I bet. Look, Tony—”

A commotion at Jacie’s table caught their attention. The governor was bent over and coughing, her hands clutching her throat. Whipple looked up in alarm and reached out to Jacie. “She’s choking!” he shouted. Several diners looked up. 

Tony lunged out of his chair and took two giant steps. Jacie had collapsed over her plate, and Gamboa pulled her out of her chair and against him. He wrapped his arms around her and jerked his fists upward twice. A small piece of broccoli and minced garlic flew from her mouth, and she began gasping for air. She fell limply against Gamboa, and he gently placed her back in her chair. He glanced over at Roeder and saw he was already contacting emergency services. Gamboa turned to tell Whipple that Jacie would need to be checked over when he saw the mobile Wrogul tank speeding across the lot.

Jacie was breathing in big gulps when he leaned over her and quietly told her medical help was on the way. “Just rest easy, Jacie. Doc Alfred is almost here. He’ll check you to make sure there’s no damage to your throat or lungs. Just slow down and breathe easily.”

“Gamboa...” Jacie whispered hoarsely, “... thank you. I couldn’t cough it up, couldn’t get my breath...”

“It’s okay, Jacie. You’ll be okay.” Tony looked up and stepped aside so the Wrogul could position his tank near the governor.

“Aaaha ha,” the translator hissed. “So many of our leaders here at once. It wasn’t an assassination attempt, was it?”

Roeder had stepped over to Ennovy as well. “Not funny, Squiddy,” he whispered. He shook his head and grimaced. “Doctor Alfred, thank you for coming so quickly,” Roeder said loudly for the benefit of the other diners.

“Tch-tch. Boys,” the translator hissed, “I’ll take it from here. Make way for the emergency crew.”

Gamboa turned to see his mother-in-law hovering over his shoulder. Nonna had tears in her eyes. “It’s okay, Leonora. Jacie’s in good hands. They’ll check her and make sure her throat and lungs are okay. She just needs to rest.”

Nonna’s lip quivered. “My cooking?” she asked with a quaver.

At the question, Jacie looked up and shook her head. “No, dear,” she said hoarsely. “It was so good, I was eating too quickly. I should have slowed down.” Jacie looked intently at Gamboa. “Thank you again, Tony. Your quick thinking saved me.”

Gamboa shook his head. “Just rest and feel better, Ennovy.”

“I owe you, Gamboa. I’ll pay my debt, rest assured.”

Gamboa grinned wolfishly. “You bet. We need to talk about that shuttle of Besquith males that just passed through the gate.”

* * * * *
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Marinara jetted through the hydrolock into Todd’s recovery room. The sleepy Wrogul stirred and opened his green eyes to stare at the Iron Chef.

“Grandfather! Today is the day I reopen my restaurants!”

Todd flashed weakly at the enthusiastic Wrogul. “I am glad to hear that, Grandson. You are healed well enough to be back in the kitchen?”

“Well, no, but Meryll has hired some Human cooks and sous chefs. I am executive chef and will oversee the brigade.”

“Ah. You are healing well?”

“Yes, Grandfather. As well as can be expected. Some of my arms are terribly itchy. Squiddy thought at first I might be budding again, but it is just regrowth.”

Todd sent a humorous flash. “I know the feeling.”

“I know you can’t attend the opening. The doctor said, ‘Absolutely not!’ but when you feel up to it, I want to host a special dinner in your honor.”

“I appreciate that, Marinara. We will make future plans for that dinner. But now I am very fatigued and need to rest.”

“Of course, Grandfather. Rest well. I will keep you abreast of our progress.” Mari slowly swam away as Todd closed his eyes.

Meryll was waiting for Marinara as he surfaced outside the room and climbed into his mobile tank. “How’s Todd doing?”

Mari’s translator response held a tinge of sadness. “He is so tired. After all this time, he is still sleeping so much. It hurts to see him that way.”

Meryll reached out to touch Marinara’s good arm. “I’m sorry, dear. I know you wanted him at the reopening. But rest is the best thing for him. He’s healing from the damage to his body and the sorrow and grief in his mind.”

Marinara flashed assent, then turned to look back at Todd’s room. “Where is Molina... I mean Squiddy? He is watching over Grandpops.”

“Remember to call him Doc Alfred, Mari. I’m sure he’s nearby. Let’s go, Marinara, we need to kick it in high gear and make sure the kitchen is organized, then you need to be ready for your fans and customers.”

Marinara brightened. “Agreed! Let us listen to the Azure News as we travel to the restaurant.”

“Of course.” Meryll tapped her slate three times and turned up the volume.

“... Styx Valley! Jim Phillip and my co-host, Dave Ptasnik, here with our daily podcast. Big news in the Wrogul community. They’re planning a meeting to discuss the isolationists and what to do. And good news for the gourmands in our community. Iron Chef Marinara is reopening his restaurants. This week he’ll be in Styx Town, and next week he’ll be up in Loihi for the grand reopenings.”

Marinara flashed excitement. “Meryll! I’m in the news again!”

Meryll looked fondly at the chef. “Yes, you are. It’s going to be a big day.”

* * *
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Rosetta and Magellan stared gravely at Zenna, who shifted uneasily in her mobile tank.

“I know what I’m doing,” she flashed in protest. “We cannot let Olivier get away with this tyranny. We have a choice, and we have our freedoms. We get to choose what we want to do and who we follow.”

Rosetta made no response and continued to stare at her progenitor. Magellan shifted in the Wrogul travel canal and flashed his reply to Zenna. “Then get out of your tank and come with me to the meeting. I do not want to be late. But know this, Zenna. I am not Davy, bending to your will. I will stay with the colony, and I will continue exploring the Deeps.”

Zenna flashed an affirmative glyph. “I know that, Magellan, but I believe we should have a choice whether we want to isolate ourselves or be closer to the continent. I do not trust Olivier to make decisions for me. I want a say in that.”

Rosetta flashed a response. “Will you allow Davy’s buds to make the same choice when they are mature?”

“Absolutely, Rosetta. Did I stop you from leaving?”

Rosetta’s mantle colored slightly. She had grappled with that decision and wondered about her choice. She loved her career on the mainland, but regretted the time she had lost with her twin and family. McCaffrey, her twin, and Zenna’s newest bud, as well as Zenna’s progenitor Ballard, had been killed when the invaders lobbed meteors at the planet, and the resulting tsunami had wrecked the colony. Now Olivier, Davy’s progenitor and current leader of the free colony, was planning to move the remaining colonists to the eastern shore of Uturoa Island, closer to the Hi’ohi’ona Sea, and away from the reconstructed mariculture platforms and mainland Wrogul.

Magellan gestured impatiently. “Come along, Zenna. I do not want to miss any of the discussion.”

Zenna looked at Rosetta and slowly slitted her eyes. Then she climbed out of her tank into the canal, following Magellan. She floated, looking at Rosetta, and flashed a glyph. Rosetta raised an arm and flashed a humor-filled affirmative.

* * *
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Magellan and Zenna made their way into the cove off the shore at Nanakuli Point. Many of the underwater rocks and boulders were filled with Wrogul. Zenna noted Perseus and that strange new doctor were present, the one who laughed through his translator with a snk-snk. 5.07 saw Zenna arrive and swam over to her side. He flashed a welcome, and Zenna replied.

“5.07, nice to see you near the mainland. I guess you are excited about the move.”

“Actually, Zenna, I am not sure I want this. I must admit, I am comfortable being closer to the shore, with the luxuries of Styx Valley, although I regret the bad feelings I get when I think of Davy’s death nearby.”

Zenna stiffened but remained silent.

“But there is more news, Zenna. I have chosen a name for myself.”

“Really, 5.07! After all this time, you have chosen a name?”

“Well. Yes. I have thought about my progenitor, Harryhausen, and his role as a Peacemaker. I, too, enjoy security details and the investigations I am running. I have decided to call myself Sherlock. You are the first to know.”

“Cher... lock?” 

The Wrogul flashed a humorous reaction. “No. Sherlock. Sherlock is an obscure old-Earth detective who loved to investigate mysterious circumstances. I find I empathize with the Human’s escapades.”

“Oh. Well, that is a very nice name, 5... er... Sher... lock. It will take some time to get used to it.”

Sherlock waved an arm. “Oh, I know. I am quite excited about the potential of this name. I wanted you to know immediately.” He settled onto the rock beside Zenna, nudging Magellan aside.

Zenna faltered in her response. “Oh. Thank you, Sher... lock.”

Magellan looked over at his gen mate. “5.07, are you supposed to be up front with Olivier?”

“Oh, yes. See you later, Zenna.”

Magellan slitted his eyes as the Wrogul swam away and shifted closer to Zenna.

The meeting was boring at first, and Zenna struggled to keep her attention on the speakers. Olivier laid out his plan to move the Hau’ula colony closer to the deep sea. Scientists and clinicians explained how the earlier advances in Wrogul medicine would allow the colony to survive in the saltier ocean. One of the scientists explained how the Arritim were lending them underwater transport systems, which the explorers would use when investigating the Deeps. Colonists began to speak from the floor, some in favor of the move, others questioning the move, and some expressing the desire to stay closer to the mainland. As Wrogul expressed their preferences to stay closer to the mainland and Human interaction, Olivier’s mantle began to deepen to a crimson color. Perseus and his doctor companion remained strangely quiet.

As Zenna had anticipated, Olivier couldn’t contain his anger. He lifted himself up on all eight arms and towered over the lounging Wrogul. He began to flash red and crimson photophores.

“This affection for Humans is disgusting! We belong in the sea, not traveling in mobile tanks on land. I am dismayed that you—Wrogul, intelligent cephalopods—choose Humans over the deeper ocean and isolation. I—”

Zenna, too, rose up on all eight arms and began flashing. “What are you afraid of Olivier? Why do distrust the Humans so much?”

“Zenna, you—”

“I will not be silent, Olivier. I will not sit down. I propose a second colony. Take your people to the deeper ocean, then let those of us who want to remain closer to the mainland choose a location off the Styx Delta. We will have the comfort of lesser salinity and careers with the mariculture platforms or local businesses, with the convenience of traveling to the clinics and biotech jobs on land.”

“NO!” Olivier flashed, but it was too late. Wrogul were abuzz with flashes of delight and consternation. Sherlock turned toward Zenna and flashed an affirmative glyph. She noticed Perseus and the doctor staring at her intently. Magellan turned to her and flashed a sad, tentative response.

“Zenna, I must go with the deep-sea colony. I need to continue the Deeps explorations, for myself and for Davy.”

“Of course, Magellan. I know that is your path. But you can visit with me when you are not exploring. The Arritim transports will make it easier.”

While they were conversing, the Wrogul floor exploded with debate.

Olivier, again, tried to take control of the meeting. “I absolutely forbid any dissension. You will not speak of this—this—alternative colony.”

Surprisingly, Perseus flashed a response to Olivier. “I must speak my mind, Olivier. With respect to you and all Wrogul present, I know how important the colony is. But you must allow our progeny to choose their own paths. I support Zenna’s notion of an alternative colony. Let those who love the isolated ocean and the challenge of the Deeps follow you to the new Hau’ula site, Olivier. Let those who choose contact with the mainland settle a new colony. Zenna, do you have a name for this new colony? Are you going to help establish its government?”

Zenna faltered in her reply, then flashed, “No, I do not have a name for the new colony. That will be chosen by the colonists. I will assist in setting up the leadership, but I would prefer to be a representative to the mainland and Hau’ula, not an overseer.”

“So be it.” Perseus turned to face the crimson-mantled Olivier. “As co-governor of Azure, I welcome this new colony and the freedom of choice for all Wrogul. Olivier, as always, the mainland Wrogul are here to assist you with any of your needs. If you wish to establish a mariculture platform to replace the destroyed ones, I will see to it that one is assigned. Zenna, at your convenience, I would like to confer with you in my office at the clinic. Fellow Wrogul, I bid you aloha, as I must return to my mainland duties.” With that said, Perseus waved an arm in dismissal and jetted across the sea floor. The strange doctor followed him.

Olivier settled back on his rock as several Wrogul approached him, flashing their comments and questions. He stared at Zenna but made no response to her or the Wrogul who had settled around her.

Sherlock quickly made his way to her left side, while Magellan hovered on her right. “Zenna, I want to be the first to apply for citizenship in the new colony. I am sure Magellan will, as well. I am here to help you with whatever you need.” Other Wrogul flashed their agreement and responses.

Zenna glanced at the two Wrogul beside her, then flashed a response. “I know Magellan has responsibilities to further explore the Deeps. I hope he will consider this colony his second home, but I know he is committed to Hau’ula. I want him to continue Davy’s explorations. 

“Everyone, let me meet with Perseus first, then we will make our plans. If you recommend a specific spot near the Delta, let me know, and I will speak with Perseus. I need lists of supplies. We will need nursery space and workers for a new generation of buds. We will need teachers, doctors, and scientists, although we will have the luxury of using some mainland sources. Do we want our own mariculture platform? Let me know. I will start a message thread on the Aethernet so some of our Human friends can see it and help us as well. In the meantime, begin thinking of what you would like to see in the new colony. We will determine what the timeline should be after I meet with Perseus.”

Zenna turned to Magellan. “Could you come with me back to Styx, Magellan? I need to converse with you.”

Magellan assented, and Zenna began to move away from the Wrogul surrounding her. Several reached out to pat her arms or attempt a quick hug. She disentangled herself, and she and Magellan began to swim toward the shore. 

Sherlock flashed a reply as she left, “No worries, Zenna! I will organize the suggestions for the new colony.”

* * * * *
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Tony Gamboa entered the newly-refurbished Parole Office in Styx Town, established to monitor the people brought in by the Consejo to work Azure farms in their hostile takeover and invasion. The Peacemaker Hakra’a had extended leniency toward the simple farm workers during Garibaldi’s trial, but placed them under the watchful eye of the recovering Peacemaker Lujkhas.

The office was a jumble of accommodations for different races: mobile tanks, tall tables, huge chairs sized to fit an Oogar or Besquith... and some Human-sized chairs, as well. One wall was lined with Tri-V screens and another with assorted Peacemaker technology. An exhausted-looking Lucky was seated behind a tall table piled with reports, slates, nourishment pouches, and take-out packaging from Nonna and Marinara’s restaurants. Two elongated, crutch-like supports leaned against the wall. Peacemaker Lujkhas raised her snout and sniffed, then peered at the visitor from behind a stack of report slates.

“Lieutenant Governor Gamboa, I’ve been expecting you. We’ve some things to discuss.”

“Why the formality, Peacemaker Lujkhas? We spent months on the Nautilus, although most of the time you were asleep.”

“I smelled no Human fear upon seeing a Besquith, so I thought it might be you.”

Gamboa paused for a moment, then continued, “You can start by telling me why you are raiding my firms to staff your office.”

Lucky snorted. “Not what I expected you to lead with, but very well. I need people I can trust to help me with this office. I can share Michael Caparelli with you until you find another corporate lawyer, but I’m sorry to say, Rosetta is non-negotiable.”

Tony waved a hand in dismissal. “Fine, but give me some time to find her replacement. I’ll need her to train that replacement as well, but I can let her help you with forensic accounting until we find the replacement.”

Lucky grinned that terrifying, Besquith grin, showing a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Tony—to his credit—didn’t flinch. “How absolutely gracious of you, Mister Gamboa.”

Tony waved his hand again. “Please, just Tony. We’re going to be working closely together the next few months.”

“Lucky.” She grinned again. “Lucky for you.” She snorted with laughter, then winced in pain. “What’s up with Azure, Tony?”

“We’re still seeing those lights, and the ocean Wrogul are still hearing booms. Magellan has filled me in on each sounding, and his colony is seeing more light flashes over the ocean than we are on the mainland. 

“Arritim are noticing it, too,” he added. “They’ve reported to me. They’ve noticed more drone activity over their settlement, too, and asked if it’s our drones. Perna is recovering from his injuries from the Jefferson crash among the family of his crewmates, so he’s taken it upon himself to keep notes on the sightings.”

Lucky was silent for several seconds. “I’ve been told there’s some drone activity out in the Ho’opa’a plains as well. So, what do you want this office to do?”

“Use your investigative skills, maybe? Help us figure out what’s going on? I know your primary role is overseeing the migrants Silva brought in. We know—now—that it wasn’t a result of the Ragamuffin Invasion, so what’s really going on? It seems like an investigation run by you could accomplish much.”

Lucky hesitated. “Let me think on this,” she replied. “I don’t have extra investigators at the moment.”

“Use some of the retired mercs up at Loihi,” Tony said. “Talk to Gerhard Jackson and see who he recommends. I’m sure some of the mercs will jump at something to do with their time. They may be medically retired, but many of them complain about too much time on their hands. Check with the Arritim, too. With their underwater transport systems, they may be able to run some additional sea investigations.”

The Peacemaker nodded slowly. “I’ll take that under consideration.”

Tony smirked. “One more thing, then. About that shuttle of Besquith that landed...”

* * *
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“Thanks for traveling down to see me, Jackson.”

“No problem, Lucky. What can I do you for?”

“Can you recommend one or two retired mercs who have some semblance of investigative skills? I have a couple projects that just need a body asking questions and talking to people. I’ve got a lead on a Wrogul I want to help, as well, but I need someone on land. I have a Jivool candidate coming from headquarters, but she’s still in transit.”

“Huh, let me look around. How soon do you need someone?”

“Last week, but I can contain myself for two more days. I’ve got a Wrogul named Sherlock who can start putting the investigation together. I’ll need your recommended mercs to be able to work with a Wrogul.”

Jackson guffawed. “Like you and Harryhausen? I’ll tell city council to get their bunkers habitable.”

Lucky grinned widely, and Jackson stilled. “I’ll get right on it, ma’am, and conduct some interviews up in Loihi. I should have a couple names by tomorrow.”

Lucky gave a cough and grinned again.

“I’ll probably have the names this evening,” he amended.

“Thank you, Greg. Appreciate your help. Dismissed.”

* * *
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The Wrogul stood in one of Jack Sparrow’s new travel suits—like a diver’s suit made for eight arms and filled with liquid—with his transport nearby. He hovered over the slate that Lucky was studying.

“We can throw these up on the screens and get a closer look,” Sherlock told the Peacemaker.

“All this started before the invaders came to Azure, but no one commented on it?” Lucky asked.

“Well, Amy Roeder was studying the mainland and sea platforms activity. Paul, a Wrogul resident of Styx, was helping Amy and her team. Davy Jones, the colony’s explorer, was studying the ocean sounds and lights.”

“Your leaders kept insisting it was volcanic activity?”

“The free colony leaders, yes, but I do not think Todd and Wells bought into that theory. At one time, the Humans seriously considered that the Hau’ula colony was responsible for all the extracurricular activity.”

“Mmm. A lot of ‘falling light’ sightings on the mainland and abandoned platforms. Some drone or UFO reports. Jones reported loud booms from the deeper ocean,” Lucky mused.

“Our scientists reported some light flashes; other leaders said it could only be under-sea eruptions. I said it sounded like drones or shuttles hitting the water out on the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.”

“And you never explored the area?”

“We could not, with the salinity levels of the open ocean beyond our initial tolerance. Davy was experimenting with better suits and armor for deep sea explorations when the tsunami hit. We transferred our attention to the battle for Azure at that point, and then Davy was killed in action.”

“Gotcha.” The Peacemaker stared at the slate before her. “I’ll need you to stay close by, Wrogul. Jackson, up at Loihi, is recruiting some help, and I’ve got a candidate coming in from Headquarters. She won’t be here for a while, but I’ll let you know as soon as she clears the gate. You and this—uh, Magellan—brainstorm what we should be looking at and get back to me in two days.”

“Will do. Oh, your candidate—Besquith?”

“No, Jivool.”

“Oh.” Sherlock effected the blank stare she’d noticed on Harryhausen when he browsed the GalNet. “A Jivool on a water planet. That should be lots of fun.”

“Deal with it.” Lucky dismissed the Wrogul with a glance and picked up another slate.

* * *
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Lucky returned to her apartment at the end of the day, and entered to the smell of fresh meat and blood. “What is it?” she asked of the male placing the food on the counter.

He grinned at his mate. “The locals say it is a type of mountain goat. I traveled up to Kali Heights today and killed one, cleaned it, and packaged it to bring it back on the mag-lev. Bottled the blood for cocktails.”

Another male came from an inner room of the apartment. “I’m starving, Lujkhas. Talroth said I couldn’t eat till you got here.”

“Thank you, Levrith, for waiting for me. I’m sure the meat is tantalizing. But first, let’s raise a glass to celebrate our union. The others are returning to Bestald?”

Levrith grinned. “They slunk away and took off an hour ago to leave the system. And what day are we celebrating this union for real?”

“Soon, fellows. It’s on my list of things to do, but first I need to tell my Wrogul chef what I want for that celebratory meal.”

* * * * *
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“Zenna, can you speak with us?”

Zenna turned from her waterproof office tech—courtesy of Jack Sparrow, the Wrogul inventor. While she was compiling most of her action reports on the GalNet, it helped to have a slate handy. She beckoned Davy’s twin buds to her side.

“What is it, A and B?”

“We have been talking to Magellan’s buds. They say they are moving with the colony to the open sea because Magellan must go with the colony,” B flashed. “They are asking why we are not moving with them.”

Zenna pondered her reply. “First, you are not a year old yet. You will be in a few seven-days, and can make your decisions then as mature Wrogul. You will choose whether to stay or travel to Hau’ula. When you are mature, I will ask Olivier to give you pinplants, since he gave pinplants to Davy. Second, I am not moving with the colony. I am helping establish the Ku’oko’a Colony off the Delta.”

B leaned closer to Zenna. “I want to explore the Deeps like my progenitor. I have even thought of taking his name, Davy.”

A crowded in toward Zenna. “I, too, wish to explore the Deep. I, too, want to be named Davy.”

Zenna flashed an equivalent of a sigh. “You both cannot claim the name ‘Davy.’ It will cause confusion with the communication between explorers.”

B flashed, “Then I will be Davy and A can be ‘Davey.’”

“No! I will be—”

Zenna laid an arm on each twin. “Stop! We will table this discussion for a few seven-days. Both of you can be explorers, but you will need different names, or simply go by your gen numbers.”

“A can be named ‘Magellan,’” replied 7.11B.

“No, B, it does not work that way. Begin reading all you can about deep sea exploration and the Azure seas. I will ask Magellan to work with both of you on what is expected in colony exploration. You need to adjust your tolerance to salinity. You need to learn how to use equipment and weapons. Maybe Magellan will want to include his twin buds in this training and get Gambit to help. Will that satisfy you?”

B flashed an affirmative, but A was slower to respond. Zenna looked at the two. “7.11A, 7.11B, there are lots of names to choose from. Begin your oceanography studies and study Davy’s memories. See what appeals to you. Can you do that for me?”

7.11B flashed the “Pfft” glyph that Zenna had made famous among the Azure Wrogul. “Easy Peasy!”

7.11A flashed a furiously angry glyph. “No, it is not easy, B. It is hard!”

Zenna stared at the little Wrogul in bemusement.

* * *
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Meryll and Michael entered Marinara’s quarters and looked around, but there was none of the usual signs and sounds of Mari. The lights were on, and he was very punctilious about turning them off when he left. A faint bubbling sound came from Mari’s pool—with an unusual rumbling undertone—but the pool was empty, even though his (also empty) mobile tank was parked right next to it. 

Mari’s experimental farm was located outside Styx Town, but wasn’t connected to the Wrogul canals and ponds in town. Mari had recovered enough to move out of the Caparelli cottage into his own, but they checked on him regularly. If he wasn’t in his pool, he needed his mobile tank to get around; that, or he risked dehydration and injury from being out of water more than an hour or so.

“Is he outside?” Meryll asked. “He could be checking produce.”

“No, I asked.” Michael was just closing his comm. “The farm supervisor said he was there just after lunch and headed back here in his tank after receiving a call from the port.”

“Could he be there? Maybe someone picked him up?” 

“I checked there, too. He didn’t ride the maglev, either, although there’s a record of an auto-cargo delivery here an hour ago.”

“Then he has to be here. Oh, I hope he’s not hurt or sick.” Concern was evident on Meryll’s face. Marinara was like a brother to her... a much younger brother who didn’t know his own limitations. The rumble they’d initially heard got louder. “What’s that? There’s no traffic out here.”

“It’s coming from the guest room.” Michael headed toward the back of the cottage, to the room Mari maintained for his dry-land guests. “It’s...”

Mari was sitting in a chair in the guest room. He’d apparently been out of the water long enough for his skin to take on a dull, matte gray rather than its usual wet, reflective sheen. He was sitting with several arms wrapped around a large, furry pillow that seemed to be vibrating. The pillow was tan with brown spots, and apparently wasn’t a pillow at all. As Michael entered the room, a head with oddly-striped triangular ears and yellow eyes popped up and turned to glare at the interruption.

“Aaagh! A... uh, you know, one of those, uh... it has Mari in its grip!” Michael reacted without thinking of what his blurted speech could reveal.

The rumbling stopped, and a tail appeared. The very tip of the tail jerked back and forth, and the ears flattened backward.

“Hush, Michael, it is only Fluffy.” Marinara’s voice came from a built-in sound system that had been customized to cause a Wrogul voice to appear to come directly from the cephalopod, rather than from a translator pendant or physical speaker. “You woke him.”

“Wha-what’s th-that?” Meryll stuttered. “It’s a tiger!”

“No, it is a Savannah. Fluffy is just a kitten. You know I always wanted a pet, and you would not let me hold Kekoa!” Mari seemed unconcerned about the cat on his lap as he pondered past injustices. That was one of his infuriating traits. 

“A Savannah?” 

Mari stroked the fur of the large cat with the tips of two of his good arms—one between the ears, which had swiveled upright, and the other just under the chin. He laid another arm along the cat’s back, evoking a loud purr that explained the source of the earlier rumble. “Yes, it is a cross between a wild cat known as a Serval, and a domestic cat. Ward knew I wanted a kitten, so he recommended the supplier. He knew I wanted a pet big enough to scare off any more invaders, or maybe a rival restauranteur who wanted to take me out. I do not have Guido or Nunzio anymore.” Marinara hesitated and flashed a sad glyph.

“Ward recommended this,” Michael said flatly.

“T-t-take you out,” Meryll said at the same time, with both a squeak and a stutter.

“You know Tony would never allow someone to take you out, right?” Michael added.

“Well, sure, as long as I am here on Azure, but I will be going back to Earth with my new signature sushi rice, taro, and fruits.” Mari seemed unconcerned about the consequences of returning to Earth. “You realize that what the E-kooks did to Hawaii was criminal, right? They shut down all the sweetest, juiciest, most flavorful tropical fruit production on Earth. Now even breeding in hybrid vigor is considered ‘gee-moh’ and forbidden. As if vat-grown protein is not a travesty!”

And there it was, Marinara’s most infuriating trait. Mari couldn’t stay on topic if his life depended on it.

“Back on topic, buddy,” commanded Michael. “Why do you need such a big cat, and how did you get it here?”

“Well, there is something eating my experimental taro crop. I am trying to get a hint more umami and more color saturation. I think it is chee-hamsters.”

“Chee-whatsits?”

“Chee-hamsters. Little crab-like creatures that eat grains and tubers. I read about them. Savannahs are perfect for keeping chee-hamster levels down. Of course, if the chees eat too much, they get sick. There is none of their usual food around here. At least I hope not; I read that they are pretty nasty. Kind of like bad-tempered Besquith.”

“Yeah, well, all Besquith are bad tem—” Michael stopped in mid-sentence. “No! No, you will not change the subject! How did you get that cat here?”

Mari’s voice was very quiet. “I ordered him—err, her. Ward recommended it.” There was a pause, then a sound like a sniff. “It is lonely when you guys go off on business. I wanted a kitty to keep me company!”

“You... ordered her and had her shipped here from Earth?”

“Sure! There is a breeder in Texas. Apparently, Earth cats are in big demand right now, but Mister Hegde ate at Marinara’s in Houston once and is a big fan of mine. He got me a kit out of the last litter six months ago. It took a while because there was a big shipment headed outworld. Some big, secret project, and Ashok put Fluffy in the shipment so she did not have to travel alone. Molina told Ward he would help get the kitten to Azure.” Mari continued to stroke the big cat, and it tucked its head under its tail and went back to sleep. “I know how lonely it is to be by yourself.”

“So why are you out of your pool?” Meryll had finally found her voice. 

“Well, I read that some cats do not like water, so I figured I should dry off a bit before petting her.” Fluffy raised her head and made a sound like a chirp.

Michael got that far away look in his eyes characteristic of someone consulting their pinplants. “Actually,” Michael began as his eyes came back into focus, “the Aethernet says Savannahs love water.”

“Oh, good. She can come play with me, then!” Mari started to unwind his arms from over, under, and around the large cat. The cat reached over and bit one of his arms. “Ouch.” Mari resumed his hold on the cat. Meryll darted forward, but he waved her away. “It’s just a love bite. I read about cat behavior. Maybe I got a bit too dry. I’m stiff. Would one of you help me back into the water?”

The cat swiveled to look at Marinara and jumped off the Wrogul’s lap. Meryll gasped again and looked at Michael. “That ‘kitten’ is big, Michael. Do you think it’s pregnant?”

Michael, shaking his head ruefully, turned and looked at Meryll. “He’s your brother, Hon. It’s best if you deal with him. And the cat.”

As Meryll helped ease the Wrogul into the pool, Marinara flashed a satisfied glyph. “Yes! More kittens!”

* * *
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Magellan held up an armored arm to stop his team. The sea floor ahead fell into a trench, and he wasn’t sure how deep the trench would be. The team hadn’t explored this area of the sea before, and even with suits that diluted the salinity of the water, their time in this part of the ocean was limited.

“A lot of debris,” one of the security guards flashed.

“Agreed,” Magellan replied. “Definitely a large meteor, but what is the structure?”

The team swam closer, with caution, and began capturing images of the debris field. A domed structure had been smashed by the meteor. Pieces of kleerplas were visible under the huge rock. What seemed to be a drone was buried nose-down in the sand.

Magellan flashed a command to one of his team. “Get readings. Electromagnetic? Radioactive?”

“Definitely not one of Azure’s,” one of red-armored security guards flashed. He was obviously scanning the GalNet as he jetted around the damaged craft. “I have not seen this design before.”

“Watch out!” Magellan flashed. “You are in a current! You are being pulled into the trench! Wrogul! On me!” he flashed to the team.

The team jetted into a sheltered spot near the huge meteor. They huddled together as a riptide swept through the area, shifting sand and debris. As they struggled to maintain a neutral balance, the team heard the loud boom they had heard several times, and felt the pressure change as a large object drifted past them along the trench, sinking deeper and deeper into the crevice.

The security guard was being pulled by the current into the trench, and several arms reached out to steady him. He dropped his weapons, and they entwined arms with him and tugged him back into the group.

“Close call,” one of the team flashed. “Let us get out of here, Boss.”

“One moment,” Magellan cautioned. “Let me get this last image.” He aimed his underwater camera at the drone... craft... seaplane... whatever it was, as it descended into the trench.

“Is this one of our UFOs, Boss?” the rescued security guard flashed.

“Dunno. We need to report this site at once, to the continent as well as the colony. Grab the transports and let us get back. We have lost some weapons, so let us hope this... thing... has scared away the predators and we will not need them!”

* * *
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Sherlock checked the GalNet one more time. No response from Harryhausen, but there could be a delayed message on the way. His progenitor would have a lot to catch up on, when—or if—he got the chance to respond to Azure’s messages. Sherlock knew that Gamboa, Roeder, Perseus, and Lucky had all sent Ray messages for “immediate reply.”

Magellan sat in front of the investigator, both Wrogul in mobile tanks at Marinara’s in-town cottage. They studied the Tri-V screens. 

“So, it is this trench where you found the remains,” Sherlock flashed as he pointed to the map.

“Yes,” replied Magellan. “You can see by the images that a meteor smashed into the facility... probably a rock the invaders lobbed at Azure. It destroyed the building and the currents have spread debris around the area.”

“You suspect a drone hangar?”

“Could be, or more. There is one drone partially covered by the sea floor, and some fragments lying nearby. It looks like the domed facility may have housed someone... or something.”

“A Human diver? Too much pressure for a Human, I would think.” Sherlock paused in his flashes. “Another aquatic creature? Not Arritim, and definitely not Seepha. Something we do not know about that landed in isolation, or something that has been here all along?”

Magellan was searching through the GalNet. “Let us hope it is not Selroth or something uplifted.”

“I do not think so. This does not feel altogether... threatening. More like an observer. But Roeder and Gamboa may suspect that, whoever or whatever they are, they are the ones who destroyed the sea platforms. We believe we were only attacked—that we know of—by the Consejo, and they claimed all along they were not responsible for falling lights or UFOs. 

“We need to study this further and get our reports together. Lucky has informed me we will be meeting with senior Wrogul and Arritim. Also Gamboa, Ennovy, Roeder, and Toozie. The Peacemaker has reserved a conference room at Gamboa’s office. Let us confirm that the images and diagrams of debris and images have adequate detail.”

“And prepare for lots of questions,” Magellan added.

“And prepare for lots of questions,” Sherlock agreed.

* * * * *
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Chapter 6
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Gamboa paced the hallway outside Ennovy’s office, waiting for her current visitor to leave. As the door to her office opened, he stilled and leaned against the wall. She said her goodbyes to the man leaving—Gamboa recognized him as one of the Landing City realtors—and beckoned Gamboa into her office.

“Tony, thank you for coming.”

“Sure, Jacie, but we couldn’t do this online?”

Jacie sighed. “Not really.” Gamboa raised an eyebrow. “Have a seat, Tony.”

She settled into her seat and steepled her fingers. “I know Lucky’s called a meeting later this morning. I won’t be able to go. I’m sending you in my place.”

“Oh?” Gamboa replied guardedly.

“In fact—” Ennovy sighed. “In fact, you’ll be acting governor for a while—”

“What!” Gamboa clamped his hands on the arms of the chair, beginning to push himself upright.

“Sit down, Tony. I’m going into a doctor’s care for several months. You’ll be co-governor with Perseus in my absence.”

“What’s wrong, Jacie? A doctor’s care? What—”

“I think it’s cancer. They call it ‘abnormal cell regeneration.’ The treatments to help me recover from the torture at the hands of that... that monster... have caused some cell regeneration that’s abnormal. Doctors want to observe me, and if necessary, treat the cell growth. I’ve got a few lumps they want to biopsy. I’d have to take leave if it came time for radical treatment. I’m just doing this a few months early.”
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