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            ASTEROID FIELD

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wormhole ejection in one minute,” warned the nav computer.

      “Acknowledged,” I said. “Computer, verify the emergency message drone is receiving the sensor data feed and is ready to launch.”

      “Verified,” the computer responded.

      For the remaining few seconds, the computer was silent, leaving me to mentally prepare for as many wormhole endpoint hazards as possible. Unfortunately, there are some hazards you simply can’t prepare for—exiting into the middle of an asteroid field is the worst one of those.

      The collision alert began wailing at the same time my scout ship emerged from the wormhole.

      “Computer, launch the drone,” I said, firing thrusters to avoid an asteroid larger than my ship.

      “Drone launched,” responded the computer in its unflappable, calm voice.

      “Tell me when the drone enters the wormhole,” I said, diving under a rock the size of an aircar.

      “Unable to comply,” said the computer as I spun the ship starboard as fast as possible, barely sliding between two large asteroids.

      “Unable to comply?” I asked. “Why?”

      “Ship’s sensors are blocked by the asteroid field,” the computer told me.

      “Acknowledged,” I said for the hundredth time since my ship had first entered the wormhole.

      Then I tuned out the computer and worked on staying alive. I almost made it out of the field without taking major damage, too. With the edge of the field only a short distance away, my scout ship shuddered from an impact. It was a small asteroid, just a few meters across, but it was more than large enough to breach the hull and damage internal systems. With air rushing out of the breach, my ship tumbled out of the asteroid field.

      A planet lay just beneath me, far closer than one should be to an asteroid field. Out of control, the scout ship plunged toward the planet below.
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      The ship spun and tumbled dizzily as the air in the cabin shrieked, leaking out into space. Strapped tightly into the pilot seat, there was nothing I could do to repair the hole in the side of the ship. Even if I were free to move, I wouldn’t survive more than a few seconds of being tossed about the cabin.

      “Abandon ship protocol initiated,” the computer said inside my head, broadcasting directly to my implant to overcome the screams of my dying ship.

      The pilot’s seat dropped through the deck and into the escape pod, plugging itself into the control interface. The interface showed green and the escape pod launched itself from the ship. As it plunged toward the unknown planet, I had my first real chance to look around. I hadn’t been in an asteroid field. The wormhole exit was inside a planetary ring.

      My sightseeing was cut short when sensor readings started coming in. The readings cut off as the pod hit the atmosphere, but what I’d read looked promising. The planet should support human life, at least.

      I held the pod’s flight steady until it completed entry into the atmosphere, absently noted a fuel leak alert, then issued the command to deploy the wings and stabilizer. The expected whirring of the wings unfolding was replaced by a harsh grinding. That sound told me there was a major problem before the lights started flashing. I guess the asteroid impact had managed to damage more than just the escape pod’s fuel tank. Fortunately, the designers had taken many possibilities into account when designing the escape pod, including fuel leaks and wing damage. The escape pod was a lifting body and could glide without the wings. More or less.

      I worked the controls, slowly changing the angle of descent, waiting for the pod to begin generating some lift. At two hundred meters, with the pod finally leveling out, I found my glide path blocked. A primitive airship floated dead ahead. Instinctively, I dove beneath it—and the escape pod lost most of its lift.

      The ground rushed up, ready to crush me.
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      My eyes slid over the controls, desperately searching for a way to create some more lift. Almost on their own, my eyes slid back to the fuel gauge. The remaining fuel barely registered on the gauge, but it might be enough to fire the maneuvering thrusters for a few seconds. If I could nudge the escape pod toward level flight and add some forward momentum, maybe...

      I fired the thrusters.

      One second.

      Two seconds.

      Three-

      The thrusters cut out, all of the fuel depleted. But the escape pod was moving forward again and slowly generating lift. I wrestled with the controls, trying to make the escape pod glide by force of will alone. The pod was leveling out slowly but it was losing altitude much too quickly for comfort. I yanked back on the controls, forcing the pod to nose up. If the nose of the pod hit first, it would cartwheel across the landscape, leaving pieces of itself—and me—scattered all over the place.

      With a bone-jarring impact, the back half of the pod hit the ground. Skipped into the air. Hit the ground again. Skipped again. And suddenly, there was a small lake below me. The pod splashed into it and bobbed to a stop. With all the holes and rips in the pod’s skin, I didn’t think the pod would stay afloat for long. Slapping the harness release, I grabbed the standard issue survival pack. The pod was sinking even faster than I’d hoped, so I popped the canopy and dove into the water.

      I struck out toward the shore, about fifty meters away. A couple of minutes later, I staggered out of the water. Scrub brush grew up around the water. Beyond that little ring of greenery stretched desert as far as I could see. From the other side of the little lake, I could hear something moving through the bushes. It sounded like something big, like something I didn’t want to meet. Keeping an eye behind me, I struck out toward the desert.

      At that moment, a man’s voice cried out in pain and then cut off abruptly. The cry was followed by a woman’s scream.
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      Dripping from my swim to shore and clutching the emergency pack, I looked about for the source of the scream. A couple of hundred meters away, I saw a jumble of boulders. Now that I was alert to it, I could also hear the sounds of fighting going on beyond it—weapons clashing and voices shouting.

      I ran to the boulders and quickly scrambled to the top. Below me, battle whirled between two human warriors, struggling to defend their position with swords, and about two dozen spear-thrusting wild...men? No, they were humanoid but not human, having squat, powerful bodies, blue skin, and sloping foreheads. Blood darkened the ground around bodies from both sides.

      The warriors were backed against the boulders, forming a wall of flashing steel between the humanoids and a beautiful, raven-haired young woman. She moved restlessly behind her two guards, her sword poised to slash out should a humanoid come within her reach. As I took in the scene, one of her guards fell, a spear thrust completely through him. Even dying, the man found the strength to drive his sword into the stomach of the blue man who had thrust the spear. There was no scream from the young woman this time as she stepped forward to take his place.

      Reflexively, I reached into the survival pack and grabbed the Onesie. The techs and quartermasters called it a Single-Shot Solar-Rechargeable Survival Blaster. All the scouts simply called it a Onesie because one shot per charge was all you got. Holding the Onesie over my head, I gave a wordless bellow. The fighting stopped as everyone turned their attention to me.

      Brandishing the gun, knowing none could understand me, I yelled at the humanoids, “Leave or face the wrath of the Sky Wizard!” Then I fired the Onesie at the ground before the blue men.

      I guess the blue men didn’t like wizards. With guttural shouts, they charged at me.
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      Dropping the survival pack and the discharged Onesie—it would be hours before it could be fired again—I leapt to meet the charging blue men. Boost, I thought to my implant. Instantly, the implant flooded my body with adrenaline. Unless I could finish the fight quickly—not likely, given the odds—I’d pay a serious price for the abuse Boost put on a human body. But if I was going to save the man and the beautiful young woman, I was going to need all the strength and speed of Boost.

      With adrenaline raging through my veins, I moved among the wild blue men so fast that none of them could land a solid hit. The blue men crowded around me, plunging their spears into each other as I dodged and wove among them. I felt no pain from the scrapes and cuts I picked up. When the blue men got too close, I used my enhanced strength to lift one of my attackers above my head and wielded him as a club, beating his fellows from around me.

      Tossing aside the broken body, I scooped up a fallen spear and continued my dance of death among them. As the bodies of the blue men piled up behind me, the blue men still fighting with the man and the young woman realized the greater danger lay at their backs. They couldn’t seem to decide whether to turn to face me or try to overwhelm the other two humans. Their hesitation doomed them, as the remaining guard shifted from defense to attack. We drove toward each other, cutting down all who stood before us.

      Even as my spear plunged into the last of the blue men, I was turning to see if the man or young woman were wounded. My eyes met the flashing, green eyes of the young woman. She spoke in a language my implant’s translator had not yet interpreted. I assumed it was some form of thanks.

      I smiled and replied, “No problem. Glad I was able to help.”

      Having far exceeded Boost safety limits, my implant read the relaxation in my posture. Determining I was now safe, the implant cut off Boost. The adrenaline stopped flowing and pain from my abused muscles slammed into me. I fell into darkness even before I fell to the ground.
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      “Highness, let me bind this man,” a gruff voice said. “He could be one of the raiders.”

      “He’s not, Rob,” said a lilting, female voice. “We’d never have escaped if he was. He’s the best fighter I’ve ever seen.”

      “More reason to bind him,” said the gruff voice. “We can always choose to release him after he wakes up. We certainly cannot bind him after he is awake.”

      The two must have been talking the whole time I was out. The translator in my implant had analyzed their language and was translating for me. Now that I was conscious, it would begin teaching me the full language, but I already had some words.

      “He right,” I said, sitting up and finally getting a good look at the man and young woman.

      The man was probably in his mid-forties and looked like an experienced soldier. He had drawn his sword the second I spoke, moving with lethal grace.

      The young woman was perhaps twenty, only a few years younger than me, with a tall, slender beauty that was breathtaking to behold. She was pointing my discharged Onesie at me.

      “Who are you?” asked Rob. “Where do you come from?”

      “Not easy to tell,” I said. “Learn talk take time.”

      “That’s another thing, Highness-” Rob began, cutting off as a shadow passed over us.

      Looking up, I saw the airship I had nearly rammed. It was sailing a few hundred meters above us. I was drawing breath to shout to them when the princess gasped in dismay.

      “Well, Highness, now we learn whose side this young man is on,” Rob growled. “The raiders have found us.”
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      “Raiders chase you?” I asked, wishing my implant could imprint their language more quickly.

      “Yes. We escaped yesterday,” Rob replied. “Now, those who sacrificed themselves so we could do so have died in vain.”

      “No,” I said, grabbing the survival pack. Above us, the airship was clearly venting gas to lose altitude.

      “Ha,” I said, pulling a large, thin cloth from the pack. “Safe now.”

      “Are you mad?” asked the princess, holding out the Onesie, “Drop the blanket and use this weapon to destroy them!”

      I checked the Onesie’s solar recharging unit. I’d been out longer than I thought because the gun would soon have enough charge to fire. But it would not be soon enough. Wrapping myself in the cloth, I dropped to the ground. “What see?”

      The princess gasped, “Rob, did he just turn into a rock?”

      “Well, Highness,” Rob considered, “he looks like a rock.”

      “Chameleon cloth,” I said, using the Terran term. I handed the cloth to Rob, “You two, under. Hide.”

      “What of you?” the princess asked as Rob wrapped the cloth around them.

      “No room, Highness,” I said. “I distract.”

      I handed the Onesie back to the princess and pointed at the controls, “Green good. Red bad. Point. Press button.”

      Taking the gun, the young woman gave a brief nod. Rob wrapped the chameleon cloth around them and they blended into the terrain.

      Ropes dropped from the airship as it neared the ground. I began running toward them, waving my arms as men began sliding down the ropes. Seconds later, I was surrounded, half a dozen sword points pricking my skin.
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      “Where is the princess?” a voice asked as swords pressed in all around me.

      “Princess?” I asked in return, trying hard to feign confusion.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped into view from the left. A very recent wound slashed down his right cheek.

      “Do not try my patience,” demanded scarred-face. “My men saw you with her mere moments ago.”

      “She princess?” I asked.

      “Yes, idiot, she is a princess. And if you don’t tell me where she went, I’m going to have my lads poke several big, nasty holes in you.” He smiled warmly, “Now, talk or die.”

      I pointed almost directly at Rob and the princess, “Go that way.”

      “South? Farther into the desert?” Scarred-face laughed jovially, “The idiot thinks I’m a fellow fool. We go north. Prod the idiot along, boys.”

      The raiders took scarred-face at his word. Every couple of steps, one of them poked me in the back with his sword. Soon, I was hopping forward with every other step, trying to stay just out of reach of the prodding. This drew laughs aplenty as my captors turned it into a game.

      The game kept them so distracted that they didn’t notice the two meter drop off until I hopped over it and vanished from sight. Shouts rose behind me as I sprinted toward a nearby tumble of rocks. Nearly there, I looked back and was surprised to see the raiders had stopped chasing me.

      As I spun back to look forward, I heard a deep-throated growl. Looking up, all I could see was twin rows of long, sharp teeth.
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      The raiders backed away, muttering “tammar.” The predator—for it could be nothing else—stood two meters tall at the shoulders and was five meters long. My choices weren’t good ones; die on the tammar’s fangs or Boost and probably die overtaxing my body. Probably dead was better than definitely dead. I prepared to Boost.

      The sound of a fully charged Onesie cracked through the air. The tammar’s head disappeared in a spray of blood. Turning, the raiders and I saw the princess holding the gun. She was already turning the gun on the raiders.

      “Run. Now,” she commanded. “Unless you want to end up like the tammar.”

      All but scarred-face broke and ran. He stared at the princess, a smile crossing his lips, then he turned and walked after his rapidly receding crew.

      “Nice timing, Highness,” I said, joining Rob and her. “I’m in your debt.”

      The two stared at me in shock. Quickly, it dawned on me what was wrong.

      “You’re wondering how I learned your language so quickly,” I said. “It will take some explaining, most of which you’ll probably find unbelievable.”

      “What little we know about you—especially this weapon—is already unbelievable,” the princess said, handing me the Onesie.

      Taking the gun, I said, “You realize your threat was empty, Highness?”

      “The raiders did not know-” she paused. “I do not even know your name.”

      “I am David Rice, Scout First Class of the Terran Exploration Corps,” I said, bowing. “Let’s start walking and I will happily tell my story.”

      The princess looked to Rob. “Northeast, Highness. I spotted a trading outpost during our escape from the raiders.”

      Carrying only the provisions in the survival pack, we headed into the desert.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            PRINCESS CALLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      We spoke little throughout the afternoon, moving too quickly to waste breath talking. At dusk, Rob slowed the pace.

      “While we’re hardly safe, Highness,” he said, “following our trail will not be easy. Especially from an airship.”

      “Thank you, Rob,” the princess replied. Turning to me, she said, “You promised us some unbelievable explanations, Scout First Class David Rice.”

      “First, please just call me David, Highness.”

      “Very well, David. This is Captain Robbill Vonsteader, captain of my personal guard. I am Her Royal Highness, Princess Callan Debah Lois Antrulta Ziliah Villas, daughter of His Royal Majesty, King Edwar of Mordan. You may continue to call me Highness, though Princess Callan is also correct.”

      “Thank you, Highness,” my lips twitched up in a smile. “I’ll start with the most relevant part of my story. I had never laid eyes on this planet, nor even knew it existed, until today...”

      Princess Callan’s eyes grew wide as I told of my wormhole exit and subsequent crash. “I told you I was a member of the Terran Exploration Corps. Terra is another planet, the original home of the human race. Thousands of years ago, humans began leaving Terra to settle on other worlds. These colonists traveled the vast void of space, many of them spending decades in transit. Some of those ships left no record of their destination. Some of them wished to withdraw from human civilization entirely, so recorded false destinations. And some of the records have simply been lost. The Terran Exploration Corps was formed, in part, to look for those lost colonies.” I paused briefly, “Colonies such as your planet.

      “Do your cultures have myths and legends telling of a great journey, Highness? Perhaps something along the lines of ships crossing the Sea of Night? Considering my experience earlier today the tales probably end with many of the ships being cast upon rocks and very few of the brave travelers reaching the new land alive.”

      “Yes, David, we do have such tales. They’re almost exactly as you describe,” replied the princess. “In certain scholarly circles, there is hot debate concerning those stories. Some claim the stories are based on true events while others are certain the stories are merely attempts to explain our presence here on Aashla. You say those tales are true?”

      “Yes, at least in part,” I said. “Is Aashla what you call this planet?”

      “Every schoolchild knows that, David,” Princess Callan said. Looking into my eyes, she continued, “Yet I believe you did not.”

      “Thank you, Highness. I know it will require quite a leap of faith to believe my story,” I said.

      “Is there no way to bolster my faith in your story? You could just be an adventurer with a fanciful imagination or simply insane. Can you offer proof, as well, David?”

      I held out the survival pack, “Highness, you’ve used my weapon, heard me learn your language in less than a day, hidden beneath the chameleon cloth, and watched me fight while Boosted. I can offer no more proof than that.”

      “What of this ship you crashed this morning?” Callan persisted.

      “It sank into the small lake,” I said. “Yes, I know that sounds very convenient for my story, but it is true.”

      “Highness, all of this is quite fascinating,” said Rob in a tone that belied his words, “but we must find a defensible place to spend the night. The tammar you killed was drawn out in daylight by the scent of blood from our fight, but they usually hunt at night.”

      “Of course, Rob,” Princess Callan said. “But if danger strikes, at least we have David and his astounding Boost.”

      “Highness,” I said, “do not depend on that. Boosting places an incredible strain on my body. Using it again so soon could kill me.”

      The princess appeared shocked at my words. Rob, on the other hand, looked surprisingly satisfied. Perhaps he was happy to learn just how mortal I was.

      A site was soon selected and camp established. We ate a meal of tasteless survival bars from the pack then settled in for the night, Rob taking first watch. It seemed as if I had only just closed my eyes when Rob’s hand clamped over my mouth.

      “Wake up but make no sound or sudden moves,” he hissed.

      I opened my eyes and instantly knew what was wrong. A long, black snake-like thing was coiled on the princess’s chest. It had hundreds of tiny legs along its body and a single fang bared in its open mouth. The thing’s head was raised and ready to strike. The princess lay still, her eyes so filled with terror that I knew this snake-thing’s bite must be deadly.
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            THE DESERT CREATURE

          

        

      

    

    
      If the snake-thing was like Terran snakes, it was probably searching for warmth and found it on the princess’s chest. Now aroused, it was nervous and looked likely to strike. Whatever we were going to do, it had to be done fast.

      “Red or green?” I asked quietly.

      “Red,” Rob answered quietly, instantly knowing I referred to the Onesie. “This Boost of yours—does it make you faster?”

      “Yes, but maybe not fast enough.”

      “But you must-” Rob began, breaking off as the snake-thing hissed and moved in agitation.

      I waited, letting the creature settle a bit before answering, “I will. Now, give me your hat.”

      Without another word, Rob carefully handed me the hat to his guard’s uniform. Slowly, I began moving the open end of the hat in front of the snake-thing. The thing swayed in agitation then struck at the princess—a fraction of a second after I Boosted. The creature’s head plunged into the hat, its strike blocked. I grabbed it just below the head and pulled it off of the princess. Its legs wriggled disturbingly within my grip as I dragged it outside. Drawing his sword, Rob smoothly cut off its head.

      Quiet sobs drew Rob back inside the tent to comfort the princess. I took up the watch in his place.

      After a while, the sobs faded and, finally, were replaced by the deep, rhythmic breathing of sleep. When Rob looked outside, I motioned him back into the tent. The princess would feel safer if she awoke to a familiar face.

      As dawn was breaking, I heard the raider’s airship engine in the distance. Worse, I realized the airship was ahead of us. It was apparent the raiders knew of the outpost and knew it was our only hope for survival. They would be waiting for us when we arrived.
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            GIVING MY OATH

          

        

      

    

    
      We broke camp immediately, hoping the outpost was close and we might reach it before the raiders could prepare for us.

      “Highness, you know my story,” I said, trying to distract her from the previous night’s horror and from the raiders ahead of us, “but I know little of yours.”

      Rob gave a nod and she said, “Very well, David, it’s not a complicated story.

      “I was being escorted to my betrothal to Prince Rupor, heir to the throne of Tarteg. Ten airships of the Mordanian Navy escorted my own airship. Over unsettled lands, a large force of raiders surprised us. Three raider ships attacked my ship. When it was obvious all was lost, I ordered my men to surrender.

      “The raiders locked us in one of their airship’s holds and flew south. A few hours later, ten of my guards broke out of the hold. They attacked the raiders, sacrificing themselves as a distraction for the rest of us. In the confusion, Rob grounded the airship and we ran. Several hours later, you arrived.”

      “A harrowing tale, Highness,” I said. “But why would the raiders come south? I would assume any ransom would be paid in the north.”

      “With her lineage and beauty,” Rob said, “Princess Callan would fetch a very high price in the southern slave markets.”

      Slave markets? I knew primitive colonies had been known to revive the vile practice, but it was still shocking to hear.

      Rob added, “I will die before allowing that to happen.”

      Unable to bear the thought of anyone—especially one so lively and lovely—being sold into slavery, I said, “As will I.”

      Rob stopped walking, “Will you swear to that, David?”

      “Rob-” began the princess.

      I interrupted, raising my right hand. “On my honor as a Scout First Class, I swear to protect and defend Princess Callan to the best of my ability, even at the cost of my life.”

      Rob smiled for the first time since I met him. “Nontraditional but quite satisfactory.” He extended his hand. “Welcome to the Royal Guard, David.”

      “That was unnecessary, David,” the princess said.

      “Perhaps for you, Highness,” I replied, “but it was essential to Rob.”

      Suddenly, a shout rang out. “The princess! She’s over here.”

      The raiders had spotted us.
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            DAVID THE DISTRACTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The shout was taken up by other raiders and quickly echoed all around the trading post.

      I turned to Rob, “You two use the chameleon cloth to hide while I-”

      “It’s gone, David,” Rob said. “Lost when we threw it off so the princess could shoot the tammar.”

      “All right,” I said, “new plan. I’ll lead the raiders on a merry chase while you and the princess make your way around the trading post to the raiders’ airship. They know where we are and are intent on surrounding us quickly. That will take most of the crew, so their airship should be lightly guarded.”

      “Right,” Rob nodded. “After we take the ship, we’ll wait for you for two minutes.”

      “Cast off immediately,” I said. “Her Highness’s safety is all that matters. Do not wait for me.”

      Rob nodded but the princess disagreed. “No! We all escape together or-”

      “Highness, there are a very few times when your royal guards may disregard your orders,” Rob said. “This is one of them. Your safety is paramount.”

      The princess shook her head in disagreement but did not argue. With that settled, I scuttled away from Rob and the princess. A moment later, I rose and dashed off in the direction opposite the path they would take. My appearance immediately drew another shout and the chase was on. I used rocks, bushes, low dunes, gullies, anything I could to pop in and out of sight. I couldn’t draw the raiders off unless they saw me, but I couldn’t give them too long a look or they’d realize they were chasing one person instead of three.

      Perhaps a minute later, I came face to face with my first raider. I vaulted over a boulder and found him lurking behind it. I ducked his wild sword swing and ran him through with my own sword. He fell, screaming and twitching as life drained out of him. I popped up and ran out.

      Behind me, someone shouted, “He killed Farley!”

      Any raiders who hadn’t been chasing me, would be after me now.

      A moment later, I crested a small dune and saw the main building of the trading post before me. Gambling that all of the raiders were in the desert chasing me, I ran to it and threw open the door. Half a dozen raiders, led by scarred-face, stood within. They all had their swords drawn. Behind me, the raiders who had been chasing me charged up to the outpost.

      I was surrounded by raiders. Again.
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            THE PLUNGING PRINCESS

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought about Boosting, but knew I couldn’t. I could always trigger Boost if things got desperate, but until the princess was safe, I had to save it to use in her defense. With raiders all around me and no chance to survive a fight, I chose the only direction available to me. Up. Jumping, I caught the edge of the low roof and had pulled myself onto the roof before the first raider could react.

      It was a mistake.

      I had a great view of the raider airship. It was on the far side of the building and just lifting off. Now that they were looking up, the raiders outside the building could see the same thing.

      “The airship,” rose the cry. “She’s loose and floating away!”

      Raiders ran for the lines hanging from the airship, even before scarred-face began shouting orders at them. I pounded across the roof, hoping to grab a line and climb to the deck ahead of the raiders. That wasn’t going to happen. Some raiders must have been near the ship and they were already scrambling up the lines.

      Glancing at the airship deck, I saw Rob holding off three raiders while the princess sawed away at a dangling line with her dagger. There was no way she could cut all of the lines before the first raiders reached the deck. I had to get aboard the airship soon or all was lost. Casting aside caution, I sprinted to the edge of the roof and leapt off, aiming for a line dangling from the airship’s starboard side.

      I just managed to catch the end of the line. Even as I began the long climb, I saw several raiders reach the deck of the airship. The princess saw them and shouted a warning to Rob. She also saw a raider heading toward the line I was using. Princess Callan ran to defend my line against the raider, pitting her dagger against his sword. She whirled, dodged, blocked, and then tripped. I was halfway up the line when she fell against the railing, overbalanced, and fell from the airship!
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            SAFE IN MY ARMS

          

        

      

    

    
      The princess plunged toward me, her eyes wide with terror and locked on mine. Wrapping my legs around the rope, I lunged out to intercept her fall.

      Boost!

      Her flailing hands would have been impossible for me to catch without the added speed and strength of the Boost. I caught her wrist, grasping it with both hands, but her momentum dragged us both down the line. A scream tore from the princess’s lips, but I tightened my legs around the line and our descent stopped.

      I pulled her up, wishing I could take the time to comfort her. “Wrap your arms around my neck.”

      She was shaking from terror but, mastering it, did as I instructed. “Hold tight, Highness, we’re going up very fast.”

      With Boosted strength and agility, I swarmed up the line faster than any monkey. The raider at the railing had just enough time to realize the princess hadn’t fallen to her death before we leaped onto the deck. Grabbing his shirt, I threw him off the airship. I sat the princess down, well away from the rail, then drew my sword and raced to Rob’s aid.

      I crashed into the raiders around Rob like a human battering ram, knocking two more over the rail and sending the rest flying across the deck. Rob, whose back had been to our ascent, stared at me in astonished relief.

      “Her Highness-” he began.

      “She’s safe,” I said, pointing behind me. Then I attacked the remaining six raiders. They were better fighters than the blue men I’d fought earlier—could it have just been yesterday?—but I also had Rob at my side. In less than a minute, the last raider fell to the deck.

      Pain slammed into me as the Boost cut off, but this time I remained conscious. That meant I was entirely awake and aware when the princess—the betrothed princess—flew into my arms and began kissing me passionately on the lips.
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            REBUKED

          

        

      

    

    
      I received a lot of training in the Scout Academy. None of it had covered my situation. When the princess’s lips locked on mine, all rational thought fled, leaving instinct to take over. Placing my hand on the small of the princess’s back, I pulled her close and returned the kiss. Enthusiastically.

      “Ahem!”

      We jumped apart like a couple of preteens caught necking in school, our eyes downcast and unable to meet Rob’s stern gaze.

      “Highness, go to the stern of the airship,” Rob ordered.

      The princess bristled at his tone, “Rob, you will not-”

      “Callan, do as I say.”

      Chastised, she stalked aft.

      Trying to head off the coming rebuke, I said, “Rob, I -”

      “Silence, boy,” hissed Rob. “Less than an hour ago, you took an oath to protect the princess with your life. That includes protecting her from herself and her infatuations. That includes protecting her from your base instincts. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      His gaze bored into mine. Satisfied, he unbent slightly. “Many men develop strong feelings for those they guard, David, especially when their charge is a beautiful young woman. Burying those feelings is your duty.”

      “It will not happen again, sir.”

      He nodded and seemed to be satisfied. “Now, can that...thing...in your head teach you how to fly this airship?”

      I checked and, to my surprise, my implant did have information on piloting airships. As Rob headed aft toward the princess, I concentrated on the airship controls. I tried very hard to ignore the discussion taking place at the stern, but it sounded like the “protectee” version of the speech Rob had just given to me.

      I needed to figure out how to gain altitude so we could reach the prevailing winds. That meant forward speed and the right angle on the ailerons to generate lift beyond that provided by the gas envelope. A little experimentation with the controls showed me what I could do from the wheel. I’d have to set the ailerons by hand, but I could pilot the ship well enough to get the princess back to her country.

      Looking up from the controls, I spotted a dark smudge on the horizon. Grabbing my survival pack, that Rob had brought aboard, I took out the binoculars and trained them on the smudge. Ice lanced through my gut as the smudge came into focus.

      A sandstorm stretched across the horizon, bearing down on us.
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            THE SANDSTORM

          

        

      

    

    
      The sandstorm drew visibly closer in the few seconds I watched through the binoculars. We needed a new course and a lot more speed or the storm would have us.

      “Rob,” I called as I turned the ship away from the onrushing storm.

      Turning from the princess, brows drawing down in irritation at the interruption, he said, “Not now-”

      “Sandstorm! It’s closing fast.”

      Rob was standing next to me seconds later. I handed him the binoculars as I turned the ship away from the sandstorm.

      “Look through—,” I began.

      “We have similar devices,” Rob said, lifting the binoculars to his eyes. “Though none are so sharp or powerful as these.”

      Studying the storm, Rob added, “It appears you can fly this ship.”

      “Not well enough to fly through the storm.”

      “Can we outrun it?” he asked.

      “Probably not, but...” I turned to the princess, “Highness, take the wheel and hold it steady. I need to show Rob something.”

      She took the wheel without a question. I led Rob to the engine room, below.

      “Have you ever worked a steam engine?” I asked.

      “Yes, years ago,” he replied.

      “If we’re going to have a chance of outrunning the storm, I’ll need as much steam as you can get me,” I told him. “Even if the storm catches us, having our own power may help.”

      As Rob began feeding wood to the fire, I added, “I’ll send the princess below. It will be safer for her down here, out of the storm.”

      The wind had risen considerably in the short time I’d been below. Taking the wheel, I told the princess to go below.

      She gave me a sudden smile, “You kiss quite well, David. The woman who marries you will be a lucky woman, indeed. For her sake, whoever she is, do be careful.”

      She turned and went below, leaving me to wonder exactly what she meant.

      Rob built up the steam quickly, powering the twin propellers to spin ever faster. Still, I doubted we could outrun the storm. It bore down on us, gaining no matter what I did with the airship’s controls.

      I fought the buffeting wind, scanning the desert for any place where we could land and take cover. Then the storm blotted out the sun and sand scoured the deck.

      The storm was upon us.
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            ABANDON SHIP

          

        

      

    

    
      The storm swept over the airship and visibility was cut to nothing. I wasn’t sure if I could see the bow or was half imagining it through the swirling sand. I fought to keep us from being driven into the ground or being turned sideways to tumble keel over gas envelope. The ship danced on the wind, beyond my ability to exert much control over its course. I sensed more than saw a dune rise up before the ship and just managed to keep us from plowing into it. The airship’s keel still scraped the top of the dune, jarring the ship.

      Time vanished, leaving me with no idea how long I’d been fighting the storm. My implant told me it was mere minutes, but I felt as if it had been hours. Flayed by sand, my body taut with tension, I was on the ragged edge of exhaustion. So I did not notice that Rob was beside me until he grabbed my arm.

      He was shouting but I could barely hear him over the storm, “Boiler pressure is rising too fast. Probably a clogged pipe, but there’s no way to fix it before it blows. Not in this storm.”

      I shouted back. “You and the princess will have to abandon ship. I’ll get us down close to the ground so you can jump safely.”

      Rob nodded. He understood there was no other way to insure the princess’s safety.

      “I’ll blow the whistle when it’s time for you to jump,” I said.

      “What of you, lad?”

      Instead of answering, I shouted, “I’ll find you once the storm passes.”

      “I don’t doubt it for a moment, David.” Though it was obvious he did doubt it. Clapping my shoulder, he went below.

      I took the ship down until I was sure I saw ground beneath the airship, then blew the steam whistle long and loudly. Its wail rose above the roar of the storm and I hoped Rob and the princess had jumped safely. As the wind drove the ship up again, I heard the steam whistling again. For a moment, I thought the whistle had jammed, then I realized the sound was coming from below—from the boiler.

      I dashed for the ship’s railing but was too late. With a roar, the boiler exploded.
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            TRAPPED

          

        

      

    

    
      I drifted on the edge of consciousness, struggling to stay away from it. For I knew pain lurked behind consciousness and I could not have one without the other. Better to float in mental limbo for a while longer, hoping the pain would get tired of waiting for me and go away.

      “David!”

      The voice reached to me, below the surface of consciousness, and pulled me upward. That voice meant something to me. It meant beautiful green eyes. It meant long raven hair. It meant a warm smile and a tall, slender body. It meant Callan. I came fully awake at the thought of her. With awareness came the pain, but also remembrance. Raiders. Escapes. The kiss. Her betrothal. My oath.

      “David!”

      I tried to respond but managed only a soft cough. Then I struggled to stand and found I could not. Prying my eyes open, I discovered I was buried under the debris from the wrecked airship—wood, rope, cloth. Experimenting, I found I could move one of my arms. I knocked on the wood as hard as I could.

      “David? Is that you?”

      I knocked again.

      “Rob! He’s over here. He’s buried under the wreckage.”

      Footsteps approached and then a pair of eyes peered at me through an opening in the debris.

      “I’m glad to see you made it, lad,” said Rob. “I can’t see much of you in there except your eyes, but I assume the rest of you is intact.”

      His arm reached as far into the opening as possible, “Here’s a water skin. Drink, clear your throat, and conserve your strength. It’s going to take a while for us to free you.”

      The water tasted heavenly and the sound of debris being cleared was music to my ears. And it lasted all of two minutes.

      “Rob?” The princess sounded worried. “There are horses coming.”

      It was silent for a few seconds then Rob cursed.

      “What is it?” I managed to croak.

      Rob’s reply was flat and chilling. “Slavers.”
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            MARTIN BANE

          

        

      

    

    
      “How far away are the slavers? Do you think they’ve seen you?” I asked.

      “Half a mile, maybe,” Rob answered, “and I doubt they’ve seen us yet. We should blend in with the wreckage at that distance.”

      “Then hide,” I said. My implant told me half a mile was almost a kilometer. They could get clear if they left now. “When they get close, I’ll call out for help. Maybe they won’t look for anyone else if they think I’m alone. At the very least, they’ll have fewer men searching for you.”

      Rob stood, “It’s the best chance we’ve got, Highness. Let’s go.”

      The princess’s voice drifted down to me, “Take care, David.”

      I heard the two of them scrambling away followed by silence. Finally, I heard the riders approaching.

      “Help!” I called. “I’m trapped under the wreckage.”

      The light was blocked and then voices began jabbering in a language new to me. It wasn’t surprising, but it would make things more difficult until my implant could analyze and imprint the new language.

      More jabbering came from the slavers, followed by the sounds of wreckage being moved. With horses to help drag larger, heavier pieces of the wreck, it only took fifteen minutes before hands were pulling me out. I put on my best grateful smile.

      “I am so happy to see you! I’d never have gotten out on my own,” I cried. “How can I ever thank you?”

      The shadow of a rider fell across me.

      “You can start by telling us where the princess is,” said scarred-face. “And then you can explain what happened to my airship.”

      Time for plan B.

      Boost! I snatched a sword from the slaver closest to me and leapt for scarred-face. All I had to do was take him hostage. That ought to be easy enough.

      Moving impossibly quickly, scarred-face grabbed my wrist and threw me several meters from his horse. Then, he somersaulted off his horse and drew his sword, all before landing lightly on his feet.

      Dropping Boost, I rolled to my feet and stared at him, “Who-”

      “Ah, forgive my poor manners. We have not been properly introduced,” scarred-face said, bowing. “I am Martin Bane, Scout Second Class of the Terran Exploration Corps.”
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            CAPTURED

          

        

      

    

    
      “What-?” I began, but my thoughts stalled there. I tried again, “Why-?”

      “You have quite a fascinating array of conversational gambits, my good man,” Bane said, “but let’s get back to the one important issue. Where is Princess Callan?”

      That got through to me. “The princess and her bodyguard jumped off your airship during the sandstorm. Sand had clogged the boiler and pressure was getting dangerously high. I’d planned to follow them, but never could drive the ship close enough to the ground again.”

      “You flew my ship into a sandstorm?” Bane asked.

      “No, I tried to run from it. The storm was too fast.” I waved my hand toward the wreckage, “You can see the end result. But the princess is probably miles away from here.”

      Bane didn’t believe me and called to his men, “Keep searching around the wreck. I’m sure those two are around here somewhere.”

      His men probably would find the princess and Rob unless I could distract them another time. Boosting once again, I leapt onto Bane’s horse, slapping its flanks with the flat of my sword. Bane was caught by surprise, but his men ran for their own horses. The chase was on!

      If I could get a dune between myself and the airship wreck, it would give Rob and the princess a chance to slip away from the site. I just had to keep the slavers busy for a few minutes.

      The slavers were much better riders than me and came close to cutting me off before I topped the nearest dune. Two riders were racing to block me and it looked like they were going to succeed. Trusting to Boosted reflexes, I stood in the saddle, dove over them, and rolled down the far side of the dune. Whooping, the slavers chased after me.

      At the bottom of the dune, I prepared to die fighting the slavers. Instead, they stayed well away from me and began twirling weighted ropes. Three riders threw their ropes at the same time. I jumped over one and ducked another, but the third wrapped tightly around my legs. Three more ropes followed, pinning my arms. Struggling against the ropes, I toppled over and could only watch as Bane strode over to me.

      “We’re going to find the princess,” he said. “and you’ll get to watch while she’s sold at auction. Then I’ll sell you at auction, too, and use the money I make to replace my airship.”

      Grinning, Bane bashed me on the head with his sword pommel and all went black.
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            SACRIFICE FOR NAUGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke lying down, my hands and feet tied to a bed frame. Bane was there, watching me, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “How old are you, kid? Twenty-four?” he asked.

      “Not quite.”

      “You must be the youngest Scout First Class ever,” he said.

      “Nope,” I replied.

      “Second youngest, then,” Bane said. “And not by much, I’d bet.”

      “What makes you think I’m a Scout First Class?” I asked.

      “There’s no Master Scout with you,” he said. “And since you’re not mourning one’s death, it seems obvious you were exploring alone. You can only explore alone if you’re a Scout First Class.”

      “Does that mean your Master Scout—the one who was completing your training—is dead?”

      “Yeah. We were hit by an asteroid right after our exit from the wormhole. She was killed instantly.”

      “How did you end up...” I wasn’t sure how to complete that sentence.

      “Like this? Raider, kidnapper, slaver?” he asked. “It’s a long story and we don’t have time for it.”

      “Have you got a pressing engagement somewhere?” I asked.

      He shrugged and said, “I crash landed a day’s walk from Morda, the Mordanian capital. I managed to walk to the city, but ended up in the worst part of the city. My implant picked up the gutter language spoken there, so I even sounded like one of the dregs of society. I went into the wrong bar, got into the wrong fight, Boosted at the wrong time, and killed a couple of thugs.

      “That’s usually not a big deal in the poorest quarters, but there was extra security because of a certain princess’s fifth birthday. Someone had tried to celebrate Her Highness’s fourth birthday by kidnapping her, so the city guard was being extra careful this year. No one in the city knew who I was and I couldn’t give an explanation they were willing to listen to.

      “I even tried telling them the truth, but even I wouldn’t have believed my story if I’d been in their place. I’d usually have gotten time doing hard labor, but someone decided to make an example of me. I was sentenced to hang. Instead of hanging, another prisoner and I escaped. I’ve been working the other side of the law ever since.”

      He stood, “Some of us aren’t lucky enough to crash on top of royalty, Wonder Boy. Some of us get stuck dealing with the seedy underbelly of a primitive civilization.”

      Bane was about to add something when the door flew open. Rob and the princess were pushed into the room by grinning slavers. My sacrifice had been for nothing.
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            THE MYTHICAL HERO

          

        

      

    

    
      Bane beamed at his men. “Well done, lads. Who gets the bonus for making the capture?”

      “No one,” Rob growled. “We came here on our own.”

      “You did what?” I said

      Bane nodded toward me, “I’m with Wonder Boy on this one. Why would you give yourself up after you worked so hard to give us the slip?”

      “Because we saw an army of trogs coming this way,” answered Rob. “There are hundreds of them. Distasteful as it may be, this trading post was our only hope for survival.”

      Bane’s expression grew serious and he said, “Rouse the men! Get spotters on the rooftops.” Turning to Rob, “How much time have we got?”

      “Thirty minutes, if you’re lucky,” he replied. “Highness, please release David.”

      “No, princess,” Bane barked. “Wonder Boy is-”

      “The best warrior here,” Rob interrupted. “Let him help us.”

      Bane thought for a few seconds, nodded, then said, “Wonder Boy-”

      “My name is David Rice,” I said.

      “Very well, Rice,” Bane said, “give me your word of honor—as a Scout—that you will relinquish your sword to me after the battle.”

      I looked to Rob. He nodded.

      “Yes, you have my word,” I said.

      As the princess untied my bonds, tears pooled in her eyes.

      “Hey, Highness,” I said, rubbing my wrists, “don’t cry. We’re going to get out of this alive, you know. Then we’re going to escape from Martin Bane and get you home in time for your wedding.”

      Princess Callan wiped her eyes and tried to smile, “What makes you so sure of that, David?”

      “I crossed the ocean of night and survived being cast upon the rocks,” I said. “Then I found you in your most desperate hour. Isn’t it obvious? I’m the mythical hero who rescues the beautiful princess.”

      The princess giggled, “But isn’t the mythical hero supposed to marry the beautiful princess?”

      “Shhh! Don’t let Rob hear you say that,” I said. “I don’t want another lecture from him. These trogs—are they the blue men you were fighting when we met?”

      Prince Callan nodded as I stood.

      Bane said, “There are swords in the next room. Grab one.” Then he asked, “Who has the Onesie? It could be useful.”

      “It’s gone, lost when the boiler exploded,” I said. “Besides, firing the Onesie just makes trogs mad.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you,” Bane said. “I’ll have to search-”

      A shout interrupted him, “To arms! The trogs are here!”

      Bane shot a look at Rob, “You said thirty minutes.”

      “I guess you weren’t lucky,” Rob shot back, as we grabbed swords and ran from the building.

      As I’d expected, we were back at the trading post. From all around us, spears waving, blue figures charged toward us.
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            INTO THE CELLAR

          

        

      

    

    
      I took one look at the trog horde and knew they would overrun us with ease. Turning to Bane, I asked, “How well do you know this outpost?”

      “What difference does it make?” Bane almost shouted.

      “Does it have a storm cellar or a root cellar?” I demanded. “Some place underground with a single entrance?”

      Comprehension dawned on Bane, “Yes.”

      Turning to his men, he ordered, “Recall everyone. We’re going into the cellar.”

      We ran into the main building as his men spread word of the retreat. There was a trap door in one corner. It opened into a storage cellar, just as I’d hoped. I sent Rob and the princess into the cellar first.

      “What of you, David?” asked the princess, concern in her eyes and voice.

      “One of us guards you and one of us guards the entrance. Don’t worry, I’ll come down once everyone else is safely below,” I told her, offering a confident smile.

      After they had moved out of sight below, Bane gave me a sly grin. “Maybe Wonder Boy is the right nickname for you after all. Less than two days on the planet and you’ve already got the beautiful princess panting after you. You are a fast worker.”

      “Shut up,” I growled.

      I was saved further jibes as Bane’s men began piling into the building. They wasted no time in jumping into the cellar. None of them showed a bit of concern for me as I waited for everyone to enter the cellar. By the time the last of Bane’s men had jumped into the cellar, the howling of the trogs was deafening. Bane leapt down, leaving me to climb down the ladder and shut the trap door. I stayed on the ladder, sword in hand, ready to defend the door.

      The doors to the building crashed open and heavy feet trod across the floor. A minute dragged past as we listened to the trogs searching the trading post. Then footsteps stopped above the trap door. It was flung open and a trog thrust his spear at me.

      Boost!

      I grabbed the spear and pulled. The trog tumbled to the floor below and Bane’s men fell upon him. Above, two more trogs took his place.

      Our battle for survival had begun.
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      Adrenaline blazed through my veins, giving me the strength and speed I needed to kill quickly. Our precarious position gave me the incentive to kill ruthlessly. Unless I could convince the trogs their attack wasn’t worth the cost, I would fall. I’d suffer Boost Burnout or dodge left when I should have dodged right, and that would be it for me—and everyone else. The trogs would take the ladder when I fell. Once they controlled it, trogs could drop straight into the cellar. After that, it wouldn’t take long for them to crush the remaining humans. There was no way around the terrible math of our predicament. If the trogs were willing to spend enough lives and take enough time, they would slaughter us all—even the princess.

      Blood and snarls and screams filled my senses and time no longer had any meaning to me. I’d killed seventeen trogs and dragged four more into head-first dives to the cellar floor. Those four were killed before they could stand, but one of those trogs had still managed to kill two men despite lying on the floor. My implant said I’d been Boosting for nine minutes, three times longer than any known record. How long could I keep this up before I burned out?

      Guttural shouting from above rose over the din of battle. A powerful voice cut through the shouts. Silence fell and the attacks ceased. I overrode my implant’s safety protocols before it could turn off Boost. I knew I’d black out immediately after Boost shut down and I couldn’t afford that. Besides, the attack could be renewed at any time and I had to be ready.

      In the silence, we heard the sound of an airship engine above the trading post. Airmen could attack the trogs from above, never having to come within range of their spears. We waited to hear the cries of dying trogs. And we waited in vain. The engine droned on, fading as the airship passed overhead without stopping.

      “Huuuuuumans,” the powerful voice called. The faces below me went white, terrified by something I didn’t understand.

      “No warrior death for you,” the voice continued. “You die, like beasts.”

      A trog slammed the trap door shut then we heard them piling heavy objects on top of it. A few moments later, the smell of smoke wafted down to us. The trogs had set fire to the building.

      I dropped the override on my implant’s safety protocols and it shut down Boost. I had just enough time to feel my heart stop beating before darkness overwhelmed me.
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      I woke up. That was a surprise. My aching body hadn’t killed me after all. I was lying on a dirt floor and, despite stiff, aching muscles, I felt comfortable. It was as if something was right in my world. Warm liquid splashed on my face. I opened my eyes and looked into the princess’s tear-filled eyes. And now I knew what felt so right—my head lay cradled in the princess’s lap. I smiled.

      “Hi,” I croaked.

      Princess Callan’s lovely green eyes focused and she gasped, “David? You’re awake!”

      A dazzling smile lit her face, drawing an answering smile from me. I would give anything, do anything, to keep that smile in place.

      Rob and Bane stepped into view, towering over us both.

      “Welcome back, lad,” Rob said, smiling. “Good form, not dying.”

      Bane’s eyes flicked to the princess, “Did you know your heart stopped when you stopped Boosting?”

      I nodded. I’d remember that feeling for the rest of my life.

      Bane continued, “My men performed a little CPR—something I teach everyone in my crew—while I fashioned a makeshift defibrillator using the Onesie. That’s why you’re still alive.”

      Bane held up the disassembled Onesie. “I don’t know where she managed to hide it,” his eyes roamed appreciatively over the princess’s formfitting clothing, “but she did.”

      “After your heart started again, he said you shouldn’t try to Boost again anytime soon,” the princess said. “On this subject, at least, the raider and I agree.”

      “As you wish,” I replied. Then another thought entered my head. It seems odd now, but at the time I felt as if it was the most important question in the world. Maybe it was my brain overreacting to my near death experience, but I asked, “Why did everyone look so scared when the trog leader spoke?”

      The three of them exchanged glances, perhaps wondering if I had suffered some sort of brain damage.

      “Trogs have never spoken human languages,” Rob said. “It’s generally assumed they’re too stupid to learn it.”

      “Trogs have never organized an army, either. A hunting party is about the best they can do,” Bane added. “Perhaps their leader is some kind of trog genius.”

      “When we get out of here, we’ve got to warn the northern countries,” Rob said. “It’s only a two day march to the border of Mordan.”

      “No, we don’t,” Bane said. “We’ve got a deal. You go to the Southern slave markets and you behave along the way. Just like your princess promised.”

      “What?” I cried.

      “He was going to let you die, David,” the princess whispered. “I couldn’t let that happen. I promised him nothing he wasn’t going to get, anyway. They outnumber us ten to one. We were going to the slave markets one way or the other. At least this way, you’re alive.”

      “You don’t think I destroyed that Onesie out of the supposed goodness of my-” Bane said, stopping as a deep thrumming sound reached us.

      The airship was back!
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            PRINCE RAOUL

          

        

      

    

    
      We all looked up, as if we could see through the floor to the airship droning above us. No one spoke as our ears strained to catch any change in the engine’s roar. We heard the engine shut down.

      Minutes dragged by and we tried to make the airship crew find us by our force of will. Then we heard a thump from above. It was followed by another, and another after that. The sound of wood scraping against wood carried down to us. The debris of the trading post was being cleared.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “We’re in the cellar.”

      Two dozen voices roared as everyone else took up the shout. The sounds from above stopped, then renewed. More and more thumping and scraping came from above. More airmen were joining in the work.

      Half an hour later, the sounds from above ceased. Footsteps stalked to the trap door. With the creak of hinges, the trap door opened and too-bright light burst upon us. Uniformed men began dropping into the cellar, each with a sword drawn and ready for action.

      Princess Callan gasped, “Tartegian airmen.”

      “Your betrothed?” I asked.

      Nodding, she rose to her feet, in the process transforming from the frightened young woman who had cradled my head into royalty. The regal bearing of a princess settled over her like a second skin. One of the airmen spotted her instantly.

      “Prince Raoul,” the airman called. “She’s here.”

      “Raoul?” I asked.

      “Rupor’s younger half-brother,” Rob answered.

      More men dropped into the cellar, forming a wall of swords between Bane’s men and the trap door. They were followed by a compact, energetic man about my own age.

      “Callan?” he called.

      “I’m here, Raoul,” she said. “But beware, most of these men are raiders and slavers.”

      “I only want the princess, her companions, and your leader,” Raoul said, his eyes sweeping the ranks of men. “If the rest of you surrender, you have my word I’ll release you when we leave.”

      Bane must have Boosted, because he leapt over the line of Tartegian airmen and had a dagger at Raoul’s throat before anyone could react.

      “Coincidentally, I also only want the princess, her companions, and your leader,” Bane said. “Surrender or your prince dies.”
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            THE SPARE PRINCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Prince Raoul’s men milled about, uncertain of what to do. Martin Bane pressed his dagger against their prince’s throat, nicking it.

      “Do as I say or you’ll be wearing the blood of your prince,” Bane growled.

      “No,” Raoul gasped. “Don’t risk our future queen’s life. Not for the Spare Prince.”

      Bane laughed, “Bravely spoken, Spare Prince, but your men know what Mommy will do to them if they let you die. There’s not a man among them foolish enough to cross the queen.”

      I filed ‘Spare Prince’ away for later and whispered, “There’s got to be something we can do. If I Boost, maybe I can-”

      “No,” Callan responded. “I will not allow you to kill yourself for no reason.”

      “She’s right, lad,” Rob added. “The raider captain has your same abilities. If Boosting didn’t kill you, he’d kill Raoul before you got close.”

      Within the circle of airmen, Prince Raoul stretched his neck, as if inviting Bane to slit it, then said, “Men, I order you to disregard any threat to my life and rescue Princess Callan.”

      “Belay that,” commanded a voice from above. “If necessary, another woman can be found for Prince Rupor, but we cannot find another prince of the realm. Mister Bane, name your terms.”

      “No, Admiral Hamlan,” said Raoul. “No terms. No surrender. The men must-”

      “The men must follow my orders, Your Highness,” said the admiral. “Mister Bane, I will accede to the following terms. You, your men, and your captives may leave unhindered, provided my men are unharmed and you release the prince safely.”

      “Agreed,” said Bane, “though I’ve thought of one addition to my demands. I will also take your airship.”

      “You may take the airship’s skiff, Mister Bane,” Hamlan said. “along with my guarantee of safe passage.”

      “That’s quite generous of you, Admiral,” Bane said, “but how many men will your skiff carry?”

      “A dozen.”

      “I have rather more than a dozen men with me,” Bane said. “I don’t suppose you have a spare skiff or two?”

      “No, I do not,” Hamlan said.

      “And do you have a spare prince, Admiral?” Bane said. He flashed a grin at his men.

      “Very amusing, Mister Bane,” Hamlan said.

      “I thought not,” Bane said. “And that’s why I’ll be taking your airship.”

      The admiral sighed, “You leave me little choice. We have an accord.”

      Keeping his dagger at Prince Raoul’s throat, Bane backed into a corner, then ordered the Tartegian airmen to ascend the ladder. Bane’s men followed, took the weapons from the airmen, and established a perimeter around the trap door.

      “After you, princess,” Bane said. “Your guards will remain here, of course.”

      “I will not-” Rob began.

      “I gave my word, Rob,” Princess Callan said. “You will not gainsay it.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked Bane. “You said you wanted to sell me at auction, also.”

      “That was when I needed to replace my ship. Thanks to the Spare Prince, I have a brand new Tartegian warship,” Bane replied. “Princess, ascend if you please?”

      Princess Callan gave Rob and me one last look, then climbed the ladder. Raoul and Bane followed behind her.

      The trap door slammed shut and, with thumping and scraping, debris was piled atop it. The airship engines roared to life, then faded as Bane flew away with the princess.
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      As soon as the airship’s engine faded away, we heard men begin clearing the debris from the trap door.

      I asked Rob, “What’s the deal with this ‘Spare Prince’ nickname of Raoul’s?”

      “Later,” Rob said. “We have more important things to do.”

      “No, we don’t,” I said. “We can’t make plans until we know the situation above. So tell me about Prince Raoul. It may be important, later.”

      “I suppose it might, at that,” Rob said. “Do you recall me saying Raoul is Rupor’s half-brother?”

      “Yes.”

      “When Prince Rupor was three, his mother died of a debilitating illness,” Rob said. “The Tartegian nobles gave their king little time to grieve before pushing him to remarry. For the good of the kingdom, of course. King Damon gave in, marrying the first suitable woman presented to him.

      “Next, the nobles pressed Damon to have another child, to insure the succession if something happened to Prince Rupor. Again, he gave in. When Raoul was born, Damon is said to have told his advisors, ‘Congratulations, you have your spare prince.’ Alas for Raoul, the name stuck.”

      I contemplated what it would be like growing up with such a nickname as the last of the debris was cleared from the trapdoor. It was opened and we climbed out. A Tartegian airman led us to Admiral Hamlan.

      Rob asked, “Where is Prince Raoul?”

      “Still on the airship,” Hamlan sighed.

      “Bane lied? Shocking,” I said.

      “Actually, Bane didn’t lie,” Hamlan said. “He allowed the prince to slide down a line just as the airship was getting underway. A crewman called for Bane and he walked away just as the prince began sliding. I guess Bane assumed His Highness would continue down the rope. Unseen by those aboard, Raoul slipped into an open porthole.”

      “This is the man all of you call the Spare Prince?” I asked.

      “Perhaps all of Tarteg has misjudged Raoul,” mused Hamlan, “not least his father.”

      “It was bravely done,” said Rob, “but Prince Raoul is only one man. He won’t be able to take over the airship alone. Are there more Tartegian airships in the area?”

      Hamlan shook his head, “No, our southern squadron is scattered, searching for your princess. Nor are there any animals to ride. I fear we’ll have to walk out of here.”

      “If you’ll loan me a dozen of your men, Admiral, we can build a vehicle,” I said. “Rob and I can be pursuing Bane in just a few hours.”

      Hamlan looked at Rob, who said, “If David says he can do it, I believe him.”

      “Very well, but some of my men must ride with you,” Hamlan said.

      “There won’t be room,” I said. “Besides, you need to find a way to warn people about the trog army.”

      “Hardly an army, and they’ve been dealt with,” Hamlan responded.

      “You dealt with several hundred trogs?” Rob asked.

      “Several hundred?” scoffed Hamlan. “More like two dozen.”

      “Their leader must have kept them under cover when the airship flew over the trading post the first time,” I said. “Rob, fill him in while I get the men started.”

      I left Rob explaining the trog situation to the admiral and called the airmen together.

      “Listen carefully,” I said, and watched their eyes grow wide as I explained my plan.

      It had to work. If it didn’t, the princess would be lost to me forever.
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      Three hours later, Admiral Hamlan looked at the result of our work and said to Rob, “He’s crazy, right?”

      “Not at all,” Rob replied with confidence. “I’m sure this... What is it, David?”

      “I’ve been calling it a sand schooner,” I said. “The wide wheels will allow it to ride on top of the sand and the sail will catch this desert wind and drive it forward.”

      “But that is hardly more than a frame with wheels, two seats, and a sail,” protested Hamlan.

      “It was important to keep the weight down, sir,” I said. “And, with the wind that’s been blowing for the last couple of days, it’ll be fast.”

      Rob and I climbed into the seats on the frame, the sail flapping loosely in the wind. I trimmed the sail, it filled with wind, and the sand schooner began to roll. The airmen raised a cheer as the admiral shook his head in disbelief.

      “Good luck,” Hamlan called. “and do bring my prince back in one piece.”

      The sand schooner cleared the ruined buildings of the trading post and, catching the full force of the wind, picked up speed quickly.

      Rob said, “Incredible! It does work.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “You didn’t think I would express doubts in front of Tartegians, did you?” he asked.

      Soon, the sand schooner was sailing along at a steady twenty to twenty-five kilometers per hour. At that speed, we might not gain on Bane’s airship, but wouldn’t lose much ground, either. I taught Rob how to handle the schooner, allowing us to take shifts at the helm and avoid having to stop for rest.

      Racing over the dunes, we sailed beyond the sunset and into the night, steering as much by instinct as by moonlight and the light from the planetary ring. A few hours past midnight, our instincts failed us.

      We crested a huge dune only to find the other side dropped off like a cliff. The sand schooner flew over the edge and plunged toward the sand a hundred meters below us.
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      The sand schooner arching through the air was fun for the second it took for my brain to remind me that we were falling. Neither Boosting nor training would get us out of this alive. Rob and I shared a helpless look. I was just considering if the sail could be a makeshift parachute when the sand schooner hit something soft—an airship’s gas envelope.

      “Jump!” we both said as the schooner began to slide down the envelope’s side.

      Rob managed to catch a line but my hands found only smooth fabric. I scrabbled to find something to grab—and only found it when Rob swung his leg to me. No longer sliding, I was able to grab a line of my own and we began to climb down to the deck below. My heart didn’t stop hammering until, half a minute later, my feet were firmly planted on the airship’s deck.

      The moonlight illuminated a utilitarian, but still stylish, deck.

      “This airship seems a bit small,” I said.

      Rob said. “I’ve seen the like before. It’s a rich man’s toy, nothing more.”

      “Oh, it’s much more than that!” protested a voice. “But it’s a bit of a toy, as well.”

      A large man, rounded with rich living and slowed by advancing age, stepped into view. His voice carried the tone of command, but there was an undertone of humor.

      “Now, how did two gentlemen such as yourselves board an airborne ship?” he asked. Before either of us could answer, he said, “Come below. I rather expect this will be a long story.”

      He walked aft. Rob and I followed. We stepped on lines lying on the deck, quite out of place on the otherwise neatly arrayed airship. My brain raised the alarm too late. A net rose up around us, leaving us dangling from a boom. A smaller man rushed out of hiding and shoved the boom over the airship’s side railing.

      The old man spoke, “Oh dear, I have forgotten my manners and caught you in a net. I’ll have my manservant release you immediately. Do enjoy your fall.”
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      “Kill us if you must,” I said, “but then you will be responsible for rescuing the princess.”

      “A princess! This gets better and better,” said the older man. “Let me guess, she’s been kidnapped and is on her way to the slave markets in Beloren?”

      “Sir, were our swords drawn when you confronted us?” I asked.

      “No,” admitted the man.

      “Did we reach for our swords or offer any threats when you discovered us?”

      “Again, no,” the man said.

      “That’s not exactly typical raider behavior, is it?” I pressed.

      “True,” the man said. “But why did you board my airship? Even better, how did you board my airship?”

      “That story is even more improbable than our kidnapped, slave market-bound princess,” I replied.

      The man gazed at me for a moment, then said, “Pull them back over the deck, Nist, but don’t release them.”

      With the deck beneath us again, the older man looked into my eyes. “Is there really a kidnapped princess?”

      I met his gaze, “Yes. We’re pledged to her service.”

      “I suppose she’s radiantly beautiful, as well?” he asked.

      “I’ve traveled quite extensively,” I said, “and have never met her equal.”

      “And you’re in love with her,” he stated.

      “How could I not be?” I replied.

      The man nodded slowly, “Release them, Nist. I must hear this story.”

      “Hear it you shall,” Rob said, “but could we bring up the steam and set course for Beloren? Those who hold Her Highness are several hours ahead of us.”

      “Quite right, my good man,” the man said. “Nist, it’s time we found out just how fast the Pauline can go. Full steam! Full power! Full speed!”

      A grin creased Nist’s face, “At once, master!”

      “Master?” Rob frowned.

      “That’s just Nist’s little joke,” the man said. “My late wife, after whom this ship is named, and I bought him when he was quite young. We freed him and then adopted him. Even so, he always called us ‘master’ and ‘mistress.’ It always drove my wife to distraction.

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” he continued, leading us below. “I am Tristan Agrilla.”

      Below deck, Rob introduced us and then asked me to tell our story. Tristan’s eyes widened when I told him where I came from, but he didn’t interrupt. The ship had crossed the desert and the sun was rising before I finished.

      Tristan turned to Rob, “Do you believe his story?”

      “I’ve seen him do amazing things. If anything, the lad has been too modest describing his actions,” Rob said. “Her Highness believes him, that is good enough for me.”

      “Master,” Nist called from the deck, “we’re approaching the city of Beloren.”

      Returning to the deck, we saw a huge city rising out of fertile plains. Hundreds of airships swarmed about the city.

      How could we hope to find Princess Callan amid that teeming mass of people?
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      I gave voice to my concern, “How are we going to find the princess in a city that large?”

      Tristan said, “Young people are so predictable—quick to anger, quick to love, quick to despair. And slow to think.”

      Rob barked a laugh, “So true, my friend. I assume you have a plan for finding Her Highness?”

      “I always have a plan,” exclaimed Tristan.

      Nist added, “Sometimes, his plans even work.”

      “Bah. Ignore him, gentlemen,” growled Tristan. “You told me this Martin Bane is flying a Tartegian naval airship, correct?”

      I nodded.

      “Finding it will be simplicity itself,” smiled Tristan. “There are only two docks in the city capable of handling such a large ship. One is in the warehouse district and of no interest. The other, my friends, is near the slave markets.”

      Nist piloted the Pauline deftly through the airship traffic toward a dock on the far side of the city. Even before we docked, Rob spotted Bane’s ship at the dock. We had found his ship, but there was no activity on its deck. It was obvious Bane was no longer aboard.

      I leaned against the airship’s railing and hung my head. Tristan clapped me on the back. “Fear not, my boy. We’ll find your princess. The raiders will have had to escort her to the slave market and beauty such as you describe never passes unnoticed.”

      After docking, we left Nist with the airship and climbed down to the street. Tristan spoke with various acquaintances before setting off toward a central market.

      “Your princess was brought this way no more than two hours ago,” Tristan told us. “It appears you did not exaggerate her beauty, David. Her passage brought business to a standstill. Finding her won’t be a problem, though getting her away from the sellers will be another matter.”

      That’s when I spied Bane ahead of us. “Maybe not,” I said. “I’ll bet Bane would give her to us in exchange for his own life.”

      I began pushing my way through the crowd toward him, planning how best to take him. I was only a couple of meters away from him when one of his men rushed up.

      “The prince and princess,” he gasped. “They’ve escaped.”

      “Imagine that,” said Bane, taking the news quite calmly.

      “You don’t understand, captain. During the escape, the prince led the princess into the old sewers beneath the city,” said the crewman.

      Bane’s face drained of color, “That idiot! I warned-. Gather as many of the crew as you can and meet me at the Market Street square. Hurry! There’s a chance they’re still alive.”
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      Grabbing Bane’s shoulder, I spun him around, “There’s a chance they’ll still be alive? What does that mean?”

      Bane’s eyes went wide, “Rice? How did you get here?”

      “There’s no time for that,” Rob exclaimed joining me. “Answer the man’s question.”

      Bane said, “The old sewers beneath the city are home to the most violent dregs of Beloren. The city guard only go down there in the most dire of emergencies. Then they go with at least a full squad, preferably three. The tunnel rats don’t like outsiders and have nasty ways of dealing with those they catch. That’s where the Spare Prince has dragged your princess.”

      Bane continued, “I’ve already summoned my men. We’re going after them.”

      I didn’t ask why, though I wondered. “We’re coming with you.”

      “Suit yourself,” Bane shrugged. “Just remember who’s in command.”

      Tristan said, “That sounds quite exciting and dangerous, but an old man like me would just slow you down. What aid can I give from above ground?”

      Bane was busy issuing orders to another crewman and paying no attention to us. I said quietly, “Can you gather armed men you trust? We may need to take the prince and princess from Bane when we return.”

      If we return.

      “You can count on me, my boy,” Tristan said, turning away.

      “We’ll wait for my men at the sewer entrance,” Bane said. “Come on.”

      Bane set a fast pace through the market, but many people greeted Bane by name as he passed. I realized that he was a well-regarded businessman in Beloren. Rob and I would have to be careful if we were forced into a confrontation with him.

      Moments later, we stood in a narrow alley, staring down into a dark hole. I wondered how long we would have to wait—how long we could afford to wait—for Bane’s men. When the answer came, I didn’t like it. Guttural voices roared up from below.

      “That’s not good,” Bane said.

      “That tears it,” I said.

      Without another word, I descended into the darkness.
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      I slid down the ladder and dropped to the tunnel floor. There were widely spaced torches giving off just enough light to see by. Not waiting for Rob, I ran off toward the roaring voices. There wasn’t a person to be seen in the tunnels, not even guards, until I was close to the source of the roaring.

      The cheering crowd was deafening, but another sound rose above it—a sound that made my blood run cold. It was the cry of a tammar, the huge, fanged beast I had faced in the desert. A human screamed in terror, then in pain, and then was silenced. The cheering grew, crested, then returned to a steady roar.

      I came to a branch in the tunnel and stopped to listen. The tunnels echoed with the sounds, but I thought the source of the sound came from the right. Glancing back as I sprinted into the right branch, I saw Rob was close behind me. The tunnel bent to the right and, ahead, opened out into a larger, far better lit room.
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