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Prologue
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Hot diggity doo! After months in Tetepu on planet Pode, I'm back on Earth again. Not only am I back on Earth, I'm back in my hometown, Honolulu. Or home city, I guess, to be technically correct.

Raz – my Podok friend and partner – is here with me in Honolulu, too, as are the the children of the royal family of Tetepu, 22-year-old Prince Da-mo Stee and his sister, 21-year-old Princess Da-mo Sesu. We're all part of the galaxy-wide exhibition tour of a thousand year old Pode relic, the Diamond of Orbus, the largest cut diamond in existence. The tour is designed to promote tourism to Pode, the only non-humanoid planet in our galaxy with inhabitants possessing humanoid-like intelligence. The government of Tetepu hopes the chance to see a diamond weighing more than 11 ounces will encourage humanoids to come to the exhibit, learn a few things about Pode, meet some Podoks and find out they're not as scary as they look. Fear of the inhabitants is frequently cited as a major reason for why humanoids seldom visit Pode, although it's a completely irrational fear. In spite of the fact that they look like six or seven-foot-tall T-Rexes, generally speaking, Podoks are a peaceful and friendly species.

Extraordinary precautions have been taken to protect the diamond, of course. After all, it's worth over three billion credits and every jewel thief in the galaxy knows it's on tour. But it's extremely well-guarded, so it's highly unlikely anything will go wrong.

At least, that's what everyone has been telling me. I guess on Pode they don't know about Murphy's Law. You know – that rule of life that says, 'whatever can go wrong will go wrong.'

Anyway, protecting the diamond isn't the concern of Raz and me, nor of our recently formed company, The R&R Premium Detective Agency. We were hired by Emperor Da-mo Fen to protect his children, Prince Stee and Princess Sesu. Raz was hired because of his years of experience as a professional bodyguard and I was hired because of my knowledge of the Honolulu area. Or maybe the emperor was just throwing us a bone, since we both have connections to the royal family. Whichever it was, a contingent of Podok guards are accompanying us on the tour and keeping the diamond safe is their job. All Raz and I have to do is see that the prince and princess stay out of trouble. That shouldn't be much of a problem.

Roger Denton,

Honolulu, Hawaii
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Wow! We only arrived yesterday and already things are falling apart. This must be some kind of record. The Podok curse strikes again, I guess. Put me around a Podok or two and bad things begin to happen.

Princess Sesu and I were in the back yard when we got the call. I was relaxing in the pool and the princess was lying on a towel, not far away, working on getting a real Hawaiian tan to take back to Pode. 'Soaking sun,' was what she called it.

The four of us – me, Raz, Prince Stee, and Princess Sesu – were staying in this large, beautiful house in Kahala, a very exclusive neighborhood some three or four miles from Waikiki, on the back side of Diamond Head. The government of Tetepu – that being Emperor Da-mo Fen, the father of the prince and princess – had rented it for the fourteen days we'd be here, and it really was quite an exceptional property. Set well back from the street, giving it a secluded feeling, it was spacious and comfortable. The back yard ended at the Pacific Ocean. There was even a small sandy beach, although most of the shoreline was rocky.

But what I liked most about it was the pool. It was huge and came with an assortment of float toys and air mattresses. I was resting, almost asleep, on one of those air mattresses when the call came in. 

I flopped into the water, swam over to the side of the pool and rested there, holding onto the edge to keep my head above water. The princess went to answer her com. It seemed a little odd that someone would be calling her on her private throwaway com at 10 o'clock in the morning the day after we arrived. The exhibit hadn't officially opened yet and the four of us had only purchased the  visitor coms the day before, mainly so we could stay in touch with each other. I doubted anyone else had our numbers.

“It's probably Stee,” Princess Sesu said.

“Yeah, probably,” I agreed, wondering what was up. He and Raz had left for the Ward district, to supervise setting up the exhibit, less than a half hour ago. Maybe they forgot something.

The princess picked up her com and went into the living room, sliding the glass door partially shut behind her. That had the effect of diminishing my ability to overhear the conversation, but I did hear her say – probably because she practically screamed it – “What!!? No!!! That's impossible!!” followed by a pause and then, in a more normal-sounding voice, “All right. I'll tell him.”

“Tell me what?” I said, when she came back outside. “Who was that? What happened?”

“This is terrible. It was Stee. The diamond's been stolen,” she said. 

I don't know what I was expecting the princess to say, but that wasn't it. That the diamond had been stolen, I mean. It caused a little bit of a brain freeze. I swam over to the ladder and climbed out of the pool. “What?”

“The Diamond of Orbus. It's gone. Someone stole it last night.”

“How can that be?” I said, drying myself off. “Weren't there, like, a hundred Podok guards on duty, protecting it?”

“More like 12, I think. But the thieves gassed them. Put them to sleep, Stee said. I don't have the details. He wants us to come join them.”

“At the exhibit?”

“Yes. He said the police want to ask us some questions.”

Great. The Honolulu Police Department wanted to ask us questions. That was probably going to be a colossal waste of time. I'd had a previous encounter with HPD a couple of years ago, and it had not gone well. It had left me with a low – very low – opinion of their competence. Still, it sounded like something we needed to take care of, just to get it out of the way.

“Okay, go change,” I said. “I'll order us up a cab.” Although a skimmer had been provided for us – it came with the house – Prince Stee and Raz had used it to get to the exhibit.

“Get a skimmer. It's quicker,” Princess Sesu said.

“You sure? They're super-expensive here in the city – and rentals have to have a pilot. A human pilot.”

“I don't care. I don't want to ride around in some dusty old robocab.”

“They're not dusty. They're nice and clean.”

“Whatever. The diamond's been stolen – this is an emergency. I want a skimmer.”

“All right, they're your credits.”

“What? No they're not.”

“I mean your family – your father – has to pay for all this. The trip, this house, everything. Skimmers cost about 10 times as much as a cab.”

Sesu put her hands on her hips and gave me what I assumed was an exasperated look. “Really, Roger, you know me better than that. I'm a princess. And I'm spoiled. My family's rich, so I don't care what it costs. Get a skimmer.” She stuck her tongue out at me, smiled and disappeared into her bedroom to change.

I ordered the skimmer and went into my own room to change, deciding on Hawaiian casual for my look of the day. That consisted of a pair of off-white cargo shorts and a nice, mostly-blue aloha shirt. Rubber slippers, or zoris, or thongs, or whatever they're calling them these days, was my choice of footwear. Decided against shaving, I combed my rapidly graying brown hair into place, even though I knew that once I got outside, the Hawaiian breezes would blow it back into its usual tangled mess. As I checked myself in the full-length bedroom mirror, I decided I looked pretty spiffy, as the princess might say.

Sesu was waiting for me, dressed and ready to go, when I went back into the living room. That was somewhat of a surprise. It usually took her at least an hour to get ready to go anywhere. Also surprising was her choice of outfit. She, too, had decided that Hawaiian casual was the look of the day and was decked out in a hideous blue, red, and green muumuu, topped off by a puka-shell necklace. I didn't know they still had those things. Puka-shell necklaces, I mean.

“How do I look,” she asked me.

“Nice,” I told her. Actually, 'scary-looking' would have been a more-accurate comment. At over six feet tall and roughly 250 pounds, with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth and dressed in what looked like a colorful tent, the princess presented an imposing, intimidating figure.

“I had to cut a hole in the back for my tail.” She pirouetted on her front foot, lost her balance and nearly fell over but recovered. “You like?”

“You look great, Sesu,” I lied. “C'mon, let's go. The skimmer's waiting.”
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Ten minutes later, the skimmer dropped Sesu and me off at the Galaxy Center, a large entertainment complex located on Ward Avenue, about halfway between Waikiki and downtown. The place was surrounded by cop cars, cop skimmers, and what looked like the entire Honolulu Police Department. Nearly all of the complex – almost a square block – was encircled by yellow police tape. This had been the site of the exhibit and now, obviously, was the scene of the crime.

We ducked under the yellow tape and headed for the exhibition hall, where the diamond had been scheduled to go on display. Almost immediately we were stopped by a uniformed HPD officer. Or rather, I was stopped. Sesu, a few steps in front of me, was allowed to continue and walked on ahead.

“And where do you think you're going?” said the cop.

“To the exhibit,” I told him. “I'm with the princess, part of the delegation.”

“Really?” His voice was full of skepticism. “You don't exactly look like a Podok.”

Great. Here we go again, I thought. Hassled by the HPD. I started to explain to him how it was that I was a member of the Podok delegation, but was interrupted by the princess, who had turned around and come back to see what was going on.

“What seems to be the problem here, Mr. Policeman?” she said.

“I'm sorry, Miss. I mean, Princess – Your Highness. But this man claims to be a member of your delegation.”

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes. Is there something wrong with my translator?”

“No, no. It's just that, well ...”

“Well, what?”

The cop was obviously flustered by this time. He pointed at me. “But he ... he's a ...”

“A what?” said Sesu. I thought I detected a bit of anger, or maybe frustration over the delay, in her voice, but she might just have been playing with the cop. She was known to have a somewhat perverse sense of humor.

The cop didn't answer. He stood there, not saying a word, apparently unable to answer the question.

“He's my brother,” she said, answering her own question.

“What?” said the cop. He looked at her, then at me, then back at her. “What?” he repeated.

“He's my brother. He's a family member and he's part of the delegation. So ... ?”

The cop looked back at me. Confusion danced around the edges of his face.

“I'm adopted,” I explained.

Incredulity joined confusion and together the two of them slowly took over the cop's visage. He looked down at the ground and shifted from one foot to the other. Then he mumbled, “I'm sorry. I didn't know,” and waved us on ahead.

“That was fun,” I said as we made our way toward the exhibition hall.

“Yes, indeed,” agreed the princess, flashing a smile with her big, sharp, dangerous-looking Podok teeth. “Good fun.”

“You seem to be in a pretty good mood.”

She stopped and looked at me. “And why wouldn't I be? I'm always – well, almost always – in a good mood. You know that, Roger.”

That was true. Princess Sesu was one of the happier, more-cheerful Podoks I'd met. And I'd met a lot of them in the past couple of years.

“I just thought you'd be more upset about the diamond being stolen,” I told her.

“Well, I am upset. But not that much, actually. It's not like the diamond belonged to me, personally. I never got to wear it as jewelry or anything like that. In fact, until this tour, I'd only seen it a couple of times.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And besides, I'm not worried. I know you'll figure this out and get the diamond back. I have faith in you.”

“Me?”

“You and Raz.”

I wanted to set her straight, to explain to her that Raz and I were not along on this tour to protect the diamond or to get it back if it was stolen. Our job was to protect her and her brother. But instead I said, “We'll see what happens,” and let it go at that.

The exhibition hall was bustling with activity. Police were everywhere, scattered into small clusters throughout the hall, measuring and marking and recording and interviewing and, in general, doing all the things police normally do when there's been a major heist. And down at the far end of the hall, gathered in an apparent group-think, Prince Stee, Raz, and an important-looking, middle-aged male human dressed in a business suit were carrying on an animated conversation. Sesu and I made our way toward them, carefully weaving our way through the myriad groups of evidence-seeking police.

As we joined the group, Stee introduced us. The human turned out to be Deputy Mayor Haruyuki “Harry” Bellbottom, officially representing the City and County of Honolulu, and unofficially representing the New North America government in Toronto. There seemed to be some sort of jurisdictional dispute.

“So what exactly is the problem, Mr. Deputy Mayor?” I asked, after we'd been introduced.

“Call me Harry,” he said.

“All right. Harry. So ... ?”

“Initially, we agreed to conduct a joint investigation.”

“Initially?”

“Yes. At first it was going to be HPD working together with Captain Stom and other members of the Royal Guards.”

“I see. And ... what? Something went wrong?”

“It did. HPD demanded to be in charge. But Captain Stom said that since it was Tetepu's property that was stolen, he and the guards should be the lead investigators.”

“Uh-huh. So, ... have you worked that out? Who'll be in charge?”

“Not exactly,” he said, shaking his head.

“What does that mean?” I said.

“Earlier, I called Secretary of State Bishop, in Toronto. But he wasn't in so I informed his office of the theft of the diamond and the minor dispute we were having over investigational jurisdiction. And since this is an interstellar affair, I asked for him to call me back with guidance on how to proceed.”

“So, ... have you heard back from him?”

“Yes. Just about an hour ago.”

“And?”

“Secretary Bishop had his office send an official message to the emperor of Tetepu, informing him of the theft of the diamond and asking for his input. They're waiting for his reply.”

“How long will it take to hear back?” said Sesu, joining the conversation.

“No one seems to know. They're using the new QUEICOM system to communicate, so it shouldn't be too long, I imagine. Probably less than 24 hours.”

“So where do things stand right now?”

“Well, as you can see, HPD has assumed control of the investigation for the time being.” He made a sweeping motion with his right hand, indicating the dozens of HPD officers in the exhibition hall.

“What happened to Captain Stom and the guards?” Sesu asked him.

“I'm not sure,” replied Deputy Mayor Bellbottom. I think they took them to Queen's.”

“Queen's? Where is that?”

“Oh, it's a hospital on Punchbowl Street, downtown. Queen's Medical Center. They took the guards over there, I think – the ones who were gassed, I mean, to get them checked out. They have an Off Planet Visitors Medical Department.”

“I'll bet they don't know much about Podoks,” Stee offered.

D.M. Bellbottom shrugged and shook his head. “I really don't know about that. But none of the guards appeared to be seriously injured. They were all awake and seemed to have only minor symptoms, like headaches and blurred vision.”

“Well, that's good, I guess,” Sesu said.

“Yes. And I'm sure Queen's will take good care of them. It's an excellent hospital.”

Stee scratched the top of his head.“So, for the time being, at least, there doesn't seem to be much we can do. Just sit back and wait for a message from Dad. Right?”

“Dad?” D.M. Bellbottom appeared confused.

“Emperor Fen. He's our father.” He pointed at Sesu and me, then at himself.

“Oh. Yes, of course. I actually knew that,” he said, a smile and an embarrassed look on his face.

“Anyway,” Stee said, “it doesn't seem as if there's anything for us to do – at least, not now. So we might as well get out of here and let the police do their work.”

“Before you leave, you should check in with Major Choi,” the deputy mayor said, pointing at a small Oriental man who was walking through the groups of police, apparently observing their work. “That's him, over there. He's in charge. At least, temporarily.”

“We'll do that,” I said.

“I have the prince's com number. As soon as I hear something – anything – I'll let you know.”

We shook hands all around and left Deputy Mayor Bellbottom to check in with Major Choi before departing. As soon as we were out of hearing range, the D.M. was on his com, a worried look clouding his face. I briefly wondered who was on the other end of the conversation, then put it out of my mind. This – the robbery, I mean – wasn't really our concern.
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After a brief talk with Major Choi, during which he decided a formal interview with us would be a waste of time, since none of us knew anything about the robbery, the four of us went out for lunch and then returned to the house in Kahala. Sesu went back to her new favorite activity – soaking sun in the backyard – and I continued what I'd been doing before we got the call from Stee – relaxing on an air mattress in the pool. Raz and Stee confabbed in the living room, discussing the recent events and what they might be able to do about them, I assumed. With the diamond gone, the evening's grand opening of the exhibit had been canceled and we were, for all intents and purposes, on vacation.

“Do you think the police will be able to catch the thieves and get the diamond back?” Sesu asked me as I floated nearby.

“Sure. That's what they do. Catch the crooks and recover the stolen loot,” I told her. But even as I said it, I knew it was a lie. I only told her that so she could relax and enjoy her visit to Honolulu. Actually, based on my past experiences with HPD, I considered them to be incompetent and highly unlikely to solve this case.

“I'd feel better if you and Raz were handling this,” she said.

“Yeah, well, that's not our job. Raz and I are here to protect you and Stee.”

“Still, ...”

“Besides, I thought you didn't care that much about the diamond.”

“I guess I don't, really. But I know my father will be upset. Very upset. Maybe I would be, too, but I don't know that much about it. I don't even know why it's called the Diamond of Orbus. Who's Orbus, anyway? Was the diamond originally his?”

“No. Orbus is the name of the moon where the diamond was found by a treasure hunter, supposedly.”

“See, I didn't know that. How come you know?”

“I did some research before we left Pode.”

“Oh, very clever of you,” she said, grinning at me. “But not surprising, I guess, since you used to be a teacher.”

“The story goes that someone killed him for the stone and, as he was dying, he put a curse on it.”

“Was he a magician?”

“That I don't know. This happened a couple of thousand years ago.”

“You can't curse things unless you know magic.”

“Well, I guess he was a magician, then. Because he put a curse on it. And –” I paused for effect.

“And what?”

“It's still cursed!” I said, making my voice sound as spooky as possible.

Sesu giggled. “It is not!”

“But it is. It's said that whoever possesses the stone will have continuous bad luck.”

“That can't be true. The Diamond of Orbus has been in my family's possession for generations and we don't have bad luck.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I'm sure.” I guess she noticed the doubt on my face because she continued, “Why? Do you think we're unlucky?”

“Let me see.” I lifted my hand out of the water, stroked my chin, and tried to appear wise.

“Stop it. Be serious.”

“Okay. Just since I've known you guys – your family and Raz, I mean – your brother has been kidnapped and almost had his tail cut off. And then you and I were also kidnapped, then your father got shot and there was an attempted coup –”

“Okay, okay. I get it. Bad luck,” she said, smiling.

“So maybe, you know, the stone –”

“Is cursed?”

“Yeah.”

She leaned up and gave me a 'serious' look. “Or maybe, just maybe, it isn't the Diamond Of Orbus at all. Maybe it's you.”

“Me?”

“Sure. All those things you mentioned happened after we met you. I think maybe you're the one who's cursed.”

“Oh, no! Does this mean I've lost my title?”

“What title?”

“You know. The Human Who Saves the Lives of Podoks.”

At the mention of the absurd, unofficial title once bestowed on me by the princess, we both started to laugh.

At about this time, Stee came wandering out onto the patio. “What's so funny?” he said. 

“My title,” I told him.

“Title? You mean, ... Prince? Prince Da-mo Roger Denton?”

“No, not that. I kinda like that one. I mean The Human Who Saves the Lives of Podoks.”

“That's not funny. That's who you are.”

“Well, Sesu and I think it's funny.”

“You're both wrong. It's a perfect description of you, Roger.”

Sesu giggled, causing Stee to look at her. She was wearing one of the ridiculous-looking bikinis she'd had made for her back on Pode. She had a half-dozen of them, all the same color – neon blue, I guess you'd call it – and they all featured partial tail coverings that enclosed the first third of her tail, leaving the rest exposed. “I don't want people to see my butt,” was her explanation for the tail covers.

“I like your outfit,” he said. “Very stylish, ... for a clown.”

“Ooh, I'm soooo glad you like it. I don't know what I'd do if my brother didn't like my bikini.” She stuck her tongue out at him.

“Just trying to be nice,” he said, laughing. “But you'd better not go out in public like that. Someone might see the bottom part of your tail sticking out and get ideas.”

“Ideas? What kind of ideas? What do you mean?”

“You know. Chop it off. Or maybe just take a big bite out of it.”

“Stop it, Stee. That's not funny!”

“Sure it is.” He laughed again. “And relax. No one wants to eat female tails, anyway. Everyone knows they're all tough and stringy.”

“Oh, space balls! That's not true at all. In fact, it's the opposite. It's male tails that are tough. Female tails are sweet, tender, juicy, and delicious. They just don't weigh as much.”

“Okay, if you say so.” More laughter.

I watched, fascinated, as the siblings bantered back and forth, just like human brothers and sisters do. I'd never really had the chance to observe them in a relaxed setting before and was just a little surprised at how much they resembled kids from Earth, teasing each other. But Sesu was showing signs of getting mad, so I decided to change the subject.

“What were you and Raz talking about, anyway? The diamond?”

“Oh. Yeah, that's what I came out here to tell you. We got a message from Deputy Mayor Harry.”

I swam over to the side of the pool and climbed out, drying myself off with a nearby towel. “What did he say? Did he hear from your father?”

“Our father, you mean.”

“Yeah. Of course,” I said, having forgotten that I was now Emperor Fen's adopted son. “Our father. Did he get a message from him?”

“No, not yet. But he sent some vids for us to look at. Security cam videos of the robbery.”

“That sounds helpful.”

“Not that much, actually. Raz is still studying them, though, hoping to learn something. There were at least three thieves but you can't see what they looked like or anything because they were wearing gas masks. All the guards were asleep on the floor and they just came in, broke open the case the diamond was in, and left with it.”

“That simple, huh?”

“Evidently. The investigators have decided the three were of Asian descent, each roughly six feet tall and 175 pounds, so, ... probably locals. From Earth, I mean. I
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