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It’s the newest, most thrilling sightseeing
cruise in the Alien Safari brochure.

 


For ranger Jan Corbija, ferrying rich tourists around the
aquatic wonders of Hesperidia’s islands helps to fund her important
scientific research. But her final ‘White Water’
tour of the season might just be one sail too
many when passengers steal her equipment for a dive into uncharted
depths, triggering a tragic series of events.

 


A
leisurely cruise becomes a race against time when a young girl is
swept overboard during a storm, and Jan’s beloved dog, Stopper,
jumps in to rescue her. Jan will stop at nothing to find them, even
if it means risking the safety of everyone on board. As the
deep-sea salvage operation grows into an invasion force, she must
contend with hostile humans and alien creatures alike in her quest
to retrieve her brave canine companion and the girl in his
charge.

 


Help
arrives in the shape of her famous detective boyfriend, Ferrix
Vaughn, who’s left a crucial bombing investigation to come to her
aid. But he soon realizes something unprecedented has been lost on
Hesperidia. A secret from long ago. A secret that could change the
course of human history.

 


It’s past the point of no return for adventure and excitement
in this white-knuckle sequel to the acclaimed Alien Safari.
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Chapter One

 


“If you look across to the starboard bow
…”

Captain Jan Corbija rolled her eyes when
the majority of her tourist passengers on both decks, maybe two
thirds of them, pivoted completely around to face the
stern. She had to
point them the correct way yet again. “You’ll see a school of Sabatini corkscrew
eels: spiralus Sabatinum. Gorgeous, aren’t they? With the sun behind us,
you get a nice coloring effect there. The arc of their jump, and
the way they spiral through the air like that, sheds thousands of
tiny water droplets that disperse the light, forming a miniature
rainbow each time.”

Quite a few oohs, and even a smattering of
applause, spurred her on. These might be the most lubberly
rock-hoppers she’d piloted all season, but they were a lively bunch, and
they seemed to have a genuine appreciation for the aquatic wonders
she’d shown them among the West Equatorial Keys, Hesperidia’s
freshest and most popular Alien Safari tour.

“Notice how they jump high out of the
water like that when they sense our approach, when they’re ready to
flee. It’s so they can take an extra-deep breath of air and stay
underwater for much longer. Like most creatures on Hesperidia, they
have well-honed survival instincts.”

The same antsy man clinging to his stupid sou’wester,
who’d already quizzed Jan several times, called out, “How
high can they jump?”

“Up to seven meters, I think. But
don’t worry, they won’t come anywhere near the Alcyone. We’re the Big Bad on the big blue
today.” One or two chuckles. Not one of her best one-liners of the
season; all week, in fact, her trusty wit had mutinied at the most
inopportune moments. Maybe she was just tired – of talking, of
patronizing, of ferrying rich squibs around instead of doing
her real work here: blazing a research trail in the fields of
xenobotany and xenozoology, to Jan the two most important subjects
in interstellar exploration, and the only pursuits worth her time
on Hesperidia, a spectacular riot of a planet whose abundance of
natural life was surpassed only by its bizarre variety. With fifty
lifetimes she couldn’t hope to complete all the research demanding
her attention here. These Safari excursions, then, while fun in a
show-the-squibs-what-they’re-missing kind of way, were an almost
criminal waste of her time, particularly this White Water tour,
which, being a sell-out all season long, kept her occupied for two
solid months out of every year (a Hesp year lasted 291
days).

But the squibs brought in the clips to
fund this whole shebang. No bucks, no Buck Rogers, as the old saying went. So this was Jan’s
seasonal high-dive, her extra-deep breath before the plunge into
obscurity, her research work, where no one could bother her, where
she and Stopper could study day and night in the field.

Right now he looked as fed up as she was.
They’d taken this same sightseeing cruise
together
more times than she could count, and the poor boy had lost all
enthusiasm for seafaring. He lay slumped across one of the aft seat
cushions, snoozing in the heat, a trickle of gloopy saliva hanging
from his twitching jowl as he dreamt of, well, whatever a
genetically engineered canine cutie-pie dreamt of out here. Stopper
had been her only real companion on Hesperidia for years. Indeed,
he’d been modified from his original Earth species – something like
a large Boxer dog – specifically for this atmosphere and this
environment. He breathed the planet’s toxic air as easily as Jan
breathed oxygen, while his engineering had also resulted in marked
improvements in his sense of smell, his overall intelligence, and a
borderline precognitive ability to sense danger.

He’d saved her life umpteen times, and
would rather die than leave her side in a crisis, just as she would
gladly give her life to protect him. It was a
well-documented but little understood aspect of life on the
Hesp that even the most mismatched or adversarial of species
cooperated in the face of any threat that jeopardized their
established local ecosystem. A kind of instinctive truce occurred
between inhabitants, a temporary “switching off” of hostilities,
whenever a super predator or an unfamiliar element, like a vehicle
or a drought or severe weather, encroached on their ecosystem. Not
only that, she’d seen species which otherwise had nothing in common
rush to each other’s defense in the direst of such times. Strength
in numbers, interspecies style!

She and Stopper were perhaps the newest
variation on that ancient and beautiful evolutionary symphony woven
through millions of generations of life on
Hesperidia.
They weren’t a part of it, but they were playing its tune. And
because he could never leave this planet, she would never leave it
while he was alive. If the Hesp had taught Jan anything it was that
even the most solitary and complicated life-forms couldn’t survive
alone. Isolation might benefit groups, or ecosystems, but never the
individual. Life here was just too competitive for that, too
unforgiving. No, to survive here you had to belong to something
bigger than yourself, and when a serious threat arose you had to be
able to rely on that something or that someone to stand with you
against all odds. It could be one of your own kind, it could be a
group of creatures you’d never personally had contact with before,
living in the same ecosystem; it didn’t matter, so long as you were
both attuned to the peculiar subtleties transferred down through
the genes of your forbears, those hidden patterns and signals
learned and reinforced by the toll of a billion deaths, that, when
triggered, combined to command your obedience for the sake of
mutual survival.

Man’s best friend had originated on Earth. And for
all Jan knew, Stopper’s ancestors had hunted alongside hers on Old
Blue. That idea made her smile as she saw his front paws twitch
under his nose. The rascal probably was dreaming about the hunt, only here on the Hesp,
during a foray into the rainforest or, one of his favorites, a trek
through the shallow ocean pools dotted among the myriad atolls and
wrinkly sandbars that teemed with life around their home in the
West Equatorial Keys.

His ears pricked, he lifted
his head and looked
up at her. Jan waved to him. He yawned, then lashed his gaze to the
cabin below her. He jumped down from his seat, barking like
mad.

“What is it, boy? What’s
wrong?”

Jan trusted his fine-tuned instincts implicitly; he
only ever barked like this when he sensed a threat or when
something was seriously awry. She climbed down from the roof of the
bridge. Most of the tourists had their Alien Safari goggles on and
were using the interactive field guide to track a flock of
Atla
gannetopteryx flying low over the water. A small group of men, though,
was standing in front of the cabin door, barring her way
in.

“Our cousin’s not feeling well,” a
tall, broad-shouldered man in a windbreaker told her. He tried to
hide a small handheld device up his sleeve, but she noticed its
flashing amber glare reflecting off the nano ink of his wrist tat.
“She went to lie down inside,” the man said. “Hope that’s
okay.”

Before Jan could reply, another man asked
her, “Do you
mind if we stop the boat while I administer her medication? It
shouldn’t take long.”

“What medication? What’s wrong with
her?”

“It’s a vestibular condition, a
side-effect of early fragmentia,” the second man explained. “It’s
triggered whenever her equilibrium is out of whack.”

Jan shielded her eyes from the sun, squinting at him.
“You mean to tell me you brought someone with delicate equilibrium
on a sea voyage called White Water and you didn’t think she’d get seasick? Are you smogged? Who are
you?”

“We thought she was in remission. The
doctors told us the fragmentia was dormant.” The man’s steady poker
face and bristling confidence reminded her of a Phi officer she’d
encountered here on the Hesp a few years back, during that
nightmare manhunt involving the Golden Fleece. Just as that officer
had told a pack of lies, this man was trying to pull the wool over
Jan’s eyes.

“Why didn’t you mention any of this on
the medical disclosure form?” she asked. “We wouldn’t have let her
anywhere near this cruise.”

“Must have been an
oversight.”

“A pretty big oversight, Bub. What
else haven’t you disclosed?”

“I don’t know what you
mean.”

The Alcyone’s engines suddenly cut out. Jan spied someone at the
bridge controls inside the wheelhouse cabin. “What the …” She
barged her way passed the two men and yanked the door open. “Oi,
you …”

The sneaky shit darted away from the
dashboard when he heard her voice. He didn’t appear to have caused any
damage that she could see; he’d merely cut the engines.

“Get back here!”

Jan chased him down to the lower deck, where he ran
straight to the moon pool – the wide-open moon pool – and peered into it. He started a stopwatch.
Glanced at Jan. Then he sat cross-legged, lit a joint, and lifted
his filtration mask so he could enjoy a few tugs.

The bulkhead behind him, where the two
diving suits and underwater breathing apparatus ought to be, was
bare. Whoever these people were, they’d taken all her submersible gear.

After re-affixing his breather, the man
flicked her an insolent wink, as if to say, Relax, sweetheart, we’re in charge
now.

One of the things she’d had to work on as
an Alien Safari tour guide was her banter. Engaging dozens of rich tourists for
hours, days at a time, required a ready-steady facility for
chit-chat. Even when she had nothing to say, she had to find
something. It had been tough at first, but lately – and Vaughn had
teased her about it no end during his last few visits – she’d found
it difficult to shut up once she got going.

At this moment, however, she drew a
total
blank.

These suck-baits had just violated every
rule she had aboard the Alcyone, and they’d done it right under her nose! What
idiots. What absolute freaking idiots! Diving in daylight out here
was suicide even if you did know what creatures and plants and ocean currents
you were up against. The White Water tour stayed on the surface
religiously for a very good reason: human science had barely
touched the depths of Hesperidia’s oceans. To swim off like this,
unsupervised, all the way out here, was one of the dumbest things
she’d ever seen.

No, she couldn’t restart the engines and
leave those people down there, as much as it would serve
them right.
But she could – and would – get to the bottom of what had to be a premeditated
mutiny. Reckless though it was, these bozos knew exactly what they
were doing. They had planned this operation carefully. Which begged
the question (one of many): what were they looking for down
there?

Before she reported them to Vaughn, her
Omicron detective boyfriend who was way, way off-world right now, she would
try to find out as much as she could about these mystery
divers.

“Not satisfied with the tour, I take
it?” she said to the smog-head as he peered into the moon pool
again.

“Nothing personal, senorita.”

It had been a while since anyone had alluded to her
Latino heritage. Vaughn had always liked it about her – the slight
Spanish accent and her fiery Mediterranean looks – but few people
nowadays seemed able to pinpoint the origins of such traits. Many
colonists, particularly those born in the Outer Colonies, had never
visited Earth, knew little of its geography and racial histories.
This decentralization of humanity had given rise to new
classifications of peoples, as all manner of exotic accents and
dialects, not to mention world-specific behavioral traits, had
emerged. Separated from Earth, people were diverging in all sorts
of ways.

But in this they would
never
change, not in a billion light-years: people were selfish
assholes!

Smog Boy inhaled another mouthful of contraband and
then tossed the smoking stub into the water. Jan fished it out and
flicked it back at him. In his attempt to dodge it the man toppled
backward and lay there, gazing up at the light shimmering on the
ceiling, completely blissed out. He hadn’t re-affixed his mask
properly, so the drug fumes leaked out while the Hesp air leaked
in. It didn’t take long for him to start coughing.

By this time one of his associates had arrived –
the big man in the windbreaker. He scragged Smog Boy to his feet
and roughly adjusted his mask. Then he cuffed him upside his head
and said, “Next time you light up, I’ll cremate you on the spot.
Are we clear?”

“Uh, actually, you’re a bit, uh,
hazy.” Smog Boy went to touch his colleague’s visor, missed. He
pawed at thin air instead. “Why don’ you stay still, Bronston?
Jeez.”

“Right, that’s it. Sit your ass in the
corner and don’t move till they surface!”

“An’ you’re tellin’
me
not to move.” Smog
Boy jived his shoulder, spun and stumbled toward the bulkhead.
“That’s what you call a hippo … crate—no, hyper … critter …
something.”

“Okay, maybe you can answer my
questions.” Jan squared up to Bronston, who was about six inches
taller than her. White-haired. Fiftyish. A permanent, weary frown
wrinkled his sun-kissed brow.

“Not right now.” He held her aside
with one arm while he checked the reading on his handheld device.
Its amber lights had deepened in color, almost to a golden-brown,
and the flashes were a lot quicker. The readout display appeared to
show coordinates, suggesting some kind of GPS locater. But the
planet’s satellite net was protected by several layers of
Heisenberg-level encryption, almost impossible to break. If he had
access codes, who had given them to him?

He fingered his earpiece to open a comm
channel. “Milady, this is Bronston, requesting a progress update.”
No immediate reply. “Milady, please come in.”

Several anxious moments of rolling
static later
came the reply, in a posh English accent, “We’re at two-niner-zero
feet, still descending – just. The water’s thick with plankton or
something – almost like soup. It’s slowing our descent. Visibility
poor but starting to improve …”

A sudden inrush of gas, most likely the helmet’s
automatic pressure equalizer, hissed over the woman’s next few
words.

“Say again, Milady. All after
‘visibility starting to improve.’”

“I can see slivers of light below,
getting clearer. We’re almost out of the soup, Scott. Hold on … I
think I can see the bottom! Repeat, the sliver of light appears to
be some kind of bioluminescent material covering the inside of a
trench on the sea bed. It probably stretches for miles – jagged but
definitely trending northeast. I think this might be a fault
line.”

“Are you close to the signal?” asked
Bronston, chewing his lip, his visor misting with each nervous
breath. He’d called the woman Milady, and she definitely seemed to
be in charge; but Jan sensed his anxiety was not dutiful. There was
something personal between them, not least because she’d used his
first name, Scott, while Smog Boy had referred to him by his
surname.

But who were they? What were they looking for
down there?

Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. Jan kept
close tabs on the time on her wristwatch. EQ3
(3rd Equatorial Daily Time Quadrant, the period of twin shadows,
with Hesperidia's glassy moon reflecting full sunlight during the
day) was coming to an end. The sun would set shortly, and quickly,
leaving only a few Core hours of “moonlight” before the West
Equatorial Keys were left in complete darkness for the night. She
would ordinarily be heading back to port about now, so she could
give the tourists that final magical experience of seeing sunset
through the gem-specked rocky archway between The Pitons, the last
remnants of an extinct volcano sticking up like twin incisors out
of the sea.

This was going to get dicey, she decided. EQ4 was
no time to be all the way out here: the most dangerous oceanic
predators ventured up from the depths at night. They seemed to lose
all their inhibitions, and several had attacked rangers’ vessels
over the years on the Hesp. Jan herself had never been attacked at
sea, at least not in saltwater, but she knew full well the ferocity
of Hesperidia’s apex predators, having almost been killed twice
by Hesperidus
tridenticus,
the Hesperidian hydra. Both times Stopper had thrown himself in
harm’s way to save her. The last time, they’d both succumbed to their wounds and it was
a miracle they were still alive. An illicit alien biotech miracle
known as the Golden Fleece. She shuddered at the memory of being
impaled in the mouth of the hydra, of seeing Stopper crushed beside
her. No dose of miraculous healing could erase that awful sensation
– that feeling of failure, of utter helplessness.

But the Fleece was not
here now. No
one knew where it was, except (hopefully) its outlaw custodians,
Finnegan and Polotovsky, who, the last she’d heard, had formed a
sort of pro
bono interstellar healing partnership to save the lives of those
who didn’t have the resources to cure themselves. But they were not
here now. And there was very little Jan could do to look after her
passengers if something as big and vicious as the hydra came
hunting them.

“You morons need to realize you’re
risking the lives of everyone on board.” When they didn’t answer,
Jan slammed her fist against the bulkhead. “Listen to me! You’re
not getting it. There’s a child up on deck, and it’s going to get
dark soon. Do you know what happens here after dark?”

But Bronston brushed her off with a
glance, then asked Milady for another update.

“Copy that, Scott. The trench is
bigger than I thought. Corazon has pinpointed the rad signature: it
runs roughly southwest along the bottom of the trench. No telling
how far it goes.”

“Do you think you have time to reach
the source?”

“That’s a negative. It’s really hot
down here. The undertow is a bitch; it’s getting difficult to stay
on coordinates. And I don’t want to spend days decompress—” A
scraping, crunching noise, rather like a strong tide dragging a
storm-swept beach, filled the comm channel. Bronston rushed over to
the moon pool and peered in.

“Milady? Is everything all right? What
was—”

“We seem to have disturbed … something
inside the trench walls. Something brushed past my helmet. Okay,
we’re out of here. They’re really starting to slither. Soon as
Corazon gets a rad sample for analysis, we’re coming up,
Scott.”

“Be careful, Milady. Slow ascent.
Remember the decompression sequence.”

“Copy that.”

Even Smog Boy started to feel the tension.
He crawled over to the moon pool on his hands and knees in front of Jan.
Furious, she kicked her way past him and returned to the deck,
where the two men guarding the bridge grudgingly parted to let her
through. She was, after all, the only one who knew what the hell
she was doing out here on the ocean. They at least ceded that much to her.
Assholes!

But what to do now? Heading back right away and
leaving the divers stranded down there was not an option, as much
as she felt like it and as much as they deserved it. Not that the
mutineers – yes, mutineers – would let her do that. Captain Jan
would just have to pretend like nothing had happened, if only to
keep the tourists calm. Make something up, say, a technical glitch,
and then speed back to port and unload this whole nightmare off her
boat and onto the authorities.

That was it. Provided the divers surfaced
unharmed and
that was the last of their insubordination, this White Water tour
need only be delayed a little. Vaughn and Kraczinski and their
Omicron pals could take care of the rest.

She assured the tourists everything was
okay and that they would be underway soon. Not everyone was satisfied, however.
The man in the stupid sou’wester, who’d grilled her on her
scientific tidbits throughout the voyage, now led a mob of
disgruntled squibs following her around the foredeck
seats.

“I said why are those men barricading
the bridge?” The nerd had asked her twice already; this time he
hollered it in her ear, spittle running down the inside of his
visor.

She halted him with an
outstretched
hand. “That’s far enough, Mr Noxious.”

“Nixon,” he corrected her. “The name’s
Nixon.”

“My apologies. In answer to your
question,” she addressed the whole group, about a dozen of them,
“those men are helping me resolve a technical issue in the impetus
module. I didn’t want anyone going below decks until I was sure
there was no leak. There isn’t.”

“But those other men went down with
you,” someone else pointed out.

“They helped me check the keel binders
for leakage,” she replied, quite pleased with how fluently she
could make this stuff up and how plausible it sounded. “It involved
a short underwater dive. But it’s all done with now. We’re almost
ready to resume the tour.”

None of them seemed entirely convinced,
especially
Mr Noxious, who gesticulated to the others with his back to Jan,
perhaps trying to keep their protests frothing. But they slowly
returned to their seats, grumbling, and Jan left them in order to
look in on Stopper. He’d ceased his barking but the poor lad was in
distress. He’d peed in front of the scuppers, just like she’d
taught him (so it would run through those holes and over the side),
but he’d also done it on his seat as well. The skin around his eyes
was wrinkled even more than usual. After rearing up to slobber all
over her neck and her mask, he sat on his haunches, tail wagging,
following her every move with a look of deep concern.

“I’m fine, sweetheart. Really,
everything’s good.”

He knew her moods intimately, and
recognized an astounding number of spoken words. His genetically modified
intelligence had shaped that knowledge into a sharp, almost human
intuition. Indeed, it was better than human, because Stopper, born
naturally on Hesperidia of two lab-modified canine parents,
possessed instincts and sensorial insights far beyond anything in
the human experience.

And she hated seeing him so
distressed.

“Aw, come here, you big softy.”
Hugging him at times like this was important for them both, Jan
knew. They might not breathe the same air, but they co-inhabited
this world in a way no two creatures ever had: neither was
strictly-speaking indigenous, yet both were bound never to leave
while the other still lived. “I know you don’t really like
sailing.” Hearing him pant in the heat, right into her ear, made
her smile. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’ll cool off soon, and you can
have an extra-big portion of Rip ’Ems when we get home, I
promise.”

Home. It suddenly hit her right between the
eyes: this was no longer just a prolonged research placement or
field assignment; it was much more permanent than that. She made
her living here, had helped build her own living quarters on a
small island here in the Keys, fed and kept her boy Stopper, and
shared her life with Vaughn whenever he stayed here whilst on leave
(as often as he could, not often enough). Yep, she lived here in
every way a licensed colonist was living his or her dream on any of
the thousands of habitable planets inside the 100z
border.

Stopper wriggled free and bounded forward
along the starboard gangway, where he reared up, front paws on the
access gate, and barked into the crowd of spectators. Several of
them jumped out of their skins – he did have one helluva bark when he sensed
danger – and quickly parted from the line of his gaze.

Jan immediately saw what he was concerned
about. But he’d done well to spot it, or sense it, through the
crowd like that. The little white-haired girl dressed in a cute
pink-and-silver designer survival suit was leaning over the
taffrail, too far over, one hand clutching the guy rope and the
other reaching for something attached to the anchor. Jan switched
on her speaker-com and announced, “Someone please lift that young
girl back on deck on the starboard …” She sighed, knowing she would
have to point. “On this side! There we go. Thank you, sir. I know I said you have
to keep a close eye on the sea, but I didn’t mean
that
close, young lady.
At least not without a bathing suit and Factor Fifty.”

Her joke sounded tired, but it drew a few
chuckles and seemed to dispel a little of the tension on board. If
the captain could still make bad jokes, maybe she was telling the
truth about the engine glitch. Speaker-com off.

“Okay, wait here, Stopper-lad. Good
boy.” She made sure no one was close enough to hear her whisper, “I
need to go check on those screw-ups, make sure they don’t fizz up
when they surface.” He cocked his head to one side as if he
understood every word she’d said, then promptly dug his muzzle into
his butthole to tend to an itch.

Below deck, Bronston and Smog Boy were
watching the moon pool too closely to pay her any mind. The mystery
divers were about to finish the first stage of their
decompression, having spent about five minutes between ten and
twenty feet below the surface, and the big man, Bronston, crouched
ready to receive the first diver. Jan didn’t want to spend a moment
longer than necessary stalled out here, so she decided to muck in
and help the divers into the decompression chamber.

Bronston nodded his approval, while Smog
Boy gave her a cross-eyed Hey, which one of you is you look that made her hate him a
little more. This might be a dumbass thing his colleagues had just
done, but their lives were on the line and he’d smogged out at the
crucial time. He deserved every kicking he got, she
decided.

A woman surfaced first: rangy,
pale-skinned, with
dirty blonde hair and cold, gray eyes. Bronston lifted her out and
immediately peeled off her pressurized diving suit and her
personalized under-suit. Jan noticed the initials IJT embroidered
in an elaborate gold-leaf motif on the breast of her under-suit.
The woman had no compunction about being naked in front of the
others, simply thanked Jan for opening the door to the pressure
chamber for her, and stepped inside. Her exquisitely toned body
suggested she employed a personal trainer. A top-class boob job,
and nano-ink on both wrists (highly unusual outside elite corporate circles, as
it required special dispensation from ISPA, one’s ink being
the
unique personal ID
every scanner in the IC or OC read to identify its bearer) were
even more telling. Milady was a woman of some influence, though
what she was doing here, diving into the unknown, was anyone’s
guess.

Next up, a man of about thirty-five – buzz
cut, quiet, built like a high-g miner. He was courteous to the
others’ help in undressing him, and looked as though he was about to
apologize to Jan when Milady shouted out, told him to hurry up and
bring the sample and the analyzer into the chamber with him.
Corazon obeyed without a word.

Jan shut the door after them and set the
atmospheric pressure and time duration accordingly. They hadn’t been
down all that long, but they had been fairly deep for a suit dive;
one could never be too careful when it came to pressurized diving.
Plus, she was Captain. The safety of every passenger on board was her
responsibility, no matter how moronic they were.

 


A little over seven nautical miles from
Keyhole Key,
roughly half that from The Pitons, a dark band of cloud rolled in,
its fat, swiping rain attacking the Alcyone with drunken blows from the north and
east. The erratic wind began to whip up sizeable crests, rendering
the ship’s fastest propulsion method, its hydroplaning “skim”
across the surface, hazardous. Jan had no choice but to lower the
hull fully into the water and extend its twin keels for full
displacement, to cut her way home through the waves the
old-fashioned way.

Time to pass the
sick-hoses.
Throwing up in one’s regular breather was dangerous because it
could easily clog the air filters, so a sick-hose, a flexible tube
that attached to the wearer’s face like one of those ancient Earth
gas masks, provided a safe outlet for the upchuck
and
an uninhibited
influx of filtered oxygen via separate flanking tubes. Jan had
never needed to use one herself, but several of her ranger
colleagues on the Hesp, not to mention her boyfriend Vaughn, swore
by them whenever they went out in the chop (in Vaughn’s case, as
infrequently as he possibly could).

Most of her passengers chose to wear them
this time. They’d all taken their precautionary seasickness
pills, but
it was impossible to tell who was susceptible to “ocean motion”
until they experienced the violent chop for themselves. Jan
mentally patted herself on the back. At least these
tourists had heeded
her safety advice. It wasn’t the first time one of her tours had
been hit by bad weather, but it was the first time she’d
experienced a mutiny. The combination of the two nagged at her
superstitiously while she led Stopper into the wheelhouse to keep
him safe.

As she gripped the console’s safety bar to
steady herself, the Alcyone slammed bow-first into the trough of a twenty-foot wave.
The impact threw at least four people out of their
seats.

Christ! Why weren’t they magnoed in? She’d
shown them the childishly simple procedure twice now and still they
needed to be babysat.

“We’ll both be glad when this one’s
over, huh.” She glanced down at Stopper, whose short tail wagged
even though he was struggling to stay in one spot on the wet floor.
After petting him for his loyalty, she added, “Whatever it was they
used to call the dog-watch, it’s all yours,” then she kissed him
through the glass of her visor and ventured out on deck to make
sure everyone’s magno-buckle was secured.

All around the vessel, white water
raged.

Of the four idiots flapping around loose
on deck like tuna fish, three belonged to the gang of mutineers.
They’d taken
it upon themselves to clip their belts to the port-side davits, so
they could maintain their position guarding the cabin, on foot, but
neither belt clips nor davit anchors were designed for that; the
violent motion had wrenched the two apart and flung the men through
the air. They’d crashed into other passengers, including one who’d
momentarily unclipped himself to readjust his harness. In the
tangle, he’d somehow lost his breather overboard, so Jan had to scramble
to the storage locker to get him an emergency
replacement.

What a freaking mess!

There were injuries but nothing serious.
After securing everyone in their original seats, and trying her
best to disarm the mutineers (for their own safety, for chrissakes)
– alas, they stubbornly clung to their weapons – a weary Jan made her way below
deck to check on Bronston and the others.

All this to-ing and fro-ing was making her a
little dizzy.

At least the jerks below had more sense.
Bronston and Smog Boy had harnessed themselves onto the bulkhead
gainsays – smart. Even the two divers, still in the barometric
chamber, had figured out how to use the gimbal rigs to stay
suspended and more or less impervious to the ship’s violent
motions. Theirs would be the most comfortable journey of all,
pearls in a pressurized oyster.

“I hope it was worth it,” she said to
Bronston. “Whatever you grid-licks are after, it’d better be worth
more than the lives of all my passengers, ’cause if it’s not …” She
wanted to
threaten him, wanted it so badly it was like acid biting her
throat, but Vaughn had taught her not to provoke, or be provoked
by, untested opponents. She was on her own out here. Omicron law
enforcement was hours, days away. Far better to stay out of the
mutineers' way and call for help later than challenge them here,
give them a reason to get rough.

Next time, she promised herself,
I’m going to be
armed to the teeth.

“Just get us back in one piece, Doc,”
he replied, “and you won’t have to see us again. I
promise.”

“You’re leaving Hesperidia for
good?”

He didn’t answer.

“I said are you leaving—”

“I heard what you said. Maybe you
should be more concerned about piloting your ship. Last time I
checked canines aren’t exactly rated sailors.”

“No, but he’s worth any ten of
you
squid-shits!”

“Hurry along now, senorita. Wouldn’t want the tourists to
get mutinous.”

Incensed, Jan snatched a can of waterproof
resin from the holder above Bronston and sprayed the contents onto
his visor. He immediately wiped it with his hand, but it left a
wishy-washy white coating that couldn’t be removed without a special
turpentine solution. His vision was now so poor he missed her wrist
completely when he tried to grab it. “Get this crap off
me!”

“When we get back,” she replied, “I’ll
think about it.”

Smog Boy snorted a laugh as he waved
at the
obscured face of his colleague.

“Not a smart move, Doc,” said
Bronston. “You’ve no idea who we are, what we’re capable
of.”

“As for the last part, I’d say not a
whole helluva lot until we get back to port. Now
stay where you
are, all of
you. I don’t want to have to come down here again,
okay?”

“Whatever you say, Juanita.” Bronston
gripped the bulkhead rail as the Alcyone lurched to port. This time the jolt
vibrated up through the ship’s hull, as though something had struck
it. It happened again, this time from the stern, tipping Jan
forward, forcing her to shuffle her footing. Then a third impact,
this one much more violent, smashed the vessel from what felt like
the starboard aft side. It spun the Alcyone around several degrees in the water
before lifting its back end partially out of the ocean. Only hooking her
arm around the bulkhead rail prevented Jan from being hurled into a
stack of O2 canisters, each of which weighed twice as much as she
did.

“Doc, what is that?” yelled Bronston. “Those aren’t
waves hitting us.”

“I—I don’t …” She wondered at first
whether they’d sailed into uncharted rocky shallows, but the
Alcyone’s
autopilot’s sonar
mapping would have steered them well clear of any such obstacles.
No, this was something mobile, hitting them on the move. Something
underwater but sentient. It had to be. Attacking them from all
sides …

Her xenozoologist brain burst to life,
questing at a lightning clip – thousands, tens of thousands of
species she’d looked at or read about here on the Hesp.
Many she’d
discovered herself. But in all her years of study, marine biology
was, if she were honest, the one she’d shied away from, and for
good reason. Yet the hydra was a freshwater predator. No known saltwater variety
existed. This had to be something equally big and quite powerful,
but what?

She suddenly remembered the divers.

The trench.

The slithering-to-life walls of the
trench. What had Milady and her companion disturbed down there?
What had they awoken in the deep? What the hell had tracked
them all
this way under the storm?

Stopper went ballistic on the bridge. He leapt
around and barked and growled, slobbering saliva through bared
teeth like she hadn’t seen since that day in the crater lagoon,
moments before their last deadly encounter with the
hydra.

But this was a different beast altogether,
one she
hadn’t come across before. All around the Alcyone, pairs of dark, undulating shapes,
like the wings of giant rays, rose above the surface and almost
touched together at their apex before thrashing back down with
horrendous whip-cracking force, covering the ship with white water.
Others thrashed against the sides, while some were clearly
performing this same aggressive maneuver upside down against the
vessel’s hull. They were able to generate phenomenal force: just
before impact, the flexible wing-tips actually broke the sound
barrier. Gun-claps preceded deeper, hurtful cracks as the already
storm-tossed surface was assaulted by the newest species of sea
creature to make itself known to human science. Despite her
concerns as Captain, Jan couldn’t suppress a quiet thrill as she
switched the vessel’s omnispheric camera system on (not quite
three-sixty, as at least four of the external viewing ports had
been smashed) to record the spectacular discovery.

Her passengers’ screams barely registered through
the roaring wind and the thunderous broadsides unleashed by the
fury of alien nature. But she’d endured worse, far worse on
Hesperidia. The pissed-off giant rays could batter the
Alcyone
all they wanted,
but unless they had some way of reaching onto the deck over the
reinforced gunwales, Jan felt reasonably confident no one’s life
was in imminent danger. This was a territorial show of force, she
decided, not a predatory ambush. But just in case, she set the
vessel’s ultimate protective measure to standby, warming up the
reserve cells required to power it.

The photonic ribbing, when activated,
formed an impenetrable dome of energy over the upper deck. It would
repel everything – rain, wind, waves, sea creatures
– but it would also
suborn every joule of power the Alcyone had in its mains. No impulse, no mapping,
no cabin air filtration, no comms in or out. The vessel would be
dead in the water, beam-on and therefore vulnerable to these
capsizing waves, but at least everyone on board would be alive as
long as their breathers and the reserve store of O2 tanks lasted.
Meanwhile, SOS buoys would broadcast their coordinates and last
pre-rib status report to the nearest EMS rock-hoppers.

But that was only as a last
resort. The
ship was still making decent progress toward home port and away
from the fault-line trench where the giant rays probably called
home. Jan whistled tunelessly as she braced herself at the helm.
Fifteen and twenty-foot waves continued to pile in her path,
luckily none of them breaking. But each time the
Alcyone
crested one, its
bow dipped steeply and slammed into the foot of the next, drenching
the deck and her terrified passengers.

This wasn’t how she’d imagined this day
going at
all.

After about a quarter hour of grim concentration,
during which her thoughts barely escaped the punishing rhythm of
the storm, Jan spied the first comma of molten dusk through the
black cloud. Soon others began to punctuate the gloom. By the time
the rays ceased their dogged chase, the shimmering viscous bars of
the setting sun had spread across the western horizon. The heat in
the light was palpable. It was as though someone had fired up a
blow-torch and was melting away the storm.

Jan’s stomach lurched and she lost her
grip on the
handles of the console. A massive punch from outside tipped the
vessel up to about sixty degrees on its port side. She flew into
the cabin door, her right shoulder taking most of the impact as it
smashed into the panel sensor. The door whooshed open. Pain
splintered right through her. Shock dampened out everything else.
Again, her stomach lurched, but the opposite way this time.
The Alcyone splashed back down, spilling her across the wet cabin floor
and into the pilot’s seat. It wrecked her shoulder a second time.
The pain flared and then receded, washing waves of relief through
her sore, quivering body.

Her guess: the first impact had dislocated
her shoulder, the second had jerked it back into place. Jan
coughed, struggled to her feet using her good arm. She couldn’t
see
any more giant rays
around the vessel, but that last blow had to have been from
underneath, from something much bigger or much more pissed
off.

Passengers … all here, all look
fine.

Engines … still
running.

Storm … starting to settle.

She slumped onto her seat, head resting on
her arms
crossed on the dash, and promised herself this was the last White
Water safari tour of her season. Science! She was here for science! This was in no way or shape even
remotely scientific. Soon as she got home, she’d sleep for a week,
bathe for another week, then she’d take Stopper out on one of their
favorite specimen-collecting expeditions across the shallow
sandbars, where he could …

Stopper?

She glanced around the cabin, saw that he
wasn’t there.

“Stopper?”

The cabin door was still open. She
rushed outside, searched every inch of the quarterdeck, then ran
around to the foredeck. The gates were closed, but he
could
climb over if he
really wanted, if he thought it was worth disobeying Jan for. But
what? Everyone was still magnoed in. There wasn’t a single empty
… Oh,
hell.

A middle-aged woman was on her knees and sobbing as
she clung to the taffrail. The sea had settled a little (though its
rolls were still dangerous), and a few nearby passengers left their
seats to see what was wrong. Jan rushed to join them, but in the
back of her mind she’d already guessed what had happened. She was
already scanning the open sea, her heart dying a little each time
she glimpsed a fleck of orange and had to move on. The sunset
reflecting off the choppy surface was the same color as the
life-belts.

“It’s my niece,” the woman pleaded.
“I-I couldn’t stop her from … She dropped her lucky bangle and had
to fetch it. She always has to fetch it. She never does as she’s told. It wasn’t my
fault. I swear … I swear it wasn’t my fault. Please tell me you can
get her back. Please, you have to find her. You have to find
Dorcas!”

One of the men held her while she
sobbed.

“The girl in the pink suit,” someone
else said. “I didn’t see her go over. Did you?”

No one affirmed.

Similarly, when Jan questioned them, not a single
passenger had seen Stopper jump overboard either. But she knew,
knew all too well, that his awareness and his instincts were
sharper than all theirs put together.

He was a protector of human life. It was in
his genes.

But the currents he’d have to fight against to bring
her back to port were very strong, even for him. The girl could
stay afloat indefinitely; he could not. It was likely she’d seen
her best friend for the last time, that he would die doing what he
was born to do. That this was the end of their dream.

No! She had to blank out that thought.
Somehow. To steel herself, for Stopper and the little girl in the
pink suit. Clenching her fists as she gripped the bulwark, she recalled the
countless dangerous situations she and Stopper had survived
together. He was smarter and tougher than anyone else knew. Only
she knew … he would never give up. And neither would
Jan.

The Hesp had taught them that.

cover.jpg





tmp_7ba48f6c4b2d4b85b67c3d1987b42d01_GFeKp9_html_m5fd356f5.png
MERCU V






tmp_7ba48f6c4b2d4b85b67c3d1987b42d01_GFeKp9_html_m5037db0a.png
SAFARI





