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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    An aircar flitted past. Sagittarian Conglomerate’s board of directors enjoyed the best of the best. Their meeting room looked out on the city, the view incomparable from one hundred stories up.   
 
    Tiberius Plastes, Tye to his friends, didn’t notice. He stared out, not seeing anything. His thoughts were on his daughter, on the edge of the frontier. Shaunte was the son he never had. Sink or swim, he had told her. She was stuck in Darklanding.  
 
    He was every bit as trapped as she was. Maybe her freedom was real and his, something else. 
 
    An illusion? A gilded cage?  
 
    Tye laughed to himself. Even the man with the power had to answer to someone.  
 
    The doors to the boardroom opened and the someones entered. A group of ten men and women, an odd number to eliminate the chance of a tie vote. Not that any votes were close. Nothing came to a vote unless they already knew what they wanted. 
 
    Unanimous. None of the real deals happened in that room, where everything was recorded, because that was SagCon policy. 
 
    The show must go on, Tye thought as he turned to face his fellow board members. He beamed his most winning smile as he approached them, hand outstretched. One by one, they stopped and shook before continuing to their seats.  
 
    “How are you?” As if any of them cared. Tye didn’t. 
 
    “You’re looking fit!” They all looked fit. Modern medicine kept all the wealthy in good health. 
 
    “My wife says, ‘hi’.” Of course she did. 
 
    With the unpleasantries out of the way, Tiberius Plastes took his new position at the head of the table. He was, after all, the Chairman of the Board. Chairman Stoddard had passed away during an anti-aging microsurgery. His vanity had killed him, some said. Others thought it had been Tiberius Plastes who had ordered the assassination.  
 
    But no one pushed, because sometimes, people lived too long and their bodies gave up. 
 
    A computer screen appeared before each of them, showing the agenda and links for more details about the items under discussion.  
 
    “A light agenda for this week,” Tye intoned. “Did everyone get a chance to review last week’s minutes?”  
 
    Polite nods. Tye bet heavily that none of them had read the minutes he sent to each member the previous day. “I submit the minutes for an approval vote. Do I have a second?”  
 
    Philbert Slog raised his hand instantly.  
 
    “All in favor?” Tye asked. He watched all the hands rise.  
 
    “Opposed?” Unanimous vote. His first action had passed the gauntlet unnoticed. Tye had been party to numerous shady activities, but those had always been on the side. He’d never done anything so brazen with his position, but she was his little girl, and she needed the cover that he was putting into place. 
 
    Because she was a good soul, unlike her old man. He had taught her the morals that he himself could never embrace.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Philbert remained behind following the weekly board meeting. He eyed the chairman from his seat.  
 
    Tye could feel the man’s eyes boring into his back. “What?” he wondered, never taking his gaze from the city below and its minions dependent upon SagCon and the other corporate powers. 
 
    “You are up to something,” Phil said softly. 
 
    The chairman froze. He forced himself to take a deep breath, letting it out slowly through his mouth. “What makes you say that?”  
 
    “I always think so, that’s why.” Phil laughed, planted his elbows firmly on the polished table, and steepled his fingers. “Because I know there has to be something going on. All of us are playing two games—the public one and the one behind the scenes.”  
 
    Tye looked at the ceiling, knowing that everything said in the room was recorded, even after the session was over.  
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” Tye turned away from the window and held a finger to his lips. “I think an early dinner is in order, and some bad whiskey. I’m trying to put myself in Shaunte’s shoes, but am having a difficult time. She wears a size seven.” 
 
    Phil tilted his head, before breaking into a broad grin. “Of course, Mister Chairman. May I recommend Greasy Gorgon’s Gollburgers? Everything goes down easier in that place. It’s how it comes back up that makes you wish you hadn’t gone there.”  
 
    “Why would you suggest such a place?” Tye knew exactly why, but wanted Phil to say it, for the record. Leverage was important in the big game. 
 
    “Low-tech.”  
 
    And there it was. No computers. No listening devices. No sensors. Just a grill, mostly clean tables, and a low-class of customers. It also meant that security would probably send a few of their people in to install a suite after the fact. Couldn’t have the board going off the grid.  
 
    “You mean, like Darklanding?”  
 
    “You wanted to get in the mood, Tye, so Gorgon’s is the closest to the frontier you can get without leaving the comfort of your own home.”  
 
      
 
    Ground Forces Headquarters, Planet Melborn 
 
    “Your orders?” the major asked. His dress uniform was immaculate, his medals perfectly aligned, his head upright, and his hair well within regulation length.  
 
    “I’m not sure, Bob. We need to rebuild a tactical force after that debacle in Alpha Centauri. The CPF, the Centauri Prime Fiasco. If we only had better troops. The Ground Forces let us down.”  
 
    “I’m confused. I thought we won that battle.” The major leaned against the wall, making himself comfortable.  
 
    The general looked at him until he straightened up, mumbling an apology. 
 
    “How many people do you know who lost their lives out there, Bob?”  
 
    The major shifted from one foot to the other. He looked down at his medals. Two of them were for supporting the action on Centauri Prime. He had never left home world. “I didn’t know any of them.” The admission came as a whisper. 
 
    “I didn’t know any, either. I sit in this office and make life and death decisions.” The general looked around the room, wondering if anyone else was listening. He decided that he didn’t care. “I’m going to change that. My orders are that first thing tomorrow morning, oh-four-hundred hours, we will be standing tall outside the recruit training barracks.”  
 
    The major raised one eyebrow as he resisted the urge to look at his watch, realizing that it was already evening. He’d have to be up at two-thirty, which wasn’t as far away as he would have liked. 
 
    “That’s the ticket. We’re going to find the best of the best and create a new standard. We’ll call them something elite and intimidating-sounding. Come on, Bob, give me a name, something that will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies!” The general glared at his aide de camp.  
 
    Bob locked his body at the position of attention and stared at the wall over the general’s head where a group picture hung, the general’s last combat command with signatures from his subordinate officers lining the mat behind the glass. 
 
    “The Marauders. The Waste-Layers. The Speartips.” Bob spit out titles as they popped into his mind. “TerriCom Force.”  
 
    The general held up his hand. “Terrors in Combat?”  
 
    “TerroCom Force, then.” The major emphasized the ‘o.’ 
 
    “TerroCom it is, Bob. Thank you, well done. I’m not giving you a medal for that.” The general smiled and shook his head. Too many medals for the mundane. “Get me the budget numbers and let’s see how we can carve out some funds to get this unit trained. Have that packet ready when you pick me up at my quarters tomorrow morning, say, at oh-three-forty?”  
 
    “Oh-three-forty it is. I will order your car and see you there, General.” 
 
    “Sleep well, Bob, and thank you. I think this is the first step in reestablishing the glory of the Ground Forces.” The general stood and reached for his hat.  
 
    The meeting was over. Bob tried not to smirk at the general’s quip about sleep. Budget numbers in a packet and he had to put that together in the next seven hours. He needed to call his wife and tell her he’d cat nap at the office.  
 
    She probably thought he was having an affair, when he didn’t have time to get his next meal. Kill two birds with one stone, Bob, he told himself. Allay her concerns and ask her to bring dinner, maybe wear something that we don’t have to go through a lot to take off. Not optimal, but being the general’s aide is the way to promotion, more pay, and continued good assignments. We sacrifice now for our future… 
 
    *** 
 
    “This was a good choice,” Tiberius Plastes said in a low voice that wouldn’t project beyond his own table. 
 
    “I thought it would work at least this one time, but there are thousands of dives in this city. We’ll move around.” Philbert talked with his hand in front of his mouth, his eyes shifting left and right.  
 
    “What makes you think this will be a regular thing? I’m pretty busy,” Tye countered in the mental chess match playing out.  
 
    “I saw what you did with the minutes.” Phil removed his hand after he finished his declaration, leaned back, and smiled.  
 
    There was lettuce wedged between his teeth.  
 
    “You have a little something going on there.” Tye pointed to the man’s mouth, then picked between his own teeth to clarify. The fact that someone found out wasn’t alarming, and neither was the fact that a fellow board member would try to use it as leverage.  
 
    The chairman snickered, then covered his mouth with his Gollburger. “You voted for it, without question. I think you’re on shaky ground, so you might want to tread carefully.” Tye took a bite of the burger, munching happily while his eyes stared ice daggers into the heart of the other man. 
 
    Phil’s smile disappeared, and he shivered. He was good at the game, but Tye was the master. He wondered what else the chairman had on him. He countered. “I put a note in there before the vote, highlighting my concern.”  
 
    Tye finished chewing and breathed a sigh of relief. “If you’re going to bluff, Phil, you have to do much better at it. That file was locked. Neither you nor anyone else changed anything,” the chairman said, barely above a whisper. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You and I will never meet again like this. You will approve the minutes next time just like last time. What I’ll do for you is support your proposal for a wind farm on the opposite side of the city from your mansion. You want something for your family. I want something for mine. Period. It’s all business.”  
 
    Phil sat back. The rumors about Chairman Stoddard’s death rushed to the forefront of his mind.  
 
    Odd how he hadn’t considered that before inviting the chairman to lunch. A wind farm was far more appealing than death.  
 
    “My apologies, Chairman. I should have started with that. My wife would string me up by my man-eggs if that wind farm was built where she could see it. You have saved my life. Thanks, Tye. I knew I could count on you.”  
 
    “Wasn’t that much easier?” The chairman studied his burger, torn between taking another bite and leaving it behind. He knew that he would pay later with indigestion, but his lunch suddenly tasted better than it should have. 
 
    The sweet taste of power.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The first recruit out of the barracks stopped. The second and third recruits promptly ran him over. One of the three on the ground attempted to salute. The general exercised the discipline of his station and kept from rolling his eyes. He was in search of the best of the best.  
 
    He started to rethink his strategy of starting with recruits that he hoped to hand over to battle-hardened veterans.  
 
    The general was on a mission to find those individuals, too. He expected a significant challenge in finding ones that weren’t alcoholics or suicidal.  
 
    Or both.  
 
    The general turned away before his emotions betrayed him. “Major, bring me the training sergeant as soon as this mob is in formation. Why don’t you brief the recruits while I talk to their trainer.”  
 
    “How much do you want me to tell them?” the major asked. 
 
    “Tell them about finding the best of the best. Pump them up. Josiah’s Flames, Bob! Take care of it.”  
 
    The major was too tired to wing it. He’d gotten two hours of sleep on the small couch in his undersized office.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he replied firmly. Setting his jaw and nodding as he turned away. He closed his eyes as the group before him were bunched up and gawking. “Who’s in charge?”  
 
    “Sir, Recruit Platoon Sergeant Sampson reporting as ordered!” A raggedy-looking recruit excused himself from the mob and ran up to the major, barely stopping before the two bumped chests. Bob took a step back.  
 
    “Get this mob in formation, Recruit!” Bob snarled, his patience nearly gone.  
 
    “Yes, sir!” the recruit yelled, before running three steps to the mob and cupping his hands around his mouth. “Get in formation, you knuckle-dragging buffoons!”  
 
    Bob groaned and started rubbing his temples. The training sergeant appeared in the doorway. He was sipping from a cup of coffee as he watched the recruits getting into platoon formation.  
 
    One step ahead of me, he thought. He took one more step and then it dawned on him that he had visitors. The sergeant caught sight of the general glaring at him, and he froze mid-sip.  
 
    The man threw his cup behind a bush, saluted, and ran toward the general. As the sergeant ran past, the major stretched out his foot to take a step and hooked the sergeant’s back leg. He stumbled once and sprawled face-first at the general’s feet. He jumped up and turned, furious. 
 
    The major gave him a look that wondered, “what are you going to do?” The training sergeant rolled his head back, closed his eyes, and silently screamed at the sky. The platoon of recruits snickered. 
 
    “Shut your pie holes!” Bob yelled. 
 
    The training sergeant turned back to the general and saluted as he tried to regain his composure.  
 
    “Sergeant Craken, reporting as ordered.” The man waited for the general to return his salute.  
 
    The general studied the sergeant silently, letting time drag. He finally raised his hand, tipped the corner of his cover, and dropped his salute. The sergeant rocketed his hand downward and remained at the position of attention.  
 
    “I’m General Quincy, and I need a guinea pig. I thank you and your platoon for volunteering.” One side of the general’s mouth lifted in a weak attempt to smile, as if he was trying to soften the blow.  
 
    “But we didn’t volunteer for anything. This platoon has only been training for a few days. They may not be the best for what you want,” the sergeant stammered. 
 
    “Volunteer does not have to start with the words I or we, Sergeant. How long have you been in the service?” The general leaned forward to stifle a rejoinder should the sergeant feel so obliged.  
 
    He didn’t. He continued to stand at attention while his platoon watched, wide-eyed and fearful.  
 
    The major looked over his shoulder. Bob and the general nodded slightly to each other. The platoon was in a more receptive position for the general’s proposal.  
 
    “What are you here for?” Bob asked the platoon as he started to pace in front of them.  
 
    “Pay off debt,” one man said softly. 
 
    “Free my brother and sisters from having to serve,” another said. 
 
    “Glory!” someone in the back shouted.  
 
    Bob held up a hand. The inner system planets didn’t have conscription, but there was a mandatory service requirement from each family. A man who would serve so his siblings wouldn’t have to was the type of man they wanted.  
 
    “You,” the major said, pointing to the selfless man. “Come up here.”  
 
    The man stepped backward and then ran between the rows of recruits, swinging around the end of the formation and running to the front. He saluted poorly, not waiting for the major to return it before dropping it and standing with his feet apart, his arms hanging loosely.  
 
    Bob clenched his jaw at the lack of military bearing, resisting the urge to flame the recruit.  
 
    “At ease, Private.” The man didn’t change position. The terms seemed to be meaningless to him. 
 
    “Combat,” Bob started, putting his hand on the man’s shoulder as he looked at the faces in the platoon. “There are three types of people. There are those who sharpen their knives and then howl at the moon. There are those who become catatonic, having thought that it would never happen to them. And there are those who make sure their gear is functional and prepare for the mission.  
 
    “The first group has little value to the Ground Forces. They tend to get themselves killed along with too many good people around them. The second group has no value whatsoever. They suck resources from us and if, stars forbid, they make it to the front lines, someone will end up carrying them, which gets people killed. Too many from those two groups have made it into combat. In extreme circumstances, they have even squared off against each other, fear driving both of them. I don’t want either of those kinds of people anywhere near me. 
 
    “Son,” Bob said, finally looking at the man next to him. “You are exactly the type of soldier we’re looking for. Your motives are pure. You are selfless, but doing what has to be done to survive. You will be an honor to your family, and you are also the most likely to survive in combat. Which leads us to why the general is here. He is spearheading a leaner force, one that is better, better trained, better equipped, more likely to accomplish missions. The days of throwing more bodies into the meat grinder are over. The next war will be won by small unit operations through application of high-impact strikes. Some of you will be on the ground floor of the new ground force. Welcome to TerroCom.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry sat in the bar of the Mother Lode. He nursed his drink, not wanting to drink, but the bartender had delivered it, saying it was a gift from one of the patrons. Pierre had given over some of the bartending duties to this individual. Thad didn’t even know the man’s name. He should ask.  
 
    Someday. 
 
    Thad had looked the tables over and couldn’t find anyone he thought would be willing to part with the bar’s extortionist prices to buy the sheriff a drink. But Thad didn’t want to look like an ingrate. He took a sip, smiled appreciatively, and nodded to his unknown patron.  
 
    The bartender shook his head as the sheriff tried to get his attention. He would find no source of information there. The bartender was tight-lipped, holding everyone’s secrets close to his vest, as Pierre had instructed him. There were probably threats included, but Thad didn’t care about that. It wasn’t his business. The sheriff appreciated the man’s discretion. Thad liked that people trusted bartenders with their secrets.  
 
    The sheriff didn’t push things.  
 
    “I heard you was on the Prime,” a gruff old voice said. Thad looked around, but didn’t see anyone. “My boy is buried there.”  
 
    The sheriff looked down from his seat and saw an old man scrubbing the floor around the barstools. Nimian Todd, janitor for the Mother Lode. He also washed dishes for the dining facility.  
 
    “I suspect that I have you to thank for my drink, but I should be buying one for you.” Thad raised his glass to the man and then drained it. “Take a seat and talk with me.”  
 
    Pierre perked up from his corner table. He glared at the janitor, as if trying to will the man back to work. Thad gave Pierre the finger and followed with, “Sheriff business. This won’t take long.”  
 
    Pierre bristled at the disrespect shown him in his own establishment, but the only person he could complain to was the Company Man, and she would be unsympathetic. He’d dock the old man’s wages for time lost cavorting.  
 
    The sheriff knew what Pierre was thinking. He determined to talk with Shaunte, tell her that he’d cover the old man’s lost wages with his own. And he wanted to pay him back for the cost of the drink. 
 
    “Who’d your boy serve with?” Thad asked as the man worked his way onto the barstool. The sheriff waved at the bartender, signaling to give the man whatever he wanted.  
 
    “Two-dash-Four of the Forty-First.” The old man’s eyes glistened.  
 
    Thad had to look away. The Forty-First Division was thrown into the lion’s maw. Their mission had been to distract the enemy through a feint, but their leadership pushed them too far in and couldn’t get them out when the enemy finally committed.  
 
    “Second Battalion, Fourth Regiment had a hard time of it,” was all Thad would say.  
 
    “That ain’t no lie.” The old man took the fruity drink the bartender brought him. “How’d you know?”  
 
    “The bartender knows what everyone likes.” 
 
    “Not that.” The old man snickered, before frowning sadly.  
 
    “I know. I don’t want to sit here and cry into my beer. I owe it to everyone we left behind to honor their sacrifice. Wallowing in the misery that was Centauri Prime won’t bring any of them back.” 
 
    The old man nodded, pursing his lips. He shook his head slightly before taking a long, slow drink.  
 
    “You’re a captain, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I was, back then.” 
 
    “Did you bring your men home?”  
 
    Thad closed his eyes. The faces of every single one of his people flashed through his mind. He tried not to focus on those who didn’t make it out alive. “Not all of them,” he whispered, clenching and unclenching his fist.  
 
    “But you cared. I see it in your face that you cared about them all. Two-dash-Four? They didn’t care. I got a form letter over the digital mail. I didn’t get anything from my boy that I could hold in my hand.” The old man started to sob. Thad stood and held the man by his shoulders.  
 
    “Where your boy died, we lost all that ground. To recover anything of his would have cost more lives. If they asked me to take my unit in there, I would have refused. We left a lot of good people behind, but we could have left more, and still had nothing to show for it. The people of Alpha Centauri are to blame that we couldn’t talk with them, negotiate a return of personal effects. I’ll hate that government every day of my life.”  
 
    “Me too, my friend. I’m glad you didn’t lose more men. I’m sorry. It’s selfish of me to ask someone to sacrifice for my own peace of mind.”  
 
    “Would a memento of that campaign hold back some of the pain? I’m sure your son was a good man. That is the best that any parent can hope for.” Thad started digging in his pocket. 
 
    “I don’t know if it would or not. Nothing will bring him back.”  
 
    “We went to war for reasons that only the central government knows. We fought, and we died. They told us we won, our sacrifice was worth it, but in the end, nothing had changed. Here.” Thad handed the old man a coin. “I had these made for every one of my people after we left Alpha Centauri space.”  
 
    The old man looked at the brass-colored coin.  It said, Live free for those who died. 
 
    “It ain’t so easy, is it?”  
 
    Thad could only shake his head. “No, but we have to try. If you’ll excuse me.” Thad offered his hand to the old man. “I know there are people out there who don’t understand what a valuable gift they have--the chance to live a good life. It’s up to us to show them.”  
 
    Maximus appeared and shoved his snout between Thad and the old man. They both reached down to scratch the pig-dog’s head and ears.  
 
    The two men finished their drinks and went back to work.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Tiberius looked from the windows of the chairman’s office. Located next to the boardroom, Tye couldn’t escape the incessant power plays that surrounded his position. Everyone wanted something.  
 
    He scowled. I can give everyone something, but then what do I get? My kingdom for a horse! He joked, trying to raise his own spirits.  
 
    Tye had hoped to sneak one or two more entries into the board minutes, but with Phil’s discovery, that avenue was no longer available.  
 
    Of course, Tiberius Plastes had a backup plan with alternatives and more backups. Leave yourself an out, his own father had told him when he was learning to drive the hovercar. Always leave an out.  
 
    Tye was conservative in how he took risks. That had left him playing second fiddle for almost his full adult life, but as the others played and failed, he remained standing tall. “Who looks the fool, now?” he asked out loud.  
 
    His office was not bugged. He wouldn’t have it. Tye could afford the best in personal security. He paid their price, and they delivered privacy and discretion. Conversely, he made sure that there was an appropriate amount of eavesdropping on the boardroom. He owned the feed and secretly gave each board member the link.  
 
    If they found out that they all shared the same secret, I might be in trouble. Probably not. What would they do? Not trust me any more than they don’t trust me already? But they do. They trust me more than the others, and that’s why I sit in the big chair. Less distrust has earned me the position of Chairman of the Board. What an odd way to run a universe… 
 
    *** 
 
    The monitor buzzed in Shaunte’s office. She saw that the call was from SagCon headquarters. She sighed, wanting to ignore it but knowing she couldn’t.  
 
    She tapped the screen and looked over the top of the monitor. “Shaunte Plastes, how can I help you?”  
 
    “By looking at your father and saying hello,” a familiar voice said softly.  
 
    “Daddy,” she replied quickly, focusing on the screen and smiling a genuine smile. Her father had been hard, but he’d never led her astray.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” he told her warmly. “What have you been up to?”  
 
    Her smile disappeared. “What do you mean? What have you heard?” she blurted in a near-panic. 
 
    “Whoa, my bucking bronco! I only ask after your good health and well-being. Now, you have me worried, but I’m going to start over. What have you been up to--yoga, jogging, light weights? Is there a man in your life I should know about?”  
 
    Tye laughed softly and shook his head. He made a mental note to double-check a few things. His daughter had something going on and he didn’t know about it. Good on her, bad on him. He would find out and help her if she needed it, even if she didn’t ask for or want his help. 
 
    “No, none of that. I’ve been getting back into light calisthenics, only because some of my wardrobe is fitting a little tighter than it should. I can’t have that.”  
 
    He let it go that she couldn’t afford to buy expensive new clothes because she continued to plow her salary back into Darklanding to cover the shortfalls that Chairman Stoddard had programmed and ramrodded through the board.  
 
    “You didn’t answer about a man in your life. You want to look good for him.”  
 
    “Dad, I don’t know what you mean, and that’s a sexist thing to say!”  
 
    “Tell me he doesn’t work out.”  
 
    “Of course he does. It’s part of his job.” She slapped a hand over her mouth when she realized what she’d done. There was no ‘them,’ but now her father was convinced there was. He started to open his mouth, but she pointed a finger at him. “Don’t say it.”  
 
    “I’m telling your mother,” he said with a sly grin. 
 
    “There is nothing to tell her.” 
 
    “Who is it?” he asked, cocking his head. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He looked back at her, contemplating using other assets at his command to find out. He rethought that plan, then rethought the rethinking. He was confused.  
 
    “Just tell me. This will go a whole lot easier if you do. If your mother calls, you’ll get an earful.”  
 
    “Gonna bring in your boys to lean on me, Daddy?” It was Shaunte’s turn to cock her head and look down her nose at the screen. “I’m dumping a big bucket of ice cold no all over your head. And my mother knows all kinds of things you don’t know, so you may want to rethink your strategy of trying to sic her on me. The tables could turn in a way that you don’t want.” Shaunte pointed at the screen to emphasize her point.  
 
    Tye leaned back in his chair. “What does your mother know that I don’t know?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know.” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Shaunte countered. 
 
    “I see this is getting me nowhere.” 
 
    “Nowhere fast, Dad.” Shaunte laughed softly. “I’m fine. Getting better with each day. I think Darklanding is getting better with each day. I’m starting to like it here. I actually like the people.” 
 
    “Actually? You say that as if you’re surprised. Don’t be, because I’m not. Everything else aside, it always comes down to the people. I knew you’d win them over, and great things would happen. Your mother and I are happy for you, Shaunte.”  
 
    Tye’s face flushed. He shook it off. He wasn’t used to being shmoopy.  
 
    “That means a lot, Daddy. I have to get back to work. Reports. That SagCon chairman is a real ball-buster, or so I hear. Can’t be late with the numbers.” Shaunte waved. 
 
    Tye waved back. “Give that sheriff of yours a kiss for us.” He signed off before the surprise registered on Shaunte’s face. 
 
    “There is no kissing,” she emphasized to the dark screen. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Meatheads,” Bob whispered in the training sergeant’s ear. “You’ve cultivated a full crop of meatheads.”  
 
    In front of them, the entire platoon wallowed in the mud pit after failing to navigate the balance beam as part of the obstacle course. Not one or two had fallen, but every single one of them.  
 
    “Solidarity, sir. We’re building a team here.”  
 
    “A team of meatheads.” The general leaned forward to look over their shoulders.  
 
    “Sergeant, how long are you going to let them flail in there?”  
 
    “As long as it takes, General,” Craken replied with more confidence than he felt.  
 
    “That’s the right answer. Now, why don’t you give them a little guidance. Maybe help them to help themselves?” the general prompted.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” The training sergeant eased to the edge of the pit. “That way! Form a chain and help each other out.”  
 
    The sergeant pointed where he knew the slope was more forgiving. The privates started clawing and pulling themselves in that direction. As soon as the first found a foothold, he reached out and helped the next man. Soon, they had a chain and the first private worked his way onto the shore. He put out his hand and started pulling his fellows from the mud.  
 
    “Well done, Sergeant,” Bob whispered. “Even a pack of meatheads can figure it out if you train them. Isn’t that your title, training? Why are you making it so hard?”  
 
    Sergeant Craken clenched his jaw so tightly that his face started to shake. Bob felt a certain gratification at getting under the man’s skin. The general was not amused. 
 
    “Bob,” the general warned.  
 
    The major backed away slowly.  
 
    The sergeant smiled to himself. He didn’t like the major, but the man wasn’t wrong. The quality of the recruits had dropped over time. The sergeant had seen the worst that humanity had to offer. Craken didn’t expect that TerroCom would bring out the best in the new recruits.  
 
    Training had always been about exceeding a minimum standard.  
 
    The platoon slimed their way to the training sergeant, where he screamed at them to get in formation. He turned to the general, ignoring the major. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Craken said. The major’s eyes blazed in fury that he had been bypassed.  
 
    “Shoot,” the general replied as he rethought the entire process, disappointment clear on his face.  
 
    “You wanted to find the all-stars. I suggest we start splitting them off now, with a little incentive to motivate those on the fence.”  
 
    The general’s boredom disappeared. “I’m intrigued. Explain.”  
 
    The major wanted to insert himself into the conversation, but held his tongue because he didn’t know where the sergeant was going. The major was also intrigued. 
 
    “We start peeling off the high performers. Give them better food, more time off, and less discipline training. And we do it in sight of the others. When we call them to attention, they pop. When we run trials and conduct combat drills, they go first, excel, and then get to relax. We treat them as elite forces.  
 
    “The average recruit is holding the all-stars back. Our general training regimen is to train to the least common denominator. Let’s train to a higher standard. When we find that the people want the perks, I think we’ll find people who are willing to work for them. From that, we build the esprit de corps from which TerroCom will thrive.”  
 
    General Quincy rubbed his chin in thought, mulling over the process, developing his plan of action, and finally making his decision. “Bob, go find us another training sergeant.”  
 
    The major was confused but smiled. Sergeant Craken’s shoulders hunched and face fell under the weight of the general’s declaration of his failure. 
 
    “We need a new sergeant to take the stragglers. Craken, select the all-stars and pull them aside. And, Bob, get some snacks and fruit punch out here. Let the positive reinforcement begin.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Tye paced his office, mumbling to himself as he looked at the floor.  
 
    He didn’t hear the soft knock at the door.  
 
    The chairman slowed his pacing as a smile crept across his face. He stopped and sighed. “I love the moments of clarity,” he told his empty office.  
 
    A loud knock made him jump. He’d had the voice-activated systems removed once security told him they were all vulnerabilities, which meant he had to manually unlock the door and let the person in.  
 
    “Hold on!” he yelled, even though with the soundproofing, no one beyond could hear him. He stormed to the door, but recovered his composure and smiled graciously as he gripped the handle, knowing that it was a guest and not his assistant, because his assistant would have called. 
 
    His assistant should have intercepted the people. Who would pound on his door like that? He pulled it open, not knowing who to expect.  
 
    Two members of the board and the minister of defense stood outside. Behind them, Tye’s assistant held up his hands in frustrated surrender.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Tye told the middle-aged woman before turning to his guests. “My assistant would have been happy to help you. That is what I pay her for. We’re not barbarians, at least I didn’t think we were.”  
 
    Tye did not offer his hand. None of the people before him made demands on his time without his approval and none of them commanded his respect.  
 
    Finally, the minister accepted his place, as much as it chafed. “My apologies, Chairman. I let my exuberance run away with me.”  
 
    I guess that will work, Tye thought. As long as you know your place. 
 
    “Pay it no mind, Minister. We all get wrapped up in our own worlds. Life is complex and pulls us in many directions, does it not?” Tye asked, having maintained his smile throughout. He held out his hand and the minister took it, gripping tightly as military tended to do. Tye squeezed back, refusing to yield. One of the other board members bumped the minister, breaking the power handshake, as he leaned in to make his greeting. 
 
    His handshake was soft and deferential. He didn’t challenge the chairman’s authority, not on a physical level. The other board member leaned in for a quick shake.  
 
    Lackeys, Tye thought, even though the two were considered to be the seventh and eighth most powerful men in the inner system.  
 
    “What brings you to my office, Minister? You found yourself downtown, discovered these two, and decided to go slumming? Despite the fact that you took the elevator up, this is a step down from where you work.”  
 
    The other board members laughed politely. The minister smiled but didn’t reply.  
 
    “Please come in and make yourselves comfortable.” Tye pointed to the couch and chairs arranged around a small coffee table. Had he wanted to further lord his power over them, he would have opted for his desk, making the visitors sit before him.  
 
    He’d made his point. The minister’s apology reestablished the individual positions. There was a hierarchy and order to things that needed to be maintained, at least in Tye’s mind.   
 
    He also appreciated the board members stepping in to break the power handshake. Tye flexed his fingers behind his back, trying to reestablish the feeling. He had been too close to losing the handshake battle. Maybe his fellows were looking out for him. He nodded to them as they took their seats.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Minister?” Tye asked congenially.  
 
    “We are forming a new military unit, and we’ll need cutting edge equipment, body armor, personal weapons, and training areas that are out of sight of the public, if you get my meaning.” The minister looked around the room as if listening devices would be obvious. 
 
    “I give you my personal guarantee that what gets said in this room is private. My office is not bugged in any way, Minister.” The chairman held his hands up, palms out to placate any concerns. “We can ramp up production along a number of product lines as required. And training areas. What is it that you were looking for?” 
 
    “The issue with the equipment is that…” The minister hesitated and looked around again. “We need utmost discretion at all levels on this. We need limited quantities, only hundreds instead of thousands, to begin with, and they need to be produced as part of the usual run, but then siphoned off to a secondary depot.”  
 
    Tye leaned back in his chair while the other two board members leaned forward. They saw opportunity. The chairman did, too, but on the side of leverage, not profit.   
 
    “Of course, we can do that,” Tye said casually. He maintained a look of indifference as he turned slightly to look out the window. “The weather has been magnificent this time of year. I don’t get out as often as I’d like. Maybe later, we can play a round of golf. I can clear my schedule, and we’re assured a convenient  tee time.”  
 
    The minister furled his brow. “I really don’t have the time.” The man shifted in his seat as if his overstuffed chair had become a hard wooden bench. 
 
    “We’ll play just nine holes then. I’ll see you around four.” The chairman stood, relaxed, drinking in the power of his position. Sometimes, it seemed like he didn’t even have to try. They came to him, bowing at his feet as they begged for favors.  
 
    He no longer worried about sneaking anything into the minutes.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Nicely done, Craken,” General Quincy said. He put his hand on the man’s shoulder as they watched the first eight recruits who the sergeant had selected as the cream of the crop.  
 
    They led the way through the obstacle course, surging far ahead of the rest of the platoon. When they finished, they found soft drinks and snacks waiting for them. They were allowed to sit down and watch the others.  
 
    When the first of the second group finished, they were kept to the side, put in formation where they could see the other recruits lounging while their fellows were struggling through the obstacle course.  
 
    The general didn’t care about the second group of recruits.  
 
    Craken did. He moved to the front of his handpicked recruits. “Listen up,” he said in a low voice, looking from face to face to make sure they understood he was serious. “You get to relax, but you will never make fun of anyone over there. We want them to see what they’re really made of, how deep they can dig within themselves. They will want to join you, but not if you’re a pack of buttholes. You will be held to the highest standards at all times. Do you get me?”  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” they replied in unison, not yelling.  
 
    Craken didn’t need them to yell. He only needed them to understand their role as professionals. Something he’d been at one time, before he was forced to ship more warm bodies into the warzone. Training became the recruit completion course. Shove them through. Help them meet the minimum standard and then force the next bunch through. 
 
    In the end, sending them to the meat grinder that was the Alpha Centauri System, where most of the fighting took place on Centauri Prime. He hadn’t gone.  
 
    The sergeant had never been in combat.  
 
    “General, if it’s not too bold, when this group is done, I would like to join them, leave training behind.”  
 
    Quincy looked at the sergeant. “Who would select the next bunch, and the one after that? Who would train the trainers in what to look for?”  
 
    The major returned from his latest excursion. The general and the sergeant both looked at him. “We have our answer,” the general said as one eyebrow twitched upward. “Bob, I have a proposition for you,” the general started.  
 
    The major’s face dropped. He expected to be sent on another gopher mission.  
 
    “How would you like to be promoted to the rank of lieutenant colonel?”  
 
    Bob’s shock disappeared, and he grinned broadly.  
 
    “But there are conditions. You would remain behind, manage the training command, and keep the elite soldiers flowing to us at our remote training headquarters.”  
 
    The major focused on a point over the general’s shoulder as he stared, lost in thought.  
 
    Lieutenant Colonel, and I get to stay home… 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Tiberius Plastes worked the clubhouse of the exclusive golf resort by shaking hands and saying a few kind words to each of the people with whom he shook hands. The premium power play would have been to make the minister wait, but the short-term gain would not have yielded the long-term result he wanted.   
 
    The chairman watched out of the corner of his eye for when the minister’s motorcade arrived. Tye excused himself and went to the front door, politely waiting on the minister as he exited his limousine, his usual security nowhere to be seen. 
 
    A benefit of the club owned and used exclusively by SagCon’s senior leaders was watertight security and that it was never busy. Members of the board were the few regulars, though unfortunately, Tye wasn’t one of them. He hoped he wasn’t too far off his game for the two hours he was going to spend in the same cart with the defense minister.  
 
    The minister spotted the chairman and nodded, before making a beeline up the stairs. Tye wondered where the two members of the board were, since the most junior members usually showed up first. One never made the senior partners wait. 
 
    But Tye considered it to be fortuitous, and he would grant a favor to the two men for giving him unimpeded access to the defense minister. Two hours of alone time to gain a full understanding of what needed to be done, work the deal, and then seal the deal.  
 
    “If you will, Minister, we’re checked in and the first tee is open. The others were unavoidably detained and won’t be joining us, unfortunately,” the chairman apologized while waving the minister to follow, glancing one last time at the roadway and drop-off area.  
 
     *** 
 
    “Just us, then?” the minister asked as the two men swung their clubs to loosen stiff muscles.  
 
    “Yes. I respect your time, Minister, and the two of us can play in an hour. My game is off, but I’ll do what I can to keep the ball out of the woods.”  
 
    “As will I, Chairman. And please, call me Westy, since it’s just us out here.”  
 
    Tiberius Plastes smiled inwardly. Five of the seven ministers had told him to call them by their first name or nickname. The president was also an old acquaintance. Power wasn’t necessarily about money. 
 
    The chairman was at the point in his life where he realized how much he had missed of his daughter’s life. He was playing catchup and would do what he had to in order to make up for the past.  
 
    Once time is lost, it can never be recovered. The chairman learned that lesson early, but his investments had been in the Sagittarian Conglomerate and his meteoric rise within the executive ranks. He always assumed that he’d have time later, but Shaunte had joined SagCon and made her own mark, getting promoted until she accepted the position at Darklanding.  
 
    Now she was gone and her career would end in Darklanding, not through any fault of her own, if Tiberius didn’t help her recover from the things that were out of her control. SagCon punished people for bad luck. Even if their last name was Plastes. 
 
    “Call me Tye,” the chairman said with a smile, offering honors, the opportunity to tee off first to the minister. The other man stepped up hesitantly, teed his ball, took two more practice swings, lined up, and with a mighty hack, hooked his ball into the warm-up range far to the left of the first hole.  
 
    “My apologies, Westy,” Tye said. “I forgot to get a scorecard. Since we’re not keeping score, might as well swing again. Punch it out there.”  
 
    The man produced a second ball, which joined the first, and then a third that finally made it into play. The man grunted, flushed, and walked to the back of the tee without making eye contact.  
 
    Golf was about a personal struggle with a perfection that could never be achieved. A too-small ball being propelled through a vast universe at the end of a club that required geometric precision from a flawed human body. Some were better at it than others, but it was more about coping with failure, luck, and course management. If the player knew their shot would be errant, how could they make sure the next shot was playable in a way that allowed them to still get the ball into the hole within the stroke limit?  
 
    How people played the game was a window into how they lived their lives. Tye already had valuable insight into the defense minister’s psyche. 
 
    Tye sent his ball down the middle of the fairway, a moderate distance, but not long. In his younger days, he would have pounded it much harder. But as he grew older, he learned that placement for his next shot was more important than going long.  
 
    “Are you sandbagging me?” Westy said as he watched the shot.  
 
    “Pure luck, I assure you. I expect to send the next shot into the sand.” Tye chuckled before turning serious. “A beautiful day, Westy. For me, it’s not about hitting the ball, but about getting outside. I could spend all day every day in my office, and I still wouldn’t catch up. Being free from the grind is worth its weight in gold.”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” The minister nodded knowingly, the embarrassment of his first two shots forgotten.  
 
    Tye drove the cart and didn’t bother driving to pick up the errant balls. They were best left behind, like all things that had no place in the present.  
 
    Westy relaxed as he stood over his second shot. He swung easily and sent it sailing straight toward the green. It came up short, but the next shot would be a simple pitch.  
 
    “Well done!” Tye said, sounding more surprised than he intended. The minister laughed out loud.  
 
    “Even a blind squirrel can find an acorn, eh, Tye?”  
 
    As he climbed back into the cart, he looked at the chairman. “We’re forming a new military unit that we hope will eventually conduct the preponderance of our missions. General Adam Quincy is running the program to find the best of the best, train them in tactics that don’t involve slogging it out between two major ground forces. Hit and run tactics, infiltration, sabotage, surgical strikes, and other things like that. But the people will see that as an aggressive military move forward when they are still reeling from the cost of our win in the Alpha Centauri System.” 
 
    The man paused as Tye lined up his next shot. The chairman was able to put his thoughts on hold for a moment. He pulled a long iron, took an easy swing, and dropped his shot into the middle of the green. The minister nodded approvingly. 
 
    “I may have sandbagged you a little bit, but we’re not keeping score. Pray, continue, Westy. The cost of our victory…”  
 
    “Even though we managed the media message, too many of our boys and girls never came home. Word gets out.” The minister squinted beneath a troubled brow. Maybe the losses had gotten to him, too, or maybe it was something else. Tye wanted to know, but wouldn’t press. “This elite force will fly under the radar. We, I mean I, need your help to keep this low-key. I’m not a fan of backroom deals, but that’s what this needs to be. Keep TerroCom’s existence out of the public eye, and I’ll make it worth your while.”  
 
    “We are all taxpayers, so gouging the government only gouges ourselves. We’ll produce the gear with the standard markup and will bury the costs within the usual purchases, which we will reduce comparably. That can be done without setting off any alarms. Hold the inspector general at bay, and the TerroCom logistics train will never see the light of day. You had also mentioned a training area?”  
 
    “I did. Keeping things quiet on Melborn is problematic, to say the least. But you run operations on frontier planets bordering the outer systems. If you could make a couple available, we can provide extra security both on and off world for those planets. All we need is about ten thousand square kilometers to call our own. Out of sight, out of mind.”  
 
    Tye parked the cart to the side of the green as the defense minister walked toward his ball, carrying a variety of clubs. The chairman pulled out his putter and waited by the cart.  
 
    There was much to think about. The opportunities were endless, but making it work in his best interest, whether TerroCom remained a secret or made the front page of the Melborn Daily, required more thought.  
 
    Much more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    “I never requisitioned a new chair because you told me not to. I never put in a construction order to rebuild the old jail because there are no funds. I never ordered anything you’re asking about.” Shaunte remained standing behind her desk with her hands on her hips.  
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry stood in front of the desk, waiting patiently. He pursed his lips and sucked his teeth, contorting his face as he waited for a better answer.  
 
    Shaunte giggled and turned away.  
 
    Thad remained silent as he didn’t have a witty comeback. He wondered where the wires had gotten crossed.  
 
    Shaunte finally sat down and looked at him over the top of her computer screens. “Oh,” she said, sounding forced. “You’re still here.”  
 
    “Nice try, but you’re not getting rid of me that easily.” He walked around the desk until he could sit on the corner of it. “You really need chairs for guests. There’s no way this is what you want.”  
 
    Thad pointed at the small space between the two of them. Shaunte wondered if he was baiting her, trying to get her to give something away. She leaned back, checking her monitors to make sure they were blank before returning her gaze to the upstart sitting on her desk.  
 
    “You’re not getting a new chair,” she finally declared, nodding to add emphasis.   
 
    The sheriff stared at her. She stared back. He forced his eyes open as he refused to blink. Shaunte’s eyes started to burn. Someone knocked and they both blinked. Shaunte shook her head, wondering why she was acting like a twelve-year-old. 
 
    The sheriff got up and hurried to the front of the desk. He blinked rapidly to moisten his eyes. He stood to the side with his hands behind his back.  
 
    “Yes?” Shaunte called in a loud voice.  
 
    The door opened and Dixie walked in with Pierre close behind. She stopped to look the sheriff up and down before narrowing her eyes at the Company Man.  
 
    “I appreciate you putting that chair on order for me, Shaunte. That is very nice of you. If you’ll excuse me, I have duties requiring my attention.” The sheriff tipped his hat and squeezed around Miss Dixie.  
 
    “There’s no chair on order,” Shaunte said softly to the sheriff’s back. Then she yelled after him once he’d made his way from her office. “There’s no chair! And what duties?”  
 
    Pierre cocked his head, unsure of what he’d seen and heard. Dixie scowled.  
 
    Shaunte rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tye stood on the ninth green, his ball close enough to be tapped into the hole. The defense minister was on his third swing to get his ball from the sand trap. Finally, with a great wave of sand, the ball launched like a rocket. Tye caught it on the way past, smacked it against the flagpole, and dropped it next to the hole.  
 
    “Bravo!” he cheered. “Like a laser beam, you drilled the stick, and here it lies.”  
 
    “I meant to do that,” Westy chuckled, taking the chairman’s word for it. He hadn’t seen a thing. Tye’s fellow board members were on the hill and had seen it all. They wondered if the entire round had gone that way. 
 
    It had.  
 
    The minister raked the sand trap, making sure it was smooth with a military precision. On Melborn, only those who served could become the defense minister. Westy had put in his time, worked his way up the ranks, and continued his career into politics.  
 
    But he’d never learned to be good at golf.  
 
    As the minister approached without his putter, Tye declared the man’s putt to be good. Westy reciprocated, and the two shook hands.  
 
    “First order of two hundred sets of equipment will begin production tomorrow,” Tye reiterated. “You can count on our discretion. As for the training facility, I have two places in mind, but I need to confirm a couple things from the office before I can commit.” 
 
    “Maybe both? One for training and one for live-fire exercises. That would be optimal.”  
 
    “Optimal is what we do at SagCon, Westy.” Tye wrapped his second hand over the minister’s hand as he smiled warmly.  
 
    The two members of the board strolled up. Tye made eye contact and shook his head slightly. The men hesitated.  
 
    “I’m sorry you weren’t able to catch up with us, but we all know that work comes before play. I’m happy that you were able to join us now, at least. Time for a drink, Minister?”  
 
    Westy looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, but no.” He picked up his clubs before quickly shaking the hands of the other men and walking off. Tye looked down the fairway and saw a foursome standing there, waiting impatiently. He held up his hands, waved, and hurried off the green. 
 
    “If I may be so bold, Chairman, what kind of deal did you work?” one board member asked.  
 
    “Tomorrow, my good man. I need to think through the details, make a few calls, and then finalize the arrangements. I will let you know tomorrow.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “What?” Shaunte looked at the screen. Her father smiled back at her. “You want what?”  
 
    “I need about ten thousand square kilometers out of sight of anyone and everyone for live-fire training done by a secret military unit. TerroCom will be the future of our military. Darklanding can be on the ground floor. And I think it will help with financial matters, as the rent will be nice hedge against other issues. Or it can buttress an increasingly successful operation,” Tye explained patiently.  
 
    “You want me to turn a blind eye to a military unit blowing up the planet so I can get paid under the table?” Shaunte stood up and clenched her fists. Just when she thought her father was starting to understand her, he demonstrated that he didn’t. It was always his way. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Shaunte pounded her fist on the desk and leaned close to the screen. 
 
    “I prefer not to look down your cleavage, my dear.” Tiberius pointed at the screen.  
 
    The Company Man flopped down in her chair, sat up straight, and glared at the screen.  
 
    “No.” Shaunte crossed her arms and continued to glare at the screen. 
 
    “I’ll give you more time to think about it. I have to go coordinate some things on this end for the alternate location, just in case it doesn’t work for you.” Tiberius Plastes waved good-bye as he signed off.  
 
    And here I am, staring at a blank screen once again as Daddy is going to do what he wants to do, Shaunte thought. What he thinks is best for me, but only as he sees it through his lens. 
 
    She sighed heavily and leaned back. Production reports, cost statements, requisitions, profitability estimates, and more were piled into her inbox. She thought about opening them and burying herself in her work, but dismissed that idea. She stood, put on her coat, and strolled from her office, the weight of the world carried on her narrow shoulders. 
 
    The fate of Ungwilook depended on her ability to talk the chairman of SagCon’s board out of a course of action he had already decided on.  
 
    As she walked through the Mother Lode, she looked at the faces of the miners, the workers, the ranchers, and the natives. The look of the naïve, hard-working people who called Darklanding home, even if only temporarily.  
 
    I owe it to you not to let SagCon spoil your home.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tye stroked his chin in thought. “You’ll thank me later, my daughter.”  
 
    He scrolled through a number of screens on his computer, reviewing various reports and the latest growth projections. SagCon was enjoying the post-war bump. Tye thought the numbers should have been higher, but accepted that they were better than his predecessor, the luck of timing, if nothing else.  
 
    “Rebuilding the military machine will bump our profits into the stratosphere. Two years of that, I sell my shares and retire on my own planet.” The chairman stood and started pacing.  
 
    He dismissed Shaunte’s concerns as he thought about the rest of the Sagittarian Conglomerate’s main businesses. Import and export. Transshipment. Construction. Management.  
 
    But his attention kept returning to the branch where his daughter was making her name: resource exploration.  
 
    The intercom buzzed as Tye’s executive assistant rang through. “Yes?”  
 
    “Mister Chairman, Mister Board Member Philbert Slog requests to see you.”  
 
    “Send him in, please.” Tye returned to his desk and sat down.  
 
    The door opened and Phil walked in, head held high. He turned toward the couch and chairs, but Tye pointed to the chairs in front of the desk. Phil hesitated for a moment before joining the chairman at his desk.  
 
    “How are you doing this morning, Tye?” the man asked. 
 
    Tiberius Plastes smiled in the way that all politicians could--warm and welcoming without giving away his personal mood.  
 
    “It is so nice to see you, Phil. What brings you here? Slumming again?”  
 
    The board member shook his head. “I wanted to update you on inner system construction. We’ve run into a bit of red tape on two projects right here on Melborn. I ask for your guidance in helping me through that so we can keep construction moving forward.”  
 
    What you want is a favor, Tye thought.  
 
    And the dance began. For the next forty-five minutes, Tye and Phil went back and forth in the horse-trading of one favor for others.  
 
    In the end, Tye agreed to make a call to a certain official with regulatory approval. The cost for the official’s new hovercar would be paid out of Phil’s official expense account. Construction would move forward and in the end, Phil would have far more credits than what it cost. A short-term investment with a long-term gain.  
 
    Tye would get what he wanted, which was someone to take the fall should things go south. Some people would call the person a patsy, but Tye wouldn’t denigrate Phil with such a title. He preferred the term loyal insider. The chairman would test it by giving Phil the next bit of misinformation to insert into the minutes.  
 
    Tiberius Plastes’s plan moved forward along its original path. Everything worked out in the end. If it wasn’t working out, then it wasn’t the end.  
 
    Tye shook hands warmly with Philbert Slog, a two-handed shake to maximize physical contact, holding it for longer than usual.  
 
    “You will have what you desire, unless it’s the chairmanship, and then you may even get that, but not for a little while. I have some things left to do.” Tye chuckled at his inside joke.  
 
    “In due time, Mister Chairman. All in due time. You have taught me the value of patience, planning, and being ready to execute those plans when the conditions are most favorable.” Phil nodded and turned to leave. 
 
    “Take care, my friend.” Tye watched the man go, leaving the office with his shoulders back and his chest thrust out, pride surrounding him like a glowing aura.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    General Quincy returned Bob’s salute after pinning on the lieutenant colonel’s new rank. Sergeant Craken watched the proceedings along with Bob’s wife and other guests. It was the most informal of formal ceremonies, but Bob didn’t care.  
 
    Neither did the general, who considered it a means to an end.  
 
    It was another piece in the puzzle that was TerroCom—an agile ground force, small, well-armed, designed to replace legions of soldiers. 
 
    After the handshakes, the general excused himself, waving for Craken to follow. The lieutenant colonel barely noticed the departure as a group of sycophants lined up for their face time with the new boss.  
 
    “Have we nailed down the training base, General?” the sergeant asked as the pair walked briskly toward the waiting car.  
 
    “I think so. Most aren’t going to like it, so we won’t tell them. We’re going to Centauri Prime, and you need to keep that under your hat, Sergeant.”  
 
    “The Alpha Centauri System?” Craken cocked his head in wonder, falling back from the general.  
 
    Quincy slowed, impatiently waving for the sergeant to catch up.  
 
    “Where else? We already have everything in place, barracks, training facilities, actual combat sites. The only prohibition is against live munitions. We don’t need anything other than laser training aids for Centauri Prime. We have a separate planet for live-fire exercises, a place called Darklanding.”  
 
    “Never heard of Darklanding, but as long as we can shoot and scoot over a variety of landscapes, our troops will learn what they need. Wait, I didn’t know we had barracks or permanent facilities on Centauri Prime.”  
 
    “They aren’t ours, but we acquired them as part of the surrender. We left a small garrison behind, ostensibly for peacekeeping, but they are almost useless except to show the flag. TerroCom will have everything they need, enough logistics support and facilities for five thousand.” The general beamed.  
 
    “Not to butter your muffin, General, but you think so far outside the box, why didn’t TerroCom exist before now?” Sergeant Craken walked quickly to keep pace with the general. 
 
    “Son, almost every reaction needs a catalyst. I needed mine, and now we are embarked on a journey to reshape the military forces of the inner system in a way that old Earth would be proud of, something that they were never able to accomplish.”  
 
    Craken rushed forward to open the vehicle’s door for the general. Quincy stopped. “Head to your barracks and pack. Check the heavy lift schedule, and you’ll find that HMT-416 has been assigned to the Ground Forces for a routine relocation. That’s our ride. Get our people ready, because we leave in the morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s genius, really,” Phil told Tye as they dined in yet another in a series of choke-and-puke restaurants, places that neither of them would ever casually enter. This was the game they played, ever since their uncomfortable meeting at Greasy Gorgon’s Gollburgers. “A place where no one will look, off the beaten path, but on the primary space lanes. Genius.”  
 
    “It had more pros than cons,” Tye suggested. He knew it was genius because there were no cons. It had come to him as he was falling asleep. Energized, he’d jumped out of bed, startling his wife, and started making calls. In an hour, he had everything lined up. 
 
    Out of the news. Out of sight. Out of mind. 
 
    No one wanted to hear another word about Centauri Prime. It was time to turn resources inward, rebuild the economy of the inner system. Frontier world budgets were reduced while the demand for their resources increased three-fold. Chairman Stoddard had blocked the increase in Darklanding’s budget. Tye couldn’t add funds for another cycle, unless the additional funding bypassed normal processes. 
 
    Straight from the ministry of defense’s coffers to Darklanding. All Shaunte had to do was let TerroCom blow up patches of dead earth on the other side of the planet from the inhabited region. 
 
    Why is she being so stubborn? Tye wondered. It was the closest anyone would get to free money. All she had to do was cordon off a patch of land that no one was using.  
 
    How could it get any easier?  
 
    “Chairman?” Phil asked. Tye shook his head and let his eyes focus on the man across the table. “I lost you for a minute. Credit for your thoughts?”  
 
    “Still working out some details in my mind. When everything is solid, I’ll share. I don’t like talking about half-baked ideas.” 
 
    “Maybe bouncing them off someone will help bring them to fruition?” Phil ventured.  
 
    “Thank you for the very kind offer, but that’s not how I work. I’ll let you know when the time is right.” The server brought two platters and set them on the table. “I admit that I enjoy these excursions. Although my stomach doesn’t thank me for what I eat in these places, my taste buds are always titillated.”  
 
    “Titillated? I didn’t know anyone used that word anymore.” Phil adjusted in his seat, accepting that he wasn’t the chairman’s confidant, but maybe that day would come. Patience, he cautioned.  
 
    “Tantalized or maybe scandalized?” Tye smiled at his rhyme while studying the meal before him—a burrito with extra cheese and a nearly a full plate of nachos, with hot peppers and swimming in cheese. “Yes, I think scandalized is the proper term.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Sheriff Fry looked at the balcony above where Shaunte Plastes was crooking a finger at him. He turned back and forth before pointing to himself. The look on her face suggested she wasn’t in the mood for games. 
 
    You have such a way with women, Fry-man, he thought. Maybe you ought to invest in one of those robots. Tempting, but I’m going to have to say no. They are a bit spendy and way too obvious in a place like Darklanding. Damn! I can’t believe I’m even thinking about this. Why doesn’t Dixie have sexbots? Maybe she does. Have you asked? Damn! Get yourself under control, Fry-man! 
 
    Thaddeus strolled to the steps with no sense of urgency, looking down as his mind wrestled with itself. He climbed the steps, woodenly, finally reaching the level where the Company Man was standing with her hands on her hips, impatiently tapping one foot.  
 
    “Hello,” Thad said in a low voice, before shaking his head. “I expect there’s some legal matter that requires my immediate attention?”  
 
    “There’s a matter all right, but it’s your military background that will help me with insight into resolving the issue.” She turned and strode briskly into her office.  
 
    Thad followed closely, never minding walking behind her. He stopped and shook his head once again. Damn! Get yourself under control! He hurried into the office and stood in front of her desk, noting that she still hadn’t gotten a chair where visitors could sit. He stood with his weight on one leg and tried to look casual.  
 
    She looked him up and down, but with an odd expression. “Why are you standing like that?”  
 
    “Because if I sat on the floor, it would be even less comfortable.” He tilted his head and cocked on eyebrow at her. 
 
    “As you wish. Close the door, please.” She looked at her monitor, mashed a few buttons, and waited for the system to power down before she started talking. Thad reached behind and flipped the door shut. “Nothing we say can leave this room. My father is going to use the other side of the planet for a live-fire range.”  
 
    The sheriff instantly became hyper-aware. His senses tingled at the thought of a major military installation on Ungwilook. “Tell him no,” was the best he could come up with.  
 
    “I’ve already told him no, but if you knew my father, you would know that he doesn’t take no for an answer.”  
 
    “I can’t guarantee that there aren’t natives living over there. They live underground, so we aren’t sure where any of their population centers are. Can I call Mast and get him involved?”  
 
    Shaunte clenched her teeth and grimaced.  
 
    Thad’s face fell and he sighed heavily.  
 
    “We can’t let anyone know that we know, just in case it goes south.”  
 
    “It is going to go south. Air Traffic Control is going to see the ships, whether the military only performs landings and conducts live fire with ground weapons, or worse, they use air and space vehicles to shoot at targets on the ground. No matter what, we’re going to see it from over here and if any natives get killed, we’ll hear about it in short order. The Ungloks will not take this lightly.”  
 
    “Those were my thoughts exactly,” Shaunte conceded before blowing out a breath. She sat with shoulders hunched before looking up with sad eyes. “What can we do, without looking like we’re doing anything?”  
 
    “We need to find out if there any Ungloks living anywhere near there. Give me some coordinates and I’ll take Mast Jotham for a ride. He should be able to figure out quickly whether his people have caves or settlements in the area. I’ll have to think about what to tell him as to why we’re doing it.”  
 
    “Expanded mining operation for a possible second site, but only if it is uninhabited?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Thad scratched his face. She’d been thinking about it for much longer than his three seconds and seemed to predict that he’d recruit his deputy for the survey.  
 
    “Sounds like you already had the answer,” he said coldly. He didn’t like feeling played. 
 
    Shaunte saw his reaction and waved a hand as if erasing something in the air. “May I call you Thad?” He nodded congenially, although unsure of her motives in getting friendly. “I don’t have anyone I can confide in, no one for a girls night out where I can complain about that brute of a sheriff.”  
 
    He chuckled. She was wearing her dress as if ready to go to a cocktail party and not spend the day in her office on a frontier planet where the uniform of the day was the company jumpsuit. He looked down. His uniform suit was clean as usual, the markings on the sleeve showing that he was management, the color of the suit for the support services, and his badge prominently displayed. His blaster was at his side. He was in a position of trust, but could he be trusted? 
 
    “I’m not your girl’s night out kind of friend, but you can trust me to keep our secrets because they aren’t just yours. We share the responsibilities, Shaunte. We share the burden when things go bad, but if I can get in front of potential issues? That is the best case. I hope that I’ve never done anything that would make you think that you can’t trust me.”  
 
    Shaunte shook her head. “The opposite, actually. You’ve shown me that you can be trusted, so here we are.” She rolled her chair back and patted the corner of her desk. The sheriff looked at it for a moment before moving around her desk, trying not to be clumsy as he hiked a cheek onto the corner. He clasped his hands over his raised leg and raised his eyebrows, focusing on the woman before him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to look trustworthy,” he replied before shaking out his shoulders.  
 
    “You look like an idiot.” She pursed her lips before speaking again. 
 
    Her full. Red. Lips.  
 
    Damn it, Fry-man! Thad clenched his jaw. One lip quivered upward in a partial snarl. She acted like she didn’t notice.  
 
    “I don’t have a timeframe for when this will happen, but usually, my father has the train so far down the tracks that there’s nothing that can be done to stop it. So, the sooner you can do the survey, the better off we’ll be. I hope that no one is out there. That is the only way this could end well.”  
 
    “Even then, I’m not so sure. Every range has an on-ground contingent to manage the targets and boundaries. Otherwise it would be even more of a free-for-all. No, they’ll have to land someone first. We’ll need to meet those people at that time. They’ll be hard-asses, but I’ve dealt with their sort before. The good part about getting this position to fulfill my remaining time in service commitment is that I didn’t resign my commission. I’m still a captain. That used to carry some weight.”  
 
    “I’m sure it still does. Knowing my father, I expect he factored that into his equation and is counting on me to get you involved. You may have to fly to the side of the planet at a moment’s notice, depending on when we see the military ships appear.” Shaunte shifted uncomfortably. Every action required people to know a small part of the big picture.  
 
    “Sign off on a ship for us. We’ll have it prepped and ready to go. Mast and I will be on a short leash. In the interim, we’ll need it to survey the planet for Unglok colonies. That’s not quite a sheriff’s duty, but we can convince the people that we’re the best ones to do it, guarantee the sanctity of the natives and their way of life.”  
 
    “If we’d only done that with the initial planetary surveys…” Shaunte stopped mid-sentence, re-thought her words, and started anew. “We have to play the hand we’re dealt, which means we have to make the best chicken salad out of, well, you know what we have as our main ingredient.”  
 
    “I do.” Thad reached down and gripped Shaunte’s shoulder. She looked at his hand and then into his eyes. “We’ll do everything we can to make this right, Shaunte. You can trust me, and more than that, you can count on me to watch your back.”  
 
    He looked at his hand as if it had a life of its own before removing it from the Company Man. He stood and without another word, fled from Shaunte’s office.  
 
    “I know,” she said as the door closed behind him. “I don’t want you to get caught up in my world, where people like my father treat people like you as pawns, to be sacrificed so they can win the game. You are so naïve, a breath of fresh air.” She reached to the spot where he’d sat. It was still warm.  
 
    She closed her eyes and turned her imagination loose…  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Tye stood in the clubhouse waiting on the defense minister. Despite the man’s abominable swing and horrendous score from the previous round, he had enjoyed himself so much, he now blocked ninety minutes every week for nine holes of golf. 
 
    Tiberius Plastes carved out the time, too. Initially, he was hesitant.   
 
    Every minute of the chairman’s time was an investment. He saw the world in terms of return on investment. Tye gauged his efforts in terms of the biggest payback, getting the appropriate allocation of time. The defense minister was worth far beyond the supply of equipment and off-world training facilities. The relationship had the potential to help break the stranglehold that Cornelius Vandersun had on interstellar travel. 
 
    What if SagCon got a cut instead of the richest man in the universe? Fur would fly, but competition was good, at least until SagCon won, then they’d do their best to stifle all contenders.  
 
    It was the way of the business world. The business universe. 
 
    “Howdy, Chairman!” the defense minister called with a big smile.  
 
    How did you ever get your position? Tye wondered while giving the minister his most welcoming smile.  
 
    The two men shook hands, made small talk, and headed for the first tee.  
 
    “I heard that the general has taken the first group and deployed,” the minister said when they were alone.  
 
    “All is on track. The second and third groups are being formed. General Quincy has discovered a number of veterans with potential and they are being screened at present. We can’t have any lingering mental issues for the best armed combat unit in the known galaxy. I thought the training area was…”  
 
    The minister held up a hand and quickly turned away. “I don’t want to know the details! You ever hear of plausible deniability?” He grabbed a club from the back of the cart and walked toward his ball.  
 
    “They’re on Centauri Prime,” Tye said firmly. No, you don’t, you scum-sucking toad. You are going to share the knowledge right along with me. 
 
    The minister stopped and hung his head. He turned around with his eyes on fire. Tye smiled at him and slowly walked up, checking to make sure no one was on the tee behind them.  
 
    “Minister. This is a secret between us. Men like you and me are able to keep secrets, deny knowing that which we aren’t supposed to know, even when they know that we know.” Tye laughed softly, turning to look at the green. He licked a finger and held it up to the wind. “By being together, people will suspect something, even if there is nothing going on. It is the way of things, the way of those in power. So we will know and we will do what’s best for our concerns, protect those in our charge, and do what’s right, by our own standards, of course.”  
 
    The minister chewed on the inside of his cheek, narrowing his eyes in contemplation.  
 
    “They never tell you what it’s like, being in this position. There is no mentor or person to help who doesn’t have an agenda. Sink or swim. That’s the only way it’s done. I hope you can understand where I was coming from. Men like us aren’t like me. I will be learning every day I wear this hat until I get crucified in the court of public opinion for something I probably won’t have done. In the interim, I’ll do the best I can for Melborn and the inner system. I’m not one to break eggs, but I will deal with men like you. I know that you see the profit, but you’ll also give me what I want, which is hopefully what I need.”  
 
    The minister hesitated as he fought to find the words, but nothing came to mind. He shrugged it off.  
 
    “I hope we can be friends, Tye, although I understand when the time comes for the sacrifice.”  
 
    “I will do everything I can to ensure that doesn’t happen, Westy. You and I will navigate this asteroid field while accelerating toward light speed. We’re not afraid because TerroCom is the future. They will protect us when no one else can, and they’ll do it where the inner system doesn’t know they’ve been protected. After the Alpha Centauri campaign, people are tired of worrying, of being afraid. We will give them peace of mind.”  
 
    “A laudable goal, my friend. That is all I ever want.”  
 
    And that is what you are going to pay handsomely for, Tye thought. You’ll be helping my daughter make her fortune, so she can step out on her own, too. That means a lot to me, and for that, I will help you.  
 
    “Fear not, my friend. SagCon wields some influence across the spectrum of Melborn’s affairs. Nothing you fear will see the light of day. We will move forward smartly, no?”  
 
    The minister clapped a hand on the chairman’s shoulder. “There is no doubt about that. So they’ve gone to Centauri Prime? At first blush, that seems insane, but after thinking about it, I believe that it could be genius.”  
 
    “If only we were that lucky with our golf game,” the chairman diverted, pointing to the minister’s ball in the rough. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Mast Jotham is displeased with this flight,” the deputy said. 
 
    “Mast, why are you talking about yourself in the third person?” Thaddeus Fry asked.  
 
    The Unglok checked the cockpit of the small flyer. “There is no third person,” he whispered, looking askance as he leaned away from the sheriff.  
 
    “Just a saying, my good man, just a saying. What was the point you were trying to make before I so rudely interrupted?” The sheriff turned toward his deputy. The craft was flying itself at that point. They had a long way to go. Mast didn’t play cards, so there was usually a great deal of boredom when they traveled together.  
 
    Maximus was out cold, wedged behind the front seats. Thad couldn’t imagine why the pig-dog was so tired. He had yet to see him burn any calories in the months that they’d known each other. 
 
    “My studies of being a lawman suggest that we should be keeping the peace and not surveying the planet. This is very muchly outside our scope of duties. I don’t like it. If we meet Ungloks, I doubt I will speak their language. I will be as dark as you.”  
 
    “In the dark, I think you mean, but what are you saying? How would they not speak Unglok?”  
 
    “Do you speak human?”  
 
    “We speak Galactic Standard. But there isn’t a single human language… Oh. But there aren’t many of you!” Thad screwed his face tightly as he tried to remember the long-ago lessons from school. “Damn. The farther apart you are, the less likely that language would have integrated, or something like that. I’m not a linguist.”  
 
    “You are very problems,” Mast said firmly. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “It is muchly clear, yes?”  
 
    “It is muchly not clear.” The sheriff slouched in the pilot’s seat. “I hope we don’t find any settlements.” 
 
    “Me, too, Sheriff. I am discomfortably waiting the results of our survey.” Mast pressed his face against the windshield to better see the terrain passing below. The sheriff wasn’t tall enough for his head to reach the plexiglass front. He groaned at the clock.  
 
    Only seven hours to their destination. Thad reclined his seat as much as he could without squishing Maximus, closed his eyes, and hoped for sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    The recruits didn’t care where they were. Their eyes were focused solely on the obstacles before them. A long run. A climb up a mountain with full gear. Fording a torrid river.  
 
    And that was only the first day. Maybe they were too tired to observe their surroundings.  
 
    “That’s when they need to be most observant,” the general said softly. “Bring them in for individual debriefings. I want a full report on what each of them saw by the morning. Where were the gun emplacements? Where were the hardened defenses? Most importantly, where were the weaknesses that we could exploit?”  
 
    Sergeant Craken pursed his lips. He’d been running with the recruits as they worked their way through the courses. He had not seen anything beyond the training track. He looked up at the general with puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Not you, too?” The general did not look pleased. 
 
    “No excuse, General. I have to ask, what should I have seen?”  
 
    “Miles one and six of the run had hardened facilities to the west of the road. Mile seven had a gun emplacement. There was an entire anti-aircraft battery on the hillside above the turnaround point. That battery is defunct, but it is still there. I have no idea how long it would take to revive. The river fording area had hardened facilities on both sides, but those were headquarters areas. Worth noting, and probably good targets, but the softest of the hardened targets in this area. And finally, the weak spots. What do you think they are, Craken?” The general loomed over the sergeant. 
 
    “The defunct aircraft battery, the areas between the hardened facilities off the main road, which allow unobserved flanking maneuvers,” the sergeant suggested. 
 
    “Very good. I would add to avoid the river fording area. The building density in that area suggested random population that could be too observant, except for operations in the dark of night.”  
 
    “Thank you, General. I feel like the pupil who had to ask for the answers.”  
 
    “You did, Craken, so learn from it. None of the others need to know that you didn’t see for yourself. You need to maintain your mystique as the training sergeant, sees all, knows all. It’s part of the job description, I believe.” The general chuckled quietly. “Get to it, Sergeant. Debriefs, chow, and rack time. We start again at four in the morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “That’s a haul truck filled with manure.” Shaunte shook her fist at the screen. 
 
    “Come now, dear,” her father replied and waved dismissively. “We haven’t made our final selection yet.”  
 
    “Daddy, you know you have. We both know you’re sending the military to Darklanding to shoot up my planet!”  
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic.” He backed away from the screen and started to pace. Shaunte knew that he did that when he was thinking.  
 
    More lies? she wondered. New lies? 
 
    Shaunte waited until she couldn’t wait any longer. “The sheriff and his deputy are surveying the area right now to make sure there are no native settlements anywhere near there.” 
 
    “That’s good. That information will help us make a final decision.”  
 
    “Really? You’re going to continue to lie to me? Mister Chairman! Pull your head from your butthole and tell me the truth so I can run this operation!” She controlled her voice so she wouldn’t sound hysterical by shrieking.  
 
    “Okay. They will be coming to your planet, but we don’t know when. It all depends on when they complete their initial training and step up to carrying loaded weapons. They will train with a variety of armaments, no nukes, but high-yield conventional explosives, man-portable rockets, and all manner of handheld weaponry.”  
 
    Shaunte blew out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She had expected her father to continue denying that the decision had been made.  
 
    “How many support crew are coming? Ground control, that kind of stuff?” she demanded. 
 
    The chairman stopped pacing so he could lean on his desk and study his daughter’s expression. “Where did you learn those terms? Who did you tell?” 
 
    She rocked back in her chair as if punched. She didn’t play poker because she was hopelessly honest when it came to the right things. Her father was proud of that part of her, but he was still the chairman of SacCon and an employee had revealed a company secret. He didn’t take that well. 
 
    “What does it matter? You told me you weren’t coming here! You lied and I didn’t believe you, now I’m at fault.” She thrust her middle finger at the screen, then pulled her hand back quickly, eyes wide and mouth open as she realized what she’d done. 
 
    Tye cocked his head and started to laugh. “When all else fails, my dear, we must revel in the absurdity of it. You told the sheriff and that’s why he’s on the other side of the planet. He took his deputy to interpret if they find natives. How is your sheriff? When are you bringing him home to meet your parents?” 
 
    “DAMMIT!” Shaunte screeched. She turned away from the monitor and gritted her teeth so hard, her head shook. When she turned back, she was more composed, but still angry.  
 
    “Your daddy’s looking out for your best interests, sugarplum.”  
 
    Shaunte sighed, grabbed her head, and started massaging her temples.  
 
    “Sounds like you have things well in hand. Let me know the results of the survey and if we need to change the coordinates, let me know those as soon as possible, but not by anything other than voice.” Tiberius Plastes moved close to the monitor and whispered, even though he knew his office was secure. “There can be no paper trail, as it may be, not from you, anyway. I have all the paper I need from the defense ministry. They have the account numbers for the Darklanding operation and will start making payments soon. Then you can stop trying to finance your operation out of your pay. Give your sheriff a big ol’ sloppy kiss for me.”  
 
    The last thing her father saw as he signed off was Shaunte’s mouth dropping open.  
 
    “He’s doing it for shock value and to distract me from what he’s done!” She pounded her fist on her desk before relaxing, taking a breath, and blowing it back out. 
 
    Alone, she took in her surroundings. A small office in the middle of nowhere. Dust blew rapidly past her window. The sparse furniture was nondescript. I don’t want to stay here forever, she admitted. The inner system sounds pretty nice right about now.  
 
    She stood and straightened her dress, turning back and forth to see the reflection in her monitor. She brought up the camera app and took a picture, then attached it to a short note to send to her mother, adding that she was eating well and no matter what her father said, there was no man in her life.  
 
    Why am I so defensive? she thought, smiling at the thought of the sheriff and his coveted chair sitting in the middle of her office the first few days after his arrival. Simple and complex, a warrior who wanted peace more than anything.  
 
    She shrugged and got back to work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Thad asked, pointing to the flyer’s sensor screen. A series of caves appeared to be right below the surface in the southwestern corner of the grid that Shaunte had highlighted. 
 
    Mast Jotham looked at the screen and then to the sheriff. “Your thoughts? I do not know them, Thaddeus Fry. My vision quest helped me see my thoughts in a new light. Yours? Well, you will have to so very muchly find your own way.”  
 
    Thad hung his head. Sometimes, the sheriff simply wanted things to work. That didn’t happen as much as he liked.  
 
    It’s not you, it’s me, one of his ex-wives had told him. He hadn’t accepted that at the time. Now? She was right.  
 
    It was her. 
 
    Mast Jotham was his friend, and Galactic Standard was his second language. He spoke it far better than Thad spoke Unglok. He should have spent more time during the long flight practicing. Mast wasn’t like his ex-wife at all.  
 
    This time, it was the Fry-man.  
 
    “I’m sorry, buddy. What do you see on the screen?” he asked, correcting himself from the literal. 
 
    “I see what looks like a village of my people,” the Unglok replied. He traced a finger across the screen.  
 
    “We’ll come back here. Let’s see how many others are out there.” The sheriff added thrust and the flyer increased speed. He didn’t firewall it because they needed their fuel if they wanted to fly back to Darklanding. Getting stranded on the far side of the planet wasn’t high on Thad’s priority list. 
 
    They continued in silence, crisscrossing the massive training area. Thad dialed the sensors to the widest possible sweep. He slowed the flyer to further save fuel.  
 
    “Anything, Mast Jotham?”  
 
    The Unglok deputy had a blank expression. 
 
    “Did you see anything that looked like another possible settlement?” The sheriff was making small talk. His eyes had been glued to the monitor for the past two hours. 
 
    “I have not,” Mast replied after the clarification. “Only one place, close to the mountains where the underground is more welcoming.”  
 
    “We could do one of two things. Stop and see if they’ll move, or set up the beacons to make sure the area is designated as a no-fire zone. Then they’ll never know how close they were to getting bombed.”  
 
    “They will know. We must tell them, Sheriff Fry. Very muchly we must,” Mast pleaded. “And the beacons, too. They will not move. If they are like my people, they will have lived here for bazillion generations.”  
 
    “A bazillion?”  
 
    “I learn it from you. The saying is correct, yes? I think it means many, many. They live here long time.” 
 
    “We’ll go with many, many, Mast. Yes. I suspect you are correct, and they have lived here for a long time.”  
 
    The sheriff slowed the flyer in the most fuel-efficient manner, touching down outside a cave mouth. He shut the flyer down, climbed from his seat, and opened the door. Maximus was instantly awake and bolted out the door into the scorching heat of the Ungwilook desert.  
 
    The sheriff was hit by the dust as it boiled into the flyer. He pulled his collar across his face and powered outside with Mast close behind. He tapped the control to seal the flyer before it filled with the offending substance. 
 
    “Maximus!” the sheriff called out before choking. He turned to face downwind and yelled again. The pig-dog was nowhere to be seen. “I’m not leaving without my fat dog!”  
 
    “Are we leaving already?” the deputy wondered aloud.  
 
    “No,” Thad replied from behind his collar. He wondered why he thought about leaving without Maximus, but shook it off. “Let’s get into the cave, Mast. You lead the way.” 
 
    The Unglok headed toward the nearby hillside, his gangly stride unaffected by the hot wind. When they arrived, they found Maximus sitting inside, looking dumpy.  
 
    “You probably wondered what the hell we were doing out there, didn’t you, boy?” Maximus dog-smiled at them, then leaned sideways. “Run!”  
 
    The sheriff took off into the darkness with Mast Jotham close behind. “Why do we run?”  
 
    Thad slowed. “Because the air was about to get toxic. We’re better off down here, or outside.”  
 
    “I am not believing that we would be better off outside. It is muchly bad out there.” Mast nodded emphatically, before he started to cough and gag. He had his hands on his knees as the cough racked his body.   
 
    “It is muchly bad by the entrance, too. I’m talking about you, you vile hellspawn!” The sheriff shook a finger at Maximus, his tongue lolling and head leaning sideways as if it was too heavy for his broad shoulders.  
 
    “They know we’re here,” the deputy said in a low voice after wiping the blood-specked spittle on his sleeve. 
 
    The sheriff jerked his head around, squinting into the dark recesses of the cave. His hand naturally went to the blaster at his side. Mast saw the movement and quickly gripped the sheriff’s arm.  
 
    Four Ungloks appeared from the shadows. This group was far shorter than Mast, but as thin. The sheriff would have thought of them as children if he hadn’t recognized the signs of aging. Two were old, bordering on ancient, and the other two could have been Mast’s age, give or take a couple decades.  
 
    “Greetings and good morning,” Mast said in his language. The sheriff understood the words and followed suit by repeating them.  
 
    The Ungloks said something in return, which Thad didn’t understand. He looked to Mast to clarify. The deputy held his hands up and shook his head.  
 
    “Can you speak more slowly,” Mast said loudly and slowly. Thad stifled a laugh. Just because they didn’t speak the same dialect as Mast didn’t mean they were deaf.  
 
    The one that appeared to be the oldest approached. He stopped before the trio, looking over each of them, but spending the most time studying Maximus. When he started to speak again, he spoke slowly. Mast didn’t smile, but he nodded as he listened carefully. 
 
    After the elder’s monologue, Mast replied with a simple thank you. He turned to the sheriff. 
 
    “The elder is from a group called the Kuskokwell. His spirit quest took him around the planet, taking many years. He spent time with my people, but that was muchly long ago. His Unglok is rusty.”  
 
    “That is amazing, Mast.” The sheriff breathed a sigh of relief before nodding to the elder. “We didn’t know you were here, but now that we do, we would like to start and maintain an open dialogue. If there is anything we can do for you, please let us know.”  
 
    Mast watched the elder for a response. 
 
    “I think you’ll have to interpret for me,” the sheriff suggested. 
 
    “Oh! Yes, of coursely.” Mast started speaking, slowly and softly. The other members of the elder’s short contingent joined him to stand shoulder to shoulder.  
 
    When Mast finished, the elder replied, but only briefly. He waved and his contingent walked away. With one last look, he joined them, disappearing into the darkness.  
 
    “We go home now?” Mast asked.  
 
    “No!” The sheriff was more emphatic than he intended. He shook his head and held out his hands as he watched Maximus sniff where the Ungloks had been. The pig-dog peed on the wall. “What did the old man say?” 
 
    “He said that the best thing we can do for them is leave them in peace, after bringing lots of food.”  
 
    “I think we can arrange regular food shipments, but that will require not leaving them in peace. How many people need to be fed?”  
 
    “The elder did not say, Sheriff Fry.”  
 
    “That makes things more of a challenge.” Thad licked his lips. The desert dryness penetrated into the cave. How deep? They would probably never find out. “We’ll get what we can and adjust from there. In the interim, let’s put up some boundary markers. How far away from the cave mouth do you think we should start?”  
 
    “As muchly far as humans will accept,” the deputy answered, vigorously bobbing his head.  
 
    “I think that is the smartest thing you’ve ever said, Mast Jotham. You understand humans better than I.” The sheriff clapped his deputy on the shoulder. “Come on, Maximus, time to set up some markers and then go home.”  
 
    The pig-dog snuffled as he trotted past, stopping at the cave entrance. When the human and Unglok powered into the wind on their way to the flyer, Maximus ran after them.  
 
    *** 
 
    “You put the ass in assayer!” Shaunte Plastes yelled, her fists clenched, her arms shaking with rage.  
 
    Phango Kutter strolled to the window and looked out, seemingly unconcerned. “You have a nice view.” He turned back to look Shaunte over from head to toe. He was thin, short, and weasley, with wire-rim glasses. His standard service jumpsuit bore the three stripes of management.  
 
    She wasn’t sure that the man was talking about the view from the window or inside the office. Her consolation came from the fact that she knew she could beat him in a straight up fistfight, even wearing her nice dress. Shaunte contemplated removing one of her high-heels and beating him with it. The thought brought her a certain measure of peace. 
 
    “I think Mister Goldman is skimming. There is a discrepancy of two-point-four percent between what goes into the processing plant versus what comes out.”  
 
    “I think you’re looking for gremlins where they don’t exist.” Shaunte leaned back in her chair, making sure that her dress didn’t pull above her knees. She crossed her arms to block his view of her breasts. “What’s the usual loss rate?”  
 
    “It shouldn’t be more than two percent!” he answered, furling his brow and taking a quick step toward the desk, before stopping himself. “A point-three percent rate with our volume is worth hundreds of thousands of credits!”  
 
    He became animated a second time, waving his arms around. Money had a tendency to bring out the worst in the assayer.  
 
    “We have old equipment, leftovers that the inner system deemed acceptable for use on a frontier world. What equipment did the two percent rate come from?” she asked. 
 
    He thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” he admitted in a small voice.  
 
    “Apples and oranges. There is no proof of skimming because there is no skimming. I bet we’re running better than comparable equipment elsewhere because Elliott Goldman is good at his job. We are happy to have him, so stop making spurious allegations and making him uncomfortable! In other words, stop being a dick.”  
 
    Phango clamped his mouth shut and crossed his arms, mirroring Shaunte’s pose. His jaw worked as if words were trying to come out, but couldn’t get past his teeth. She watched him fight with himself, amused by his facial expressions.  
 
    “I am the assayer, and you will listen to me,” he finally managed to say.  
 
    “You are the assayer. I did listen to the nonsense that came out of your mouth. And now, it’s time for you to leave.”  
 
    “What are you going to do about it?”  
 
    “Nothing. Now, get out.” She tipped her head toward the door.  
 
    “I never!” he exclaimed in mock disdain. 
 
    “I doubt that. It seems like every time you come in this office, the result is the same. When you assay the final products, you do a great job. Focus on that, spend your time doing what you’re good at. Sleuthing doesn’t seem to be your thing. If you think someone’s stealing, go to the sheriff, then to me.”  She pointed toward the door. 
 
    “I went to the sheriff.”  
 
    “What did he tell you?” Shaunte uncrossed her arms and leaned forward, expecting the small man to lie. 
 
    “He told me to get out.”  
 
    “I see a trend.” Shaunte leaned back, satisfied that the man was honest with her. “What are you still doing here?”  
 
    He put his fists on his hips as he tried to make himself look bigger than he was. Shaunte suspected her biceps were bigger, and she rarely worked out, something she wanted to change. She thought about the lack of equipment. The sheriff had his tire and his practice field. She wondered if he would mind her tagging along. She looked good, but felt like she was losing muscle tone. She flexed her arm and looked at it.  
 
    Weak, she thought. He can’t like weak women, not if that ex-wife of his was anything to go by. She got up from her desk and went to her window to look down at the empty lot across the street.  
 
    When she turned around, she realized that Phango Kutter had gone.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    “It’s been three months. Do you think they called it off?” the sheriff asked, seated in a small chair before Shaunte’s desk.  
 
    The sheriff had waited until the proprietor was absent before making his move.  
 
    He’d finally taken one of the chairs from the Mother Lode’s main floor and carried it up the steps. Dixie laughed the whole time, because Pierre was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Shaunte sat sideways in her chair, leaning against her desk as the sheriff did. Their arms were casually draped across the desktop, their hands dangerously close to touching.  
 
    “The first payment came through last week,” she whispered, looking into her lap as if there was something to see. She didn’t want to look at him. 
 
    “Defense ministry doesn’t give money for no reason,” Thad said, looking at the window. He was trying to commiserate, but he couldn’t see the downside unless TerroCom started bombing the natives.  
 
    “I told my dad the new coordinates and he gave me his personal guarantee that the military would stay within the boundaries.”  
 
    “The same guarantee that they weren’t coming here at all?” Thad turned toward her, resting his chin on his shoulder.  
 
    “That was different,” she deflected, unable to make more of an argument. Only her gut told her that it was different.  
 
    “Maybe Mast and I should take a load of food to drop off. You know, to maintain good relations with the locals.” He smiled at the Company Man.  
 
    She ran one finger along the back of his hand, watching as goose bumps appeared on the sheriff’s arm.  
 
    He pulled his hand away and tucked it below the edge of the desk. “Give the warehouse a call and tell them to move that pallet to the flyer. Mast and I will be on our way in just a few.” The sheriff stumbled over the chair as he ran for the door.  
 
    Shaunte watched him go. So much energy.  
 
    “You would rather face an entire military unit carrying live ammunition than spend another two minutes trapped in an office with little old me.” She smiled and tilted her head demurely. “Until next time, Thaddeus Fry.” 
 
    She thought about Dixie for a moment, thinking that the two women weren’t that different.  
 
    “But we are.” Her face turned hard as she stared at the closed door. “Very. Different.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Lock your bodies at the position of attention!” Sergeant Craken roared. There was a single pop as the men and women of TerroCom immediately responded.   
 
    “At ease,” the general said loud enough for all to hear. The rustle of people relaxing quickly subsided. “The next phase of your training is the live-fire phase. Living on an unimproved planet, in the harshness of a wild desert, you will move and shoot and move some more. Over ten thousand square kilometers, nothing but you and your virtual enemies that you will destroy with very real munitions.”  
 
    “Begging the general’s pardon, sir. Which planet are we going to?” one of the recruits asked. 
 
    Craken started to answer, but General Quincy stopped him.  
 
    “Does it matter?” the general asked, walking toward the soldiers. “In the old days, it would not have mattered where you were going, only that you did what you were told when you got there, but TerroCom is different. We want you as much for your minds as your bodies.  
 
    “You will be going to a planet called Ungwilook. It is also known as Darklanding, after SagCon’s mining settlement. We have secured a hundred thousand square kilometers on the opposite side of the planet from those facilities. It is there that you will gain proficiency in a broad range of weaponry, from explosives to rockets and everything in between. Let’s not kill anyone during the training cycle, okay? You’ll get your chance soon enough with a real enemy.”  
 
    A cheer rose from the two hundred and four people who had completed the first phase of TerroCom training. A second group numbering one hundred were already on Centauri Prime with a third group soon to follow. 
 
    A battalion worth of elite soldiers, a small footprint with a big impact. Mobile and highly survivable. The general had a good feeling about the unit he was building. Maybe a whole division with smaller and faster starships, packed with the latest technology. A hornet’s nest that enemies didn’t want coming down around their heads.  
 
    Craken reveled at the response. In his case, it was pure luck that he was there. He didn’t have any special experience beyond having the right attitude and believing in what was possible. He had been in the right place at the right time and now, he felt like he was a part of something special.   
 
    He was on the ground floor of the future. A better future with a military that was as lethal as he envisioned it could be. It was so close, he could taste it.  
 
    “I can’t wait to squeeze off a few rounds,” he said, more to himself than the general.  
 
    “I think we’ll be squeezing off more than a few, Sergeant.” The general returned Craken’s grin with one of his own, before slapping the sergeant on the arm. “Transport will be here in three days. Let’s clean up the area and get the troops ready to go. It’ll take us a couple weeks to get there, and then we’ll be on Darklanding for a month. The advance party should arrive any day now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thad kept trying to pronounce the words. “Ann-bee-a-flag.”  
 
    Mast grimaced and rolled his head in anguish. 
 
    “The sounds must flow, and much lower. You are singing the song of my people, and we are all bass!”  
 
    The sheriff started to laugh. “Where did you learn that?”  
 
    “Some of us are in the Darklanding Choir, making such goodly music.”  
 
    “WHAT?” Thad leaned back until Maximus yelped. “Sorry, buddy. Darklanding has a choir and Ungloks sing in it.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I say you need to get out more. Yes, that is what I say.”  
 
    Thad worked hard at raising one eyebrow to look mildly surprised. “I say that I get out plenty. Maybe I like to sing, too.”  
 
    It was Mast Jotham’s turn to look amused. “No. I have heard Thaddeus Fry, and there is no melody within. No melodies for you, my sheriff friend.”  
 
    “That cuts me deep, Mast. I always think of myself as willing and able to carry a tune.”  
 
    “I think of myself as taller and better looking. They say thinking it does not make it true.”  
 
    “Ann-bee-a-flag. What does that mean again?”  
 
    “Climb. It means climb. Ungloks do much climbing. This is important word. You learn it right now.”  
 
    “Sumbitch, Mast.” Thad turned and looked out the front window. 
 
    “AnbeAHflang. I climb. AnbeOHflang. He climbs. It is simple. Say after me. AnbeAHflang coketir. I climb the hill.”  
 
    “Climb whatever you want, Deputy Jotham. I need to think. What if we find the military there? What leverage do we have? What if we don’t find anything?”  
 
    “I very muchly want to find nothing. We deliver the food and go home. My wife and children are waiting for me.”  
 
    “YOUR WIFE AND CHILDREN?” Thad howled, throwing his hands up and fixing his deputy with the hairy eyeball.  
 
    “I pull your short leg.” Mast shook as he laughed in the Unglok way. 
 
    Thad snorted and laughed so hard that he started coughing. He choked until he stopped. Tears ran down his face. “You pull my leg, not my short leg. There is no pulling of that. Not here on Ungwilook anyway.”  
 
    Mast crossed his arms in the human gesture of dissatisfaction. “I think now you are pulling my short leg.”  
 
    “No! I’m not pulling anyone’s short leg. You don’t have a wife and children?” Thad asked tentatively as he tried to reground himself and his understanding of the Unglok deputy. 
 
    “No wife. No children, unfortunately. Maybe someday soon, but being deputy is hurting my courting time.”  
 
    “What does that even look like? A little spelunking, Mast Jotham?” The sheriff appreciated his joke. The deputy didn’t get it.  
 
    “We take long walks through the tunnels, but with the arrival of humans, the walks are more and more often outside. The sky and the stars are too big for us. It is not natural.” 
 
    Mast shifted uncomfortably. The seat in the flyer was designed for a human copilot, not a tall and gangly Unglok.  
 
    “It is as natural as the caves, just different, my friend. I don’t want to see you unhappy. If you need time off or a ride somewhere you can take a friend into the caves, let me know and I’ll fly you there.”  
 
    “I would be so very muchly grateful. Should the time come. Maybe I will find a short Kuskokwell Unglok who will think I am tall and attractive.”  
 
    “I think you are tall, if it makes any difference.” The sheriff checked the instruments of the flyer. They were getting close to the Kuskokwell cave mouth.  
 
    “I think you are short, like all humans. You look like Unglok children.” 
 
    “Unglok children are cute!” Thad countered, still studying the instruments. He clicked off the autopilot and used manual control as they approached the landing area.  
 
    “Yes. Cute. We find mates because of cute. Not.” Mast lifted his head in a perfect parody of a human.  
 
    Thad looked up. “Be cool. Don’t get us kicked out of the cave because you’re trying to chat up the hotties.” The sheriff massaged the controls as he nosed the craft into the wind for a smooth landing less than twenty meters from the entrance to the Kuskokwell settlement.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. Mast Jotham never gets kicked out of anywhere. Mast Jotham is a gentle Unglok.”  
 
    “That’s what I meant, of course, my friend.” Thad shook his head and popped the rear hatch. Maximus was off like a shot.  
 
    “That dog,” Thad said as he hurried after him, stopping to grab a box of the food strapped to the inside of the small cargo compartment. He nodded to Mast, who picked up the rest of the boxes. The sheriff took one more box from the top of the stack so his deputy could see.  
 
    The Ungloks were unusually strong for their lean physique. Thad had expected to make a number of trips from the ship to the cave mouth, but once he was standing in the wind and blowing dust, he was happy that he wouldn’t have to.  
 
    They dropped the boxes well inside the tunnel and continued downward until Mast held his hand up.  
 
    “Greetings,” Mast said into the darkness. Thad would never have known that there was anyone else there, had his deputy not spoken.  
 
    “Greetings, Mast Jotham. May your tunnel always be clear of obstructions,” came the standard Unglok reply, something that Thad had learned early in his language training. But he remained silent rather than butcher the greeting. He nodded, even though the other Ungloks didn’t understand that body language.  
 
     “We have food, the first shipment of many we hope to provide,” Mast said in his native tongue. 
 
    The elder appeared, followed by a large contingent of the shorter natives. Mast stepped back and clicked his tongue as he focused on one of the party members.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” the sheriff said in Galactic Standard.  
 
    Mast started speaking rapidly in Unglok. The sheriff was lost after the first word, and waited impatiently for Mast to finish his diatribe. The elder grunted at various points, but Mast didn’t acknowledge the interruption and kept talking throughout. 
 
    “You need to come up for air every once in a while,” the sheriff said loudly the second that his deputy paused. “What’s going on, buddy?”  
 
    “I am pleased to announce my formal courtship of Angak,” Mast replied proudly.  
 
    “How do you know her name?”  
 
    “She gave it to me. Didn’t you hear her speaking?” The sheriff shook his head. “That’s right, your ears don’t pick up the lower range of our language. She has a delightfully deep voice, muchly so.”  
 
    “Just like that. We talk about it in the flyer and here she is, in the flesh. Doesn’t that seem weird to you, because it sure as hell does to me.” 
 
    “She thinks I am tall and handsome. That’s what they say, yes.” Mast stuck his bony chest out and waved one arm gregariously.  
 
    “You are, of course, but damn. How often am I going to have to fly you over here?”  
 
    “I may stay when you leave this time. They have plenty of room in their village.”  
 
    The sheriff winced and groaned. “Not again, Mast. I’m still playing catchup from the last time you disappeared.”  
 
    The deputy looked hurt. “But it was the spirit quest. I had to go for my own sanity. You said it was okay.”  
 
    “It was okay! That time, and now? Is this another spirit quest?”  
 
    Mast stood upright. “No. It is for my future life and just as important.”  
 
    The sheriff held one hand up. “I’m sorry, Mast. Of course, you can stay here for as long as you need. I will make do while waiting impatiently for your return. We all do better with the support of our families. You know me. You’re the only family I have, Mast Jotham. I will miss you. Again.”  
 
    Mast deflated his chest and bowed his head closer to the sheriff. “That means much to me. Thank you. This should not take long. She either loves me or not. It is simple.” 
 
    The sheriff’s mouth hung slack. “Say what?” he asked in disbelief. “How many ex-wives do I have to leave in my wake before you can learn from my mistakes?”  
 
    “Ah, yes. Thaddeus Fry’s ex-wives. Haha!” Mast forced a human laugh.  
 
    “Just trying to save you from yourself, my man.” The Kuskokwell Unglok contingent waited patiently while the sheriff talked with his deputy.  
 
    “Boonodd,” he told them. Thank you. 
 
    No one else spoke. The sheriff pointed to the boxes closer to the entrance and started walking that way. Mast passed him and reached the boxes first. The sheriff stepped aside to avoid getting trampled by the locals. Mast held one box in his hands, while the others were picked up and carried away. The short woman remained.  
 
    Thad could see her lips moving, but couldn’t hear any sounds. Mast focused on her before replying.  
 
    “Does she speak your language?” the sheriff asked.  
 
    “Not at all. But the sound of her voice pleases me greatly.” Mast nodded once and headed down the tunnel with his new friend close beside him. 
 
    Thad scratched his face as he found himself all alone. He couldn’t see Maximus. “Not you, too?” Thad hung his head as he turned to leave, stumbling over the pig-dog who had been sitting right behind him. “Thank the stars! Come on, boy, you can sit up front on the ride home.”  
 
    The sheriff drew his shirt over his face and ran from the tunnel mouth toward the flyer. After five steps, he knew something was wrong.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    “They should be there any day now. An advance party, followed in a couple weeks by the main unit. They intend to train for a month, but they’ll be followed by two other contingents. You’ll have TerroCom on Darklanding for at least the next three months continuously. Maybe they can have liberty in your town, my dear?” Tiberius Plastes smiled serenely.  
 
    Shaunte had her elbows on her desk, holding her head in both hands. “No,” she replied clearly. 
 
    She wasn’t in the mood for banter. She knew the boundaries quite well. As the Company Man, no one could enter the town of Darklanding without her permission.  
 
    “Just a thought to help bring a little more money into your operation, but I see the first payment has arrived. That by itself should put you close to the black on the year. Two more before the fiscal year closes and you will be at the top of all the remote operations.” Tye clasped his hands and shook them over his left shoulder then over his right in a victory dance.  
 
    “Have you seen the numbers since the cave-in repairs? Of course you have. They were climbing into the black on their own. There was no doubt that Darklanding was going to have a profitable year,” Shaunte countered. 
 
    “But you, my dear, you will have a good year now.” Tye had seen that it had been a full month since she covered excess costs from her own pay. As the chairman, he had unrestricted access to all the records. 
 
    Sometimes she wondered why she submitted any reports whatsoever. But those were for the  underlings to pick apart and question, justifying their own existence. Her father didn’t need to look at a report on reports. He personally pulled the numbers he wanted to see.  
 
    Shaunte leaned back and crossed her arms. “The sheriff is over there. Will he be telling me a story of how he was shot at?”  
 
    “Is that what passes for pillow talk for your generation?” Tye cocked one eyebrow at his daughter. 
 
    She gritted her teeth but refused the bait. “Just keep your derelicts inside the boundaries and we won’t have any problems.” She stabbed a finger onto the cutoff button before her father could. She smiled to herself before licking her finger and drawing in the air over her head.  
 
    One for me. 
 
    Shaunte activated her communication system and called the air traffic controllers.  
 
    “Shaunte Plastes here. Have you seen any air traffic going to the other side of the planet?” she asked innocently. The video of the small tower popped onto her screen.  
 
    “We tracked the sheriff’s flyer over there, but that’s it. What is he going over there for?” the controller wondered. 
 
    “Company business. He’s conducting an informal Unglok survey to see if we can find some new veins to tap. Darklanding is coming around and you know the old saying. When the miners find the vein, away goes all the pain.”  
 
    The controller nodded vigorously. “You know it, ma’am.”  
 
    She signed off before he could ask any more questions.  
 
    *** 
 
    Maximus snorted and stopped short of the ramp. He snarled and showed his teeth. The man inside raised his blaster. In the blink of an eye, Thad’s blaster magically appeared in his hand.  
 
    “You shoot my dog and I will shoot you.” Thad’s aim held steady at the man’s chest. He heard the men come up behind him. Because of the blowing sand and dust, they needed to get close. 
 
    Too close.  
 
    He ducked and spun, kicking the rifle out of one of the soldier’s hands. He continued spinning, following up with a kick to the groin of the second soldier. He grabbed the rifle on the ground with his free hand and swung it, cracking the barrel across the second man’s face.  
 
    Thad dodged right, then left to put the first man between him and the soldier in the flyer. The sheriff pressed his blaster against the first soldier’s forehead.  
 
    “What are you clowns doing here?” the sheriff growled. 
 
    “I’ll ask you the same question. You’re flying this rattle trap into our firing range.”  
 
    “Your firing range is ten kilometers in that direction, where your standoff boundaries start. You are on private Unglok land now.” Thad holstered his pistol and shoved the rifle into the first man’s hands. “See to him.”  
 
    Thad tipped his chin toward the soldier on the ground. The man hesitated, glaring angrily. “I am Captain Thaddeus Fry of the First Battalion, First Regiment, Ninth Division. You will put your weapons down, do you understand me?”  
 
    The man in the flyer let his weapon’s barrel drop. The first man shrugged before moving to the second man and helping him to a sitting position.  
 
    “I’m Corporal Allen from TerroCom,” the soldier in the flyer said.  
 
    “And you are way the hell out of bounds. Take your men and get inside the established boundary. I put the markers there myself so I know exactly where they are, or rather, where they were.  If they’ve been removed, I’ll replace them and cut off an additional five kilometers, and that will be your responsibility, Corporal.”  
 
    “I’m sure the colonel will want to talk with you about that. I’m done talking. Our transport is up front. If you’ll accompany us, Captain.”  
 
    The soldier said Thad’s rank as if it was a pejorative.  
 
    The sheriff didn’t want to go with the soldiers, but he was responsible for the entire planet. His charter as sheriff was overly broad, but it gave him the opportunity to snag a flyer whenever he needed one because of the size of his area of responsibility. 
 
    “Lead on, Allen.”  
 
    The soldier walked past the two men struggling through the sand. He scoffed at their weakness. Thad moved in beside them and draped the injured man’s arm over his shoulder.  
 
    “Sorry about that, but Centauri Prime made me a little gun-shy when it comes to ambushes.”  
 
    “We haven’t seen combat ourselves, but we’re promised soon.”  
 
    “Don’t be in a hurry to die. Bullets and bombs don’t care how long you’ve been a soldier.” Thad helped the two soldiers to their flyer, where the corporal waited impatiently.  
 
    “Find Mast Jotham! Maximus, find Mast!” the sheriff yelled into the wind outside. The pig-dog was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    They took their seats in the cargo compartment while a pilot closed the hatch from the cockpit and immediately took off.  
 
    Three minutes later, they landed in an expeditionary camp one kilometer on the wrong side of the boundary that he and Mast Jotham had established.  
 
    When the hatch opened, the corporal waved for Thad to follow. 
 
    “Get him to your medic. He probably has a concussion at the very least.” Thad looked at the man’s eyes. The second soldier wasn’t sure what to do. “What do you think you should do?”  
 
    “He’s hurt,” the man admitted. “I’ll take him to the medic.”  
 
    Thad nodded and headed after the corporal. The wind whipped through the compound, mercilessly clawing at the semi-rigid tents. Three buildings were set up beyond the tents to block some of the wind and generate power with windmills on top.  
 
    It was to one of these that the corporal led the way to. They entered, and the corporal, wearing a smug expression, waved the captain forward.  
 
    Thad saw the lieutenant colonel standing in the hallway with his hands on his hips, trying to look intimidating.  
 
    The sheriff walked briskly to the other officer, stopped, and saluted. “Captain Thaddeus Fry reporting as requested.”  
 
    “In there,” the lieutenant colonel said gruffly before adding, “That’ll be all, Corporal.”  
 
    Thad walked into the small office and stood at parade rest.  
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing attacking my men?” The officer had taken a position next to Thad and was bellowing in his ear.  
 
    The sheriff dropped the pretense of military decorum. He turned and stabbed a finger into the screamer’s throat. The lieutenant colonel coughed and gagged. “Listen here, candy ass. You are outside the boundaries of the approved training area, which means you fall under the Darklanding sheriff’s jurisdiction. If you want me to drag you out of here in handcuffs, you keep up your tough guy act.  
 
    “I know your type. You’re a paper pusher, in the rear with the fruit punch.” The man tried to surge forward, but Thad caught him midstride and threw him across his own desk to sprawl across his chair before falling to the floor. “Don’t interrupt a combat soldier when he’s  talking about war stuff. You will move this compound ten kilometers that way!”  
 
    Thad pointed in the direction opposite the cave mouth.  
 
    “No can do, Captain.” The man straightened his uniform. “I’ll have you up on charges before you can take one step from this office.”  
 
    “Call the Company Man,” Thad said softly.  
 
    “The Company Man has nothing to do with this.”  
 
    “She has everything to do with this. Call her and her answers will determine whether I drag you out of here in cuffs, beat the snot out of you, both, or neither. You had best hope for the latter.”  
 
    The man dialed up the system on his desk and was quickly connected through. Thad moved around the desk so he could see the screen. He was satisfied when the officer flinched and leaned away.  
 
    “Shaunte Plastes,” a pleasant voice answered before the sheriff could get into the picture.  
 
    “Hi, Shaunte. A quick word, please. It appears that TerroCom is incapable of reading coordinates. They set up outside the approved training area,” the sheriff reported. 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Bob McMaster. I was told to set up here and this is where we’ll stay.”  
 
    Shaunte leaned back. “Hang on. Let me comm in a third party.”  
 
    “I’m in the middle of something, honey, can this wait?” Tiberius Plastes said. “Oh. Bob. What did you do?” 
 
    The lieutenant colonel recognized the chairman of SagCon and was honored that he knew Bob’s name, except for the fact that he didn’t sound happy. 
 
    “He set up outside the boundary, something you specifically promised me wouldn’t happen. The sheriff is going to arrest him and put him in jail before making them move into the approved area,” the Company Man said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do with that idiot. I’ll get Westy on the comm immediately and get this sorted out. Make no mistake. They will move wherever you tell them to move. Is that you, Sheriff Fry? I look forward to meeting you.”  
 
    “Westy? Do you mean the defense minister?” Bob whispered.  
 
    “Why would you meet me? Are you coming to Darklanding?” Thad asked.  
 
    “No. I mean when Shaunte brings you home to meet us.” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad. There’s a problem with the connection.” She killed his link and the second image disappeared from the screen.  
 
    “What?” the sheriff said, leaning his head sideways. 
 
    “Some fantasy that the chairman maintains. You heard him. Bob is yours to do with as you please. The next communication they receive will have them pack up and move farther into the training area. Also, when TerroCom or any ships supporting you arrive over my planet, instruct them to turn off their jammers. They must be visible to my air traffic controllers. We don’t want any accidents.” She held Bob’s gaze for a moment longer before turning her attention to Thaddeus Fry. “Anything else you need from me, Sheriff?”  
 
    “You’ve been wonderful, Shaunte. Thank you.” Thad reached out to touch the screen as she did the same before signing off.  
 
    What the hell, Fry-man? Thad shook his head, glad that the shmoopfest was over.  
 
    “We’ll pack up and move, of course, but they’ll need me here to oversee the operation,” Bob pleaded.  
 
    “I think you are an oxygen thief,” Thad told him. “The only reason I’m not taking you in is because I don’t want to be trapped in a flyer with you for nine hours. You will issue the order and then you stay out of their way. I expect these soldiers know what to do.”  
 
    Thad slapped the man in the face, hard enough to leave a handprint. Bob cowered.  
 
    Thad strolled to the door and opened it. “Well?” he asked.  
 
    Bob rose from his chair and walked into the hallway, where the corporal was waiting toward the end. “Tell the first sergeant we’re packing up and heading east to relocate.” 
 
    “Ten kilometers to the east,” Thad clarified. He poked the lieutenant colonel in the chest. “And don’t screw it up. I’ll be back in a few days to make sure no one will be able to tell that you were ever here. There are natives to the west of here and you will in no way interfere with them, do you understand me, Bob?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the lieutenant colonel replied automatically.  
 
    “And you!” Thad pointed at the corporal. “Get a flyer to take me back to my ship.”  
 
    The corporal fumbled around before saluting and racing from the building. He’d never seen a lieutenant colonel call a captain ‘sir’ before. It shocked his consciousness. He hoped the captain didn’t hold grudges.  
 
    Or remember names.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Maximus was waiting inside the cave’s entrance when the military flyer dropped Thad off. The sheriff waved to the pilot before running into the blowing dust. The pilot took off quickly, and the craft disappeared.  
 
    “Mast Jotham?”  
 
    Maximus looked at the sheriff with bright eyes and his tongue hanging out, but made no attempt to move. The deputy was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Where were you? I could have used some backup, just in case,” he explained to the pig-dog. Maximus shook his head, sending slobber flying in a ring around him. The sheriff jumped back.  
 
    He pulled a notebook from the pocket of his service coveralls, wrote a note to Mast, and secured it between two rocks inside the entrance.  
 
    “I’ll be back in three days. I hope to see you then,” he told the darkness. “Come on, Maximus. Let’s go home.” 
 
    *** 
 
    General Quincy looked at the flashing light on his monitor, unsure he wanted to take the call. They were close to Darklanding, and the shipboard training had been intense. They’d conducted drill after drill, and it was late. Even the general had gotten in some zero-gee time.  
 
    He punched the button on his monitor and the defense minister’s face appeared. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Adam?” the man fumed. 
 
    “You’ll have to give me a little more than that, Minister. It’s late here on the ship.” The general blinked slowly as he tried to rally his wits.  
 
    “The training area that you were given on Darklanding. Your boy Bob set up well outside of that and then tried to give a hard time to the planet’s authority. That doesn’t work. Low profile operations only make sense if they remain low profile. You’re screwing this up and you’re screwing me!”  
 
    The general took deep breaths before answering. “I’ll take care of it, Minister.”  
 
    The defense minister punched his screen to sign off. The general clenched his jaw before tapping numbers on the comm panel.  
 
    “General,” Lieutenant Colonel Bob McMaster answered tentatively.  
 
    “You’re fired.” The general tapped the screen to cut the feed.  
 
    “Why did you have to be yourself, Bob?” General Quincy told his empty stateroom. “When no one is looking, what do you do? It appears that you make an ass of yourself, eh, Bob? Oh well. Easy come, easy go.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Bob looked at the screen in shock. He was military. He could be removed from a position, but not fired. He had a budding career. He was going places. Bob had even headed the temporary gig on Darklanding to set up the training area. “I’ll only be gone for three months,” he told his wife.   
 
    He’d expected to return to accolades with the successful completion of training for the bulk of TerroCom’s new force.  
 
    Maybe he’d go home early, in disgrace, but with his rank. He could make it to retirement as a lieutenant colonel. He didn’t need any more promotions.  
 
    It never occurred to Bob that he didn’t have what it took.  
 
    “When the general sees this place, he’ll reconsider, and I’ll be back, bigger and better than ever!” Bob declared in his small office. He stood and took a deep breath, expanding his chest and flexing his biceps as he assumed a Mister Universe pose. 
 
    Bob strolled into the hallway and stood amid the hustle and bustle of the camp’s breakdown.  
 
    He stepped out of the way and returned to his office to pack.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tye chipped onto the first green. The defense minister continued to wail away at his ball in the sand trap.  
 
    The ball finally flopped out and balanced precariously on the edge of the grass, threatening to roll back into the sand. The minister quickly scraped the sand back into place. He grumped something unintelligible before standing cockeyed and hammering his ball halfway across the green.  
 
    “On in three?” Tye asked with a laugh. 
 
    “I may take liberties on occasion, but not with this. I have to admit that I’m on in six. No, seven, but it’s still better than that first week.”  
 
    “It is, Westy. Maybe next week, we’ll bring the pro out to help us with our sand games. You see that I will hit into the rough on the opposite side of the fairway to take the sand out of play.”  
 
    The defense minister stopped and the smile disappeared from his face. “A euphemism for life, Tye? Remove the risk, even if there is a cost. High risk, high gain, but slow and steady wins the race.”  
 
    Tiberius Plastes tipped his head back as he leaned on his putter and studied the defense minister.  
 
    “Golf is a reflection of how we live our lives, Minister. I am very pleased that you didn’t fudge your score. That’s too easy to do. We take our shot and then it is in the books for all time, since we can’t change the past. The only thing we can do is everything possible to make sure it is the best shot we can make at the time with the tools at our command.”  
 
    Westy started walking toward his ball, looking at the subtle break in his putt while he glanced at his playing partner.  
 
    He lined up, then stepped back, changed his aim, and took his stance. With a smooth stroke, he sent the ball rolling toward the high side of the hole. It broke gently and dropped in.  
 
    “And that is how you do it, Minister.” Tye walked up to the man and shook his hand.  
 
    “I think playing golf with you has been the single best thing I’ve done since becoming defense minister. None of those others will give me two minutes of their time. They publicly say the right things while secretly wishing for everyone else to fail. They all want their opportunity to save the planet, save the inner system planets, but they don’t care about any of that. They only care about their own power. I thought that about you, Mister Chairman, but I have to admit that you play both sides like a virtuoso. You get the power, but you don’t look like you’re seeking it. You help me when there is little in it for you. You help your daughter when that is high risk. Many a leader has been taken down by the exploits of their children.”  
 
    “Shaunte is different. She’s the leader I can never be,” Tye replied, more open than he intended.  
 
    “What do you think about a visit to Darklanding? I will personally stop by and see this new unit. I gave you my guarantee that we wouldn’t run afoul of SagCon and yet, five minutes into it, we’ve already crossed the line.” 
 
    We? Tye thought. Dangerous to own TerroCom like that. Plausible deniability, Minister. 
 
    But Tye didn’t reply.  
 
    “I’ll make sure that we get back on track. Let me know if you want to join me. I’ll be leaving in two days on my tour of forward-deployed units. A side trip to Darklanding will get lost in the paperwork.”  
 
    “I would like to come. Let me check with the boss first.”  
 
    “Your wife?” 
 
    “My executive assistant, but yes, my wife, too. Can she come?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    *** 
 
    The morning did not greet Sheriff Fry kindly. He woke up, still in the pilot’s seat of the flyer. Maximus had fumigated the cockpit. 
 
    Thad didn’t remember arriving at Darklanding. He checked the autopilot. It was off. The flyer was parked in its usual spot. The sheriff gagged once and popped the hatch, holding his breath as he staggered into the cool of the morning dawn. Maximus stopped two meters outside the flyer to relieve himself.  
 
    The sheriff headed for the controller’s shack to do the same thing.  
 
    The man on duty offered him a cup of joe, which he took to the bathroom with him. It wasn’t coffee at all, but something synthetic, far cheaper, and nasty to the nth degree. He took a long drink, smiling to himself. “I like it when it’s this bad.”  
 
    When Thad returned to the main office, he thanked the man profusely for the coffee, returned the empty cup, shook his hand, and headed outside for the long walk back to the Mother Lode.  
 
    Maximus joined him.  
 
     “Mast deserves his shot at happiness or abject misery. I’m not sure I’m the best one to advise which one he’ll get, although the latter always rears its ugly head.”  
 
    It seemed apropos while looking at Maximus. 
 
    “You have to be the ugliest dog I’ve ever seen.” Thad smiled and ducked down to scratch behind the pig-dog thing’s ears. He rummaged in his pockets and found the last bit of dried food that he’d taken for the long journey to the other side of Ungwilook. “Here you go, boy. I’ll be eating some fine bacon and eggs in just a few, although it won’t really be bacon and it definitely won’t be eggs, but it’ll be better than this.”  
 
    Maximus nipped the sheriff’s fingers as he inhaled the offering, before running off once again. The sheriff quickened his pace, the thought of breakfast encouraging him.  
 
    When he burst through the front doors, the few patrons stopped what they were doing to look at him. He waved. Shaunte was walking from the restaurant with a glass of faux orange juice and piece of fruit. She crooked a finger at him. Follow me. 
 
    “Hungry,” he pleaded. She stopped and gave him The Look. He was shocked to reality. He instantly saw the faces of his ex-wives, one by one glaring at him, reveling in his anguish. He shook his head to clear it. “I’ll be up as soon as I grab something to eat.”  
 
    He looked away as he headed for the restaurant side of the Mother Lode’s main floor. Shaunte pursed her lips and watched the man weave between the tables, purposely not looking her way.  
 
    The patrons returned to their own affairs after watching  the exchange between the Company Man and the sheriff. Shaunte Plastes didn’t know how to score this one, but she thought that she had somehow lost.  
 
    “See you in a bit, Thad,” she said softly.  
 
    He stumbled over a chair and almost fell through the restaurant door.  
 
    There we go, she thought.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Shaunte finished another in an infinite queue of reports before she heard the knock on her door.  
 
    “Come in,” she purred as she leaned forward with her elbows on her desk and fingers steepled. The door opened, and Phango Kutter walked through. “What do you want?”  
 
    “Is that how you greet your assayer?”  
 
    “Apparently, yes.”  
 
    “I have some recommendations for the refining process, but need your approval to get Elliott Goldman to adopt them.”  
 
    “No. Now, get out.” Shaunte pointed at the door.  
 
    “You are losing product, which means that you are losing money. That will figure prominently in my report to the Assayer’s Union.”  
 
    “Fine. What genetic malformity makes you want to control other people’s work? I wish I had enough time on my hands to get into everyone else’s business.”  
 
    “I don’t have the time for this. The loss demands my attention!” He tried to make his small frame look larger by putting his fists on his hips and spreading his feet beyond shoulder width apart.  
 
    A gentle tapping on the door frame interrupted his posturing.  
 
    “Are you busy?”  
 
    “Thaddeus! Come in. Mister Kutter was just leaving.”  
 
    “I was not.” He resumed his pose.  
 
    Shaunte pointed to him and then swished her finger toward the door. “Sheriff? Could you please help Mister Kutter out the door?”  
 
    To Phango’s credit, he stood his ground. 
 
    Until the sheriff grabbed him by the collar and dragged him backwards to the door. “It’s her office, and she told you to leave, Phango. Don’t make me throw you out.”  
 
    “But that’s exactly what you’re doing,” the small man cried into Thad’s face. The sheriff flicked his eyes over the rail. 
 
    “How far do you want to be thrown, or do you want to walk like a man?”  
 
    The assayer surrendered, holding his hands up before pushing away from the sheriff. “This conversation is not over, Miss Plastes,” Phango declared.  
 
    “It is,” she replied, waving him away. The sheriff closed it in the assayer’s face. They listened as he stomped away.  
 
    “What was that about?”  
 
    “Some fantasy about product loss into which he has invested his entire soul.”  
 
    “Sounds like he’s accusing someone of theft. Want me to look into it, keep him out of your hair?”  
 
    “I would love not seeing him in my office ever again.” She smiled and assumed her earlier pose with her elbows on her desk and hands before her.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Thad said, turning and grabbing the door handle.  
 
    “Not now!” Shaunte half-stood in her hurried response.  
 
    The sheriff turned back, walked to the desk, pulled her head toward his, and kissed her. 
 
    Only briefly.  
 
    He withdrew a few centimeters and looked into her eyes. She pushed him away. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Sheriff Fry?” she asked, her face a complex mix of emotions, none of which the sheriff understood.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought…” he stammered. “I’m sorry. Mast left again.”  
 
    Thaddeus Fry sat in the chair, hanging his head in shame. How could he have misread the situation so badly? Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Company Man lick her lips slowly, with just the tip of her tongue.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Thad,” she replied as she watched the man before her. “Where has your deputy gone?”  
 
    “He is on a new quest, this time to find a mate. He has a very short girlfriend from the Kuskokwell group. They are on the other side of the planet.”  
 
    “Mast has a girlfriend?”  
 
    “It took five seconds after we arrived. I think he fell for her the first time we were there. He was being weird on the flight, and then he was gone into the darkness of their tunnels.” 
 
    “I’d like to think that humans are more complex,” Shaunte offered. 
 
    “Or less pragmatic?” the sheriff countered. 
 
    “Maybe.” Shaunte sat in her chair and leaned sideways. The sheriff did the same, both with their arms on the desk. She held her hand out and he took it. They sat without speaking, holding hands and looking out the window.  
 
    The sheriff broke the silence. “Why does your old man think you’re bringing me home?”  
 
    “He thinks we’re an item.” 
 
    The sheriff looked at their hands, so comfortable, the one in the other. “That’s ridiculous.”  
 
    “I know, right?” Shaunte replied. They returned to peacefully looking out the window.  
 
    ***  
 
    “What do you mean wait for our turn to enter orbit and descend to the planet?” the general raged.  
 
    “The defense minister was very clear about turning off our jammers so we were visible to planetary systems,” the ship’s captain replied. 
 
    “Regulations give the ship’s captain the latitude to do as he sees fit. There is no reason for the private sector to see us or know of our presence, but it is your ship, Captain.” The general tried to loom over the captain while on the bridge.  
 
    “Which is what I’m doing--as I see fit. I’m not going against the minister’s order.”  
 
    The general worked on a retort, but the bridge crew was watching. He glanced past them to the view of the brown planet beyond. “Exactly right, Captain. Looks like a dead planet. I’ll get my people ready to land.” 
 
    “We’ll be in a stationary orbit shortly, I expect,” the captain replied. “I’ll let you know the second you can deploy your shuttles. You said you’ll need three waves?”  
 
    “Three waves to get them ashore and a fourth with supplies.” 
 
    “We will support you in entirety,” the captain said pleasantly. The general’s lips twitched as he tried to assume a casual pose before strolling from the bridge.  
 
    The captain breathed a sigh of relief. This was no time to get in a fight on the bridge. He preferred to be a part of a space and air traffic control system to eliminate the risk of hitting another ship. Bullying one’s way onto a planet wasn’t always the best.  
 
    These were friends, weren’t they? 
 
    “Assume entry azimuth following the freighter Collins,” Control advised. The warship’s pilot replied and tickled the controls. “On the second pass, assume a geostationary position over your target landing area. Conduct a spiral descent with your shuttles. We will keep the airspace clear for the duration.”  
 
    “Sounds great, Control. Thank you.” The captain gave the thumbs up to his bridge crew. They made the adjustments and headed the ship toward its designated entry point. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bob looked at the new compound, pleased with the setup. They’d chosen a spot beyond a small rise that blocked some of the incessant wind. The windmills had added risers to put the blades above the barrier and into the harsher airflow.  
 
    The landing pad had expanded to accommodate ten shuttles at a time.  
 
    “The first group is inbound,” Corporal Allen reported with a sharp salute.  
 
    “As you were,” the lieutenant colonel replied after his salute. “What do you think, Allen? Are we ready for the next phase of this operation?”  
 
    “Absotively, sir. I look forward to sending some rounds downrange, if TerroCom will let us support weenies play a little.”  
 
    “We’re all TerroCom, son,” Bob replied proudly.  
 
    They could barely see beyond the edge of the next building, but it was clear when the shuttles were inbound because of the sound. As one, ten of them approached and set down in formation.   
 
    First off was the general, who strode briskly toward the waiting contingent. The lieutenant colonel stood at the front. He called the group to attention and saluted on their behalf. 
 
    “Welcome to FOB Darklanding.” Forward Operating Base.  
 
    The general returned Bob’s salute. “What are you doing here?” the general asked innocuously. 
 
    “Greeting you and welcoming you to the base. I hope you like what you see. If you’ll join me, I’ll give you a tour,” Bob replied. 
 
    The general leaned close. “I said you were fired. Get your trash and get on the shuttle. You’re going home, where you’ll get your final physical and be mustered out of the service.”  
 
    “I still have three years left to retirement…” Bob stammered. 
 
    “Not everyone gets a career, Bob. I’ve heard you say those words yourself after disapproving a reenlistment package. There you are. Pack your trash, because you’re done.” 
 
    Bob staggered backward, bumping his way beyond the small formation.  
 
    “I know things!” he snarled, before turning and running into the nearest building.  
 
    “Craken? Go get him and drag him out of there. Throw him onto the nearest shuttle.”  
 
    The sergeant was behind the general. He saluted and ran after the lieutenant colonel. He was inside for two seconds before the sounds of blaster fire echoed from inside.  
 
    The general took off running toward the gunfire. He ripped the door open, but from the side, maintaining cover behind the door frame.  
 
    He peeked inside, dodging back instantly. Craken was down and the rear door of the building was open. “Find him!” the general yelled at the TerroCom squad behind him. He angrily waved the support personnel away. 
 
    Corporal Allen ducked his head and hurried to a place where he would be out of the spotlight. He watched as the squad improved their spacing and assumed a tactical formation, effortlessly moving as one into blowing sand. He’d let the professionals do their job. The chow hall needed extra hands. With his head hanging low, he headed for the largest building. 
 
    The general rushed down the hallway, sliding to a stop where he could kneel next to Sergeant Craken. The man winced. “Oh, that hurt.” Two scorch marks on his body armor showed where the round had impacted, but not penetrated.  
 
    General Quincy helped him to his feet.  
 
    “The colonel kind of went off the rails,” Craken said. 
 
    “That he did, Sergeant. Congratulations, Captain, you’re in charge of this mob now.”  
 
    “Thank you, I think.” The new captain wasn’t sure what duties he was being given, but a field promotion was always the best kind of promotion. He’d check with admin and see when the new pay would start. Maybe a hovercar was in his future. 
 
    The general’s radio crackled to life. They could barely understand the voice over the blowing wind. “He’s gone, General. There are no tracks, no way to follow him without getting ourselves lost in this muck.”  
 
    “Bring your people back inside the perimeter and set up security. I have no idea what he’ll do, so remain on alert until the lieutenant colonel is captured.”  
 
    “Captured?”  
 
    “Dead or alive. Either works for me.” The general clicked off.  
 
    An explosion from the landing area suggested Bob had circled back. The general looked through the door’s window to see a fireball rise from one of the shuttles. “Captain! Get out there and secure those shuttles, and bring me McMasters’s head!”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    “You have made yourself scarce, I have to say,” Dixie drawled.  
 
    No. You didn’t have to say anything, the sheriff thought. 
 
    “Been busy as a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest, ma’am.” The sheriff tipped his hat to the madam.  
 
    “In Shaunte’s office a great deal, Sheriff, when you could be just down the hallway with me.” Dixie smiled and let her bodice slip ever so slightly to show more of her curves.  
 
    “What was I thinking? I could eschew Darklanding’s business for one night of ecstasy and bliss!” he replied sarcastically.  
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “Once with Dixie, there’s no turning back, but you’ll never find out if you don’t start making some moves, young man.” Dixie hiked herself up onto the barstool, exposing plenty of leg on the way. The sheriff noticed. 
 
    “There’s more where that came from,” she whispered. 
 
    “You have another leg?” the sheriff asked, mimicking his deputy’s embrace of the literal.  
 
    “No.” Dixie shook her head, confused. “I mean, yes. I have two, but what does that have to do with the price of tea on Melborn?” 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me. Work beckons. I must locate the wayward Mast Jotham.”  
 
    “Where has your deputy gone this time, Sheriff? No one seems to know anything besides you flew away and when you came back the next day, you were alone. Are you killing off the locals?”  
 
    “Interesting hypothesis. Leave the sleuthing to me, Dixie.” The sheriff leaned in conspiratorially, looking around before whispering into Dixie’s ear. “He’s courting a young Unglok and when I return with him, he may not be alone.”  
 
    He winked at her as he climbed from his stool at the bar and headed out. Dixie clapped and started to laugh. “Won’t that be something, Sheriff Fry! We’ll have to have a party.”  
 
    He gave her the thumbs up over his shoulder as he continued outside, where Maximus seemed to be waiting for him. Shaunte was out there, too, dressed in her traveling clothes.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” the sheriff asked abruptly.  
 
    She raised one eyebrow. “I see why you have so many ex-wives. Your charm with women is something else.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call four ‘so many.’ Wait. Five. I think there are five.” He started ticking off his fingers. “Yes, five, and that’s not so many. I can still count them all on one hand.”  
 
    He smiled and nodded as if that made it okay.  
 
    “I’m going with you to see this base that’s set up on my planet.”  
 
    The sheriff stopped and looked at her. He was no longer smiling. He made sure no one was nearby before he spoke. “Are you sure you want to do that? You know, plausible deniability and all.”  
 
    “By all that’s holy, I accepted the payment from them. There is no doubt that I know about the military training area.”  
 
    “I guess there’s no deniability then.” 
 
    “Which means the only thing we can do is make sure they don’t exceed their authority and blow anything up that they’re not supposed to blow up.”  
 
    “I guess you’re coming then?”  
 
    “I guess so,” Shaunte replied. 
 
    “If Mast and his much shorter better half are ready to come home, we have no place to put them.”  
 
    “You couldn’t fly three people in that flyer anyway. That’s why I’ve requisitioned a bigger bird for this trip.”  
 
    “Out of your pay?” The sheriff had long ago assumed he had no control over his own life. This reaffirmed that he was hanging on for the ride that was Thaddeus Fry’s journey through life. 
 
    “For now,” she admitted. “Shall we? And don’t tell me that thing is coming along.”  
 
    “Okay, I won’t tell you, but Maximus always come with me. He’s my guard dog.”  
 
    “He farts.” Shaunte blocked the sheriff, crossing her arms and looking down her nose at him.  
 
    “Yes, he does, and he’s still coming. Come on, Maximus. Let’s go see Mast Jotham. He’s your buddy, isn’t he, boy?”  
 
    The pig-dog wagged his whole body in joy as he led the way toward the airfield, clearly understanding where they were going.  
 
    “He’s really smart, though,” the sheriff added as he walked around the Company Man.  
 
    She hurried to catch up. “I’ve had the food supplies loaded, too.” 
 
    “You’re making me feel useless,” Thad admitted.  
 
    “Sorry. The only reason I can go is that everything is peaceful. You’ve made it that way.”  
 
    They walked the rest of the way in silence with Maximus running ahead. They checked in and were given access to a much bigger flyer, a much nicer craft.  
 
    When they climbed aboard, the sheriff closely looked over the cockpit and passenger compartment. “So this is how the other half lives. I like it.”  
 
    Shaunte gave him the hairy eyeball. 
 
    “What?” He didn’t understand, and she didn’t elaborate.  
 
    He took his position in the pilot’s seat, ran through the short checklist, told Shaunte to buckle up, and they took off. He found that the aircraft was more than twice as fast as the old flyer he’d been using. He spun up the RPMs and looked at the estimated arrival time. Less than four hours. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” He watched the dial count the seconds. 
 
    Shaunte reclined her chair, curled up, and went to sleep. The sheriff caught himself staring at her. Get a grip, Fry-man. She’s not your type, he argued. His mind raced and the arguments occupied all of his time. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Time to wake up!” the sheriff shouted, making Shaunte jump.  
 
    “What the hell?” She rubbed her eyes as she blinked away the sleep. “Are we there?”  
 
    “On final approach now.” Thad leaned forward and looked at the roiling dust clouds below.  
 
    “Does it always look like that?”  
 
    “Mostly. It’s pretty nasty, but that is what’s available over here.”  
 
    “I could see how they set up in the wrong place by mistake.”  
 
    “Don’t be fooled. The beacons were well-placed and they knew exactly where they were. They chose to set up outside of them. I want to check that they’ve moved before I land.”  
 
    The sheriff swung the flyer wide and slowly crossed the area to the east of the Kuskokwell cave. He checked the coordinates as they flew. Thad pointed to the ground. 
 
    “There were set up right there. Looks like the wind has scrubbed the area clean. No sign of them. That’s how we want it. Deputy Jotham, here we come.” Thad swung the flyer around and raced back to the cave entrance, turning the craft into the wind to put the back ramp as close to the tunnel as possible.  
 
    He powered the systems down and opened the ramp. As he walked out, he took two boxes off the top, grunting with their weight. Shaunte strolled past. 
 
    The sheriff loudly cleared his throat. She stopped and sighed.  
 
    “Don’t roll your eyes at me, Shaunte Plastes!” he said. “Take a box and help me move this stuff into the cave.”  
 
    Maximus worked his way past and headed outside. He didn’t go into the cave, but headed toward the front of the flyer.  
 
    Thad didn’t wait. He tromped down the ramp and hurried into the cave, carrying the boxes a dozen steps in before setting them down. He turned back to help Shaunte when a voice came out of the darkness.  
 
    “That’ll be far enough, Sheriff Fry,” Bob McMasters said, breathing with a raspy wheeze. Thad could make out the blaster pointed in his direction. “Pass me one of those protein bars.”  
 
    “Shaunte, RUN!” the sheriff bellowed, but it was too late. She stumbled forward, trying not to drop the box she was carrying. She careened into the wall and slipped.  
 
    “Put the box down, young lady,” Bob told her. She sheltered her eyes, but couldn’t see far enough into the cave to make out who was talking.  
 
    “Join the sheriff and face the wall, but first, THROW ME A PROTEIN BAR!” the man screamed. 
 
    The sheriff could feel the weight of the blaster against his hip, beneath his fire coat. He may as well have left it on the flyer for all the good it was doing him.  
 
    Shaunte opened the box and took a handful of bars out. She reared back and threw them as hard as she could at the man. He laughed as they bounced off him. Bob backed up before bending down and picking up two of them. He maintained his distance as he ate.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said when he finished. “I think you need to stay here, Sheriff, while the young lady goes with me, because I need help getting off the planet. Would you happen to be the Company Man?”  
 
    Shaunte didn’t answer him.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” Bob laughed gruffly.  
 
    Maximus appeared behind Shaunte, snorting and scuffing the dirt on the cave floor. He danced back and forth as he frothed at the mouth.  
 
    “What is that thing?” Bob took aim, but Thad jumped in the way, holding his arms out. “As you wish.”  
 
    Bob raised the barrel of his blaster to aim at Thad’s head. The sheriff kept his arms out to shield Maximus and Shaunte.  
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel McMasters!” someone called from the cave mouth. Laser points appeared and bounced down the cave walls. Bob ducked to keep the sheriff and the Company Man between him and the newcomers. “Put your blaster down and come with us. It doesn’t have to get ugly.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that. I walk out of here and my body will turn up as the next training accident. Back off or the sheriff and the Company Man get it.” 
 
    The men at the front hesitated. Their gear scraped against the rocks as they tried to get into better firing positions. The sheriff continued to stand with his arms out.  
 
    “Get down on the ground, Shaunte,” the sheriff whispered over his shoulder. Bob rushed forward, shaking his blaster.  
 
    “Nobody move!” Bob yelled. Shaunte remained standing. The sheriff shifted his body. Maximus leaned around the sheriff’s leg and growled at the man holding the blaster. “The resolve of the hostage-taker is always questioned until he proves what he is willing to do.”  
 
    Bob stepped back, staying low to avoid the laser dots. He aimed at the sheriff’s chest. “Any final words, Sheriff?”  
 
    Thaddeus Fry had been this close to death before, but he’d never thought about any last words. He had always thought that he could cheat death, one more time. He was young enough to believe in his own resilience, but old enough to know that if he did nothing, it wouldn’t turn out in his favor. He started to move, but Bob was quicker. He shook his head as he started to pull the trigger. 
 
    A blaster barked from the darkness. Bob was thrown forward. Thad deflected the man’s blaster and body-blocked him into the wall. Bob left a bloody smear as he slid down the rocks and rolled onto the floor.  
 
    Mast Jotham stepped into the light, still aiming his blaster at the lieutenant colonel. Thad pressed two fingers against Bob’s neck. The sheriff shook his head.  
 
    “Put your weapons away. He’s gone.” The sheriff stood up. Maximus forced his way past to sniff and growl at the body.  
 
    Shaunte wrapped her arms around the sheriff, hugging him tightly.  
 
    “This is new,” Mast said. 
 
    “Where’s your better half?” Thad asked, walking forward with Shaunte to give the TerroCom soldiers room to recover the lieutenant colonel’s body.  
 
    “Too young, and they don’t want to leave Kuskokwell. Mast is deputy sheriff! It is my career. They can accept that or lump it. They say there are many lumps before the gravy is smooth. Yes. That is what they say.”  
 
    “They can lump it?” the sheriff wondered aloud. Shaunte stepped back and smoothed out her traveling clothes. She nodded to the sheriff.  
 
    “I won’t ever forget what you did,” she said before turning to the soldiers. “Who’s in charge, and where can I find him?”  
 
    “That would be me, Miss Plastes,” an older man said from the cave mouth. “I’m General Quincy. Please accept my apologies for the aberrant behavior of that man. We’ve been trying to capture him for three days. Unfortunately, you arrived as we trapped him in here.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, of course,” Shaunte said diplomatically. “I expect that this was an odd case and that there will be no repeat? Especially since your armed soldiers are outside the training area boundaries.”  
 
    “In this case,” the sheriff interjected, “I would have asked the military for assistance in capturing their AWOL soldier. One team, one fight. Right, General?” 
 
    “Always, Captain,” the general replied. “Let’s put this business behind us and don’t take this personally, but I hope there is no need for us to meet again, under any circumstances.”  
 
    “That would be the best case, General,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Thad nodded and turned to his deputy. “Ready to go home, Mast Jotham?”  
 
    “Very muchly so, my home in Darklanding.”  
 
    “If you could have your soldiers bring the rest of the boxes from the flyer and stack them here, I would greatly appreciate it. And then we’ll get out of your hair,” Thad said.  
 
    The general removed his hat to show his bald head.  He waved to his people, who made quick work of the remaining boxes.  
 
    Thad, Shaunte, Mast, and Maximus hurried through the wind and into the flyer. They closed the ramp and with one final shrug, Thad jumped into the pilot’s chair. 
 
    Shaunte started gagging.  
 
    Mast covered his face. “I would rather breathe A19,” the Unglok said. 
 
    Thad held his breath as he hurriedly put on a supplemental oxygen mask. Shaunte staggered to the co-pilot’s chair and grabbed her mask. Everyone turned to glare at Maximus.  
 
    The pig-dog rolled onto his side and was soon fast asleep. 
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    The End of Episode 6. 
 
    Stay tuned, a Darklanding Episode will be published every 18 days. Join our newsletter lists to be the first to know when each new episode drops. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this story.  If you liked it, please leave a review – we love the reviews. They help us to keep the momentum in writing the next Darklanding stories. 
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    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    Are you having as much fun in Darklanding as I am? Sound strange? Like I might actually be living there? 
 
    Well, it is what it is. 
 
    Writing a series of standalone but linked stories that add up to over 300,000 words creates a rather large sandbox to play in. Especially when your collaborator introduces the back story of a character like Shaunte Plastes and her father. (I loved episode 6!) Bringing the TerroCom forces to Darklanding is like having that fort full of soldiers just far enough away to forget about until there is a war. The lid is about to blow off the quiet little mining planet at the ass end of nowhere. I hope Sheriff fry and his friends are ready. 
 
    I am chronic daydreamer. Shocker, right? 
 
    I have totally fallen for these characters. I cheer for the ones I like and shake my fist at the ones I hate. There are some nasty villains taking the stage in future episodes. Real slime-bags. Trust me, you’ll want to punch a certain Low Altitude Racing (LAR) pilot in episode seven. 
 
    When Craig explained to me the direction Darklanding 6 was going, I was really excited. First of all, I’m huge fan of the military and the Marine Corps specifically. Craig's knowledge and experience can’t be over appreciated. His second career as a lawyer brings his curriculum vitae for writing this episode full circle. (Please don’t ask me to use any more big words. Took me three minutes to spell curriculum vitae and double-check the definition!) 
 
    Things are getting real in Darklanding. The characters are coming alive, mysteries are being discovered, unraveled, and replaced with new mysteries. But most of all, I’m being welcomed into the world of Craig Martelle and his fantastic fans. 
 
    In all my years of writing and storytelling, which is basically my entire life, I never been welcomed with such enthusiasm. These author notes are my cornball-attempt to say thanks to try and express my amazement. Recently I had a long discussion with a prominent editor in the business who agreed with me. Good beta readers and stalwart fans are pure gold. As a writer, it means everything when someone enjoys what I’ve done. 
 
    Each time I write a story and send it off to Craig I know it's going to his team and will get all the loving care any artist could dream of for his or her work. So without listing everyone by name, thank you and please know that you are the world to this writer. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



[image: Craig-Wickersham-Bust]Author Notes: Craig Martelle 
 
    Written on 3/1/18 
 
    Look at you (if you’re reading this, I’m looking at you) and I’m thanking you for still reading!  Not only did you read this episode of Darklanding, you are still reading! That makes you my all-time favorite human being. 
 
    If you’ve read any of my stuff, you know that this isn’t about me, but you. I want to make sure that you’ve had a great experience reading the installments of the Darklanding serials.  
 
    Today is my wife’s birthday and for half the year, I’m not egregiously older, but then my birthday happens and I become the old guy once again. 
 
    We have an obscene amount of snow on the ground. It’s up to the bottom of the windows around the house and I have to set the snowblower to a seventy-degree angle to get the new stuff launched over the walls of snow that outline our driveway and parking pad. We have to have our water and fuel oil delivered so I need to clean out a large area. There’s no way to do it by hand, so have a big ol’ tractor with a snowblower attachment up front (40” wide), but it’s been giving me fits this year. I’m on my third belt, and each time it takes longer and longer for Amazon Prime to deliver a new belt. I bought a three-pack with my last purchase.  
 
    I have a walk-behind snowblower, but it’s only 24” wide and I have to walk. It’s self-propelled, but there’s so much snow I have to walk at about half a mile an hour so the augur doesn’t choke on the piles of white stuff I’m ramming into it. In any case, It’s now March 2nd, UPS delivered my new belts last night, I installed one this morning (I am now an expert at doing this and can get it done in under three minutes), and I’m ready to head out momentarily and finish what I’ve been hacking at for the past week. Because the next big snowstorm is two days away. If I don’t get what we have cleaned up now, even my tractor won’t be able to plow through it. Then we’d be in a real pickle because we need water and fuel oil. They are important to survival in the middle of Alaska.  
 
    Follow up – the new belt for my tractor worked perfectly. It was also the least expensive belt I could buy. Weird, but the expensive ones were torn up in a hurry. The cheap rubber one stayed on the guides without issue and powered through the heaviest snow.  
 
    Before I bail out, I want to thank Scott Moon again for his support and work on Darklanding. He is making it what it is and is a complete pleasure to work with. I will be incredibly pleased to let him buy me a beer when we meet in Las Vegas in November.   
 
    I'm a lifelong daydreamer and student of human interaction. I have some degrees, but those don't matter when it comes to telling the story. Engaging characters within a believable narrative—that's what it’s all about. I live in the interior of Alaska, far away from an awful lot, but I love it here. It is natural beauty at its finest. 
 
    Peace, fellow humans. 
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    We’d like to thank the following beta readers who make sure that this story goes to you as error free as humanly possible. They also keep us on track with the stories. What a great group of people we have helping us to tell better stories. 
 
      
 
    Micky Cocker 
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    James Caplan 
 
    Diane Velasquez 
 
    Dorene Johnson 
 
      
 
    Scott and I would both like to thank our families for putting up with us as we share the stories in our heads. We type slowly and it takes time to capture the words. Thank you for taking care of us while we’re doing our thing. 
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